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For Nit




What you do to yourself, you do to the world. What you do to the world, you do to yourself.


– Buddhist proverb


 


If a living donor can do without an organ, why shouldn’t the donor profit and medical science benefit?


– Janet Ratcliffe-Richards, Lancet 352 (1998), p. 1951




AUTHOR’S NOTE


As a point of information, for reasons of atmosphere the Patong I have described is pre-tsunami. Vulture Peak the mountain, like the book, is entirely fictional, as is the Golden Goose temple.
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In the golden age of conspicuous consumption – it must be more than twenty years ago now, although it seems like only yesterday – someone rich and famous from Hong Kong built a stately pleasure dome high on a hill in Phuket overlooking the Andaman Sea. They used the finest Thai architects, who produced a lyrical palace with curving roofs under which teak pillars of great girth support high ceilings over vast play areas where pools of limpid blue are linked by tiny streams that tinkle over smooth pebbles selected by a feng shui master, and enormous bedrooms offer ocean views to make you gasp. The developer named the hilltop they had thus colonized Vulture Peak, whether in homage to the Indian mountain upon which the Buddha gave his celebrated sermons, or to the buzzards they had evicted, is unclear.


It’s as good a place as any for a triple homicide, although access is complicated. I came by taxi, but the driver lost us in a complex of single-lane roads that led to other mansions. We could see the place clearly enough – it’s the biggest and swankiest of them all – so in the end I climbed up an iron ladder from the sea and have arrived a good fifty minutes after the forensic team, which is led by our senior pathologist, Dr. Supatra, a diminutive figure in white coveralls, mask, and gloves. We press our palms together and wai each other from a distance. She is accompanied by a team of about eight, for the news that it is an atrocity of the more serious kind preceded our arrival and the good doctor likes to be prepared. More than the size of her team, the heavy silence and glum faces – only she and her chief assistant are wearing masks – portend a crime scene lurid with bad luck. Not a one of us will not spend an hour or so making merit in a temple before the day is out. In my mind’s eye I stand before a Buddha image with a bunch of smoking incense and bow three times.


Dr. Supatra leads me to the master bedroom, where three human forms lie on a giant bed. In an attempt to minimize the bad joss as much as to express respect for the dead, Supatra has covered them from head to toe with an equally extravagant white sheet. She pauses for a moment before inviting me to share the labor of removing it. The rest of her team have wandered in to observe my reaction.


The Buddha taught that the distinction between subject and object, the self and other, even between you and me, Dear Farang Reader (may I call you DFR?), is illusory. This lesson is brought home with perhaps more drama than the Master intended when the human forms before you have been stripped of faces, eyes, genitals, and – as the good doctor indicates by pointing to gaping wounds in each cadaver – kidneys and livers too. To call them anonymous would be to evade the issue. Stripped of every vestige of personal identity, they are all of us, as anyone knows who has ever flown economy. With so much surgery to absorb, it takes me a moment to notice that the finger and thumb tips of each victim have been snipped off. Supatra follows my gaze.


‘Any first impressions regarding cause of death?’ I ask.


‘Gunshot wounds to the back of the head. A single shot in each case. Everything points to a carefully planned execution prior to pillaging the bodies for organs.’


‘Obviously no print identification,’ I mutter. ‘DNA?’


The doctor shrugs. ‘If any of them committed a serious crime over the past five years, maybe. We only have DNA records for convicted criminals.’


‘But prints could have been checked on the national ID bank.’ I shake my head. ‘Someone is being unusually shy about who they killed. We have to go on the likelihood they were all Thai residents who could have been identified if they still had fingertips.’ I scratch my jaw. ‘That leaves sixty million possibilities.’


Supatra allows herself a smile bordering on the coquettish. ‘I may be able to help, Detective. Just last week I sent off for some fancy software that will allow us to reconstruct the faces on my laptop. The government won’t pay so I’m buying it myself.’


‘Really? That will be helpful. By the way, what genders are the victims?’


‘Two men and a woman.’


Now I notice something else. ‘No blood?’


‘Somebody cleaned up meticulously. They even used some chemical that neutralizes our tests. I tell you, whoever did it were professionals. There were certainly more than one.’ I nod.


‘Any ideas?’ the doctor asks when we have replaced the sheet.


‘You mean whodunit? Only in the more general sense.’ She raises her eyes. ‘Ronald Reagan, Milton Friedman, Margaret Thatcher, Adam Smith. Capitalism dunit. Those organs are being worn by somebody else right now.’


She stares at me for a moment and, good Buddhist that she is, shivers. ‘Oh, yes. Of course I saw that from the start.’


I leave her in the infinite lounge to step out onto the balcony, which offers a plummeting vista of rocks and ocean of the kind that invariably provokes thoughts of suicide in even the healthiest psyche, and fish out my cell phone to call my assistant, Lek. I ask him to go straight to the Phuket land registry and give him the address of the crime scene, which should be enough for the registry to work out the lot number. I don’t bother to check the rest of the house – what’s the point?


Despite my evasive answer to the doctor’s question, I already know too much. I need to clear my head and my heart. I also need to consider how to break the news to my partner, Chanya. All of a sudden I need to do a lot of things that form no part of crime detection. The iron ladder I climbed up starts at a corner of the balcony and hugs the massive rock all the way down. I jump the last two steps to land on soft shale that releases an inelegant sea stench, which I suck in with some relief. Despite the impossible heat I decide to follow the shore all the way back to the main road. I’ll find a cab or a motorbike taxi there.


Lek, a transsexual permanently on the verge of the operation that will equally permanently turn him into a woman, is waiting outside the thoroughly modern land registry, a refugee from the glacial air-conditioning that our bureaucrats have come to expect as a perk of their employment. He shivers as I open the door for us, and we are braced by an arctic breeze. ‘The clerk’s a katoey,’ he complains. Katoey means transsexual, which is to say one of his own tribe. Is it too early in the narrative for a dark observation on the human condition, namely that to know well is often to loath well? To put it another way, the fishwife inside all men is liberated when the goolies are cut off – or about to be.


But he’s right, the clerk is a katoey of the kind who did not find consummation after the operation. Dark, paranoid eyes seem in endless doubt as to whether life without a cock is even worse than with one. When I ask politely if he cannot find the lot number of the address I give him – it is after all the biggest, most prominent, most overblown mansion on the highest rock in the locality – Lek interjects loudly with faux hurt, ‘I already asked him exactly that question, and he said, “What do you think I am, a private detective?” ’


I catch the clerk’s eye and smile glacially as I present my police ID. Caught, he goes into a classic katoey sulk. It’s the full show with pouted lips, tuts, and well-I-supposes, but he magically finds the logbook under the desk. He must have retrieved it from the shelves while Lek was outside sheltering from the cold. Perhaps fearful that I will make a formal complaint, he tuts and frets his way through the pages until he finds the lot we are seeking. He also runs his finger down the column that records the various parties who have owned the pleasure palace over the years.


It seems that a famous and now deceased Hong Kong Chinese woman, the widow of an equally famous land development tycoon, bought the lot through a local company without disguising her identity. This we may take as an act of flamboyance, proving she was so rich she didn’t much care if one day she would have to pay tax on the resale or, more likely, that she would one day be cheated by her Thai shadow shareholders. On her death the property was sold and resold through a succession of shell companies until the present owner, B.C.A. Company, bought it officially for one hundred million baht, which at the present rate of exchange works out at roughly $3.5 million. The recorded price doubtless reflects a strategy to evade transfer tax; we can assume the actual sale figure was at least double.


As is proper, the details of B.C.A. Company are also recorded in the register. I am not surprised that the eight shareholders are Thai; I would be surprised, though, if any of them invested any equity at all in the company. Whoever is the true owner of the mansion has made sure someone searching the registry – a cop like me, for example – will not so easily discover their identity.


I thank the clerk. He has transformed into a female doormat who fawns and moans as he hefts the heavy tome and tramps slope-shouldered down the aisle between shelves that hold the larcenous secrets of a real estate boom more than thirty years old, while Lek and I retreat gratefully to the heat wave that awaits outside.


I try to avoid Lek’s eye while we look around for a taxi, but he grasps my arm.


‘It’s part of the other thing, isn’t it?’


‘Too early to say,’ I reply. He treats me to a fishwife leer of dis belief.
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I shall tease you no further, DFR, but straightaway tell you what I know. It all began on an inauspicious Thursday last week.


‘I looked into body parts about five years ago,’ Police Colonel Vikorn said, and gave me one of his dangerous smiles. We were in his spartan but spacious office, where he sat at his desk under a great anticorruption poster of which he is inexplicably fond. ‘But the logistics seemed too nerve-wracking. In the end I decided to stay with what I knew. Smack never goes bad, especially if you keep it in morphine bricks during a bear market.’


My Colonel stood. He is of average height with gray hair almost cropped. As on most days, he was dressed in an informal version of the Thai cop’s brown uniform, a worn cotton combination that looks like military fatigues. It is one of his idiosyncrasies that he never walks but only prowls. Now he prowled to the window to look down on the cooked-food stalls that line the street below. ‘So many things you have to set up. The surgeon to harvest the parts from the donor or the cadaver. The other surgeon to pop them into the donee. Nursing support for both. And if you do it right, you probably need a specialist in whatever organ you’re transplanting – kidneys are the gold standard, but there’s quite a lot of liver, heart, lung trafficking these days, and they say that whole eyes and faces are now viable. Then there’s the clinic to set up. If you’ve got some farang calling the shots, he’s not going to expect it all to happen in a third-world garage.’


He pursed his lips. ‘And you have to have a good organ hunter to work the supply side in the first place, not to mention the nurse to take the blood samples to check compatibility.’ He turned to face me. ‘But I could see the point, of course. Suppose some rich little shit on Wall Street needs a new heart. Is he going to wait in line in the hope that the health system will find him a replacement before he croaks – or is he going to buy himself one on the black market? If he’s on the point of dying, obviously he’ll pay whatever price the organ hunter demands. If he’s worth eight hundred million, surely a mere million is not too much to ask in return for another twenty years of bleeding the world white? See, the hunter is the key to it all.’ He paused and frowned. ‘Sure, it would be a first-class racket if it wasn’t for the short shelf life of the product. Did you know that lungs and hearts only last six hours? After that they’re useless.’


‘No,’ I said, ‘I didn’t know that.’


Vikorn flashed me a glance and nodded thoughtfully. ‘Eyes, of course, last longer. Just pop them out and chuck them in a fridge, they’re good for a week.’


‘I thought you said eyes were only just coming onstream.’


‘I said whole eyes. Corneas are entry-level stuff – you don’t even need a real surgeon, a well-trained nurse could do it – but the corneas are kept intact on the eyeballs until they’re needed – it’s called an eye bank. No civilized country is without one.’ He covered his mouth to cough. ‘The United Arab Emirates is one of the big markets for corneas. It’s all that sun, burns them out. How long do you think human testicles would last on ice?’


‘I have no idea. I’ve never heard of transplanting testicles.’


‘There’s an incredible demand for them in North Korea, did you know that?’


‘No.’


‘Of course, with North Koreans you never know if they’re going to transplant them or eat them.’


He let the moment hang for a few beats, then said in a suddenly formal and almost public tone of voice, ‘Organ trafficking is a deplorable thing, don’t you think? It’s outrageous that people use our country as a staging post for such an appalling crime. Someone needs to do something about it. I spoke to the deputy secretary yesterday, he’s right behind me. He’s given me tacit approval to lead the charge.’


Now I’d lost the plot entirely. Vikorn lead a law and order campaign? In your mythology, DFR, that would be like Judas running for pope. Stranger still, this was the first I’d heard of Thailand being a world organ-trading center. Shrewdly, my master gave me a few moments to adjust to the new reality. Then he said, ‘So I’m appointing you as lead investigator.’


‘Huh?’ In more than a decade of feudal service to my chief, he has never asked me to perform a socially useful task. On the contrary, my contribution to the community has largely consisted in modifying his personal interpretation of Western capitalism. ‘You started out admitting that you looked into the trade for personal profit. Now suddenly you want to wipe it out. May I ask why?’


He turned to stare me full in the face. ‘Why d’you think?’


‘I have no idea . . .’ My voice trails off, then I emit an ‘Oh.’


‘Right,’ Vikorn says, and turns to the window.


‘Uhh, how long has General Zinna of the Royal Thai Army been in the business?’


‘Ever since that car accident he got all twisted out of shape about. Five years or so. I turned a blind eye to it for a while, because it was relatively small bucks, but now the business has exploded. Organ trafficking today is what personal computers were in the eighties. I can’t let him get too rich. Before you know it, he’ll be trying to wipe me out again. You know what a competitive asshole he is.’


I stared at him. ‘Why me?’


‘Who else? You speak English. You are the half-farang bastard son of an American serviceman and so can pass for near white. You are also accustomed to international travel. That’s already three qualifications not owned by anyone else in District Eight. If you must know, there is a fourth.’ Predictably, he paused with his eyebrows crooked. When I refused to rise to the bait, he added, ‘You’re actually interested in truth and justice. I had a feeling that might come in useful eventually.’


I was not in the mood for those kinds of games, so I scowled instead of smiled. This modest symptom of insubordination used to be enough to get you traffic duty at the Asok/Sukhumvit interchange in the old days; it still was in most cases, but when the Master has bigger fish to fry, he can be amazingly tolerant. Now he was grinning into my bad mood; not a good sign. Still standing, he reached down to pull out the top drawer of his desk, from which he extracted what looked like a scroll about eighteen inches in width. Now he was holding one edge of the document in his left hand next to his left cheek, while unrolling it with his right. Okay, now I saw it was not a document. It was a poster showing him in a brilliant white military-style uniform with brass studs, which is the identity of choice for any Thai man who needs to make an impression on the community. But it was the caption underneath his picture that was drilling holes in my psyche from every direction.


I went gray, because all the blood had drained from my face and an attack of nausea had begun rolling something around in the depths of my stomach. ‘No,’ I said, ‘you can’t be serious. Please tell me this is an elaborate joke to humiliate me, I can live with that. Just put that damned thing away before I puke.’


Even these strong words failed to dent his amused stare. ‘It’s official. You can check with the electoral commission if you like.’


‘You as governor of Bangkok? You’re really going to run?’


‘That’s what it says, isn’t it? There’s going to be one of these on every third lamppost in the city. I’ve already booked and paid for all the television time I’m allowed under the rules.’ He rolled up the poster and threw it on his desk. Now he was rubbing the left side of his nose with his left index finger, a sign of unadulterated triumphalism. ‘Actually, I can hardly lose. None of the other candidates has the dough to beat me. My political counselors tell me there is only one element missing, only one minor flaw that could trip me on the way to the top.’


Now I was beginning to understand. ‘In twenty years as a colonel in the Royal Thai Police, you have never done a single thing to fight crime, while doing a great deal to contribute to it.’


My words really should have had him in a rage, but instead the grin just got bigger. ‘That’s not entirely true. I have done one very important thing to fight crime, something that has cost me dearly over the years.’ He paused for effect, then continued, ‘And now it’s payback time.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘You. I’ve put up with you and all your sniveling, bleeding-heart conscience, your holier-than-thou posture that gets up everyone’s nose and has had half the payroll moaning to me about you on almost a weekly basis for the past ten years. I’m not just talking about your monk manqué attitude, I’m talking about the number of man-hours you’ve wasted on forensic trivia when you could have been earning your keep. I’m talking about more than a decade of mollycoddling at considerable expense, taking into account how much money you would have made if I had listened to other voices. But I didn’t, did I? You’re still here, aren’t you? I knew I’d find a use for you in the end, though even I never thought it would take a whole decade.’


I was flushed, now; raging blood and a thumping heart replaced gray with near crimson. Suddenly the words were out: ‘Fuck you. I resign. Right here and now. You’ll have it in writing as soon as I get back to my desk.’


I was stunned that I still had not penetrated his impossible complacency. He was even shaking his head while smiling tolerantly. ‘Oh, no you don’t. You can’t.’


‘Why can’t I?’


‘Because this is your big moment as well as mine. I’m giving you the highest-profile criminal campaign in the country, and your goody-two-shoes Buddhist conscience will drive you till you drop. All I ask in return for bestowing upon you such glory, such cosmic opportunity to mend and improve your karma to the point where, if you’re obliged to reincarnate at all, it will be as a prince or captain of industry or even, Buddha help us, a holy and revered abbot of a great monastery – all you have to do is tell the truth.’


‘Which is?’


‘That your soon-to-be-world-famous crusade to put an end to the nefarious practice of illegal trafficking in body parts, which is so vilely exploiting the poor and the helpless, et cetera, is driven by me. You don’t even have to confine yourself to Thailand – the Philippines is a world center for organ trading. You can even extend beyond Southeast Asia – in Moldova human kidneys are the staple of the economy. They grow them for cropping the way we grow rice. You’re going to be our first World Cop. It’ll put us on the law enforcement map like never before – we’ll get to be more self-righteous than Western Europe and the States put together. We’ll be the Mr. Squeaky Clean of organ sales.’


My jaw dropped. ‘You’re going to plaster it all over the media, aren’t you? I mean, the international media? You cunning bastard. The surest way to get the respect of the Thai people is to get the respect of the rest of the world first, especially the Western world. You’re going to give exclusive interviews to CNN and the BBC, which will run endlessly on Thai TV. Damn it, you can’t lose.’ I was scratching my jaw furiously. ‘And you get to nail Zinna into the bargain. It’s two birds with one stone.’


‘Right.’


I slumped. ‘And it’s true, I can’t refuse.’


‘See, you agree with me on every point.’


‘It’s also an easy way to get myself killed.’


‘There is a risk factor, I agree. But how long do you think you would live if you resigned from the force?’


Stress now had me all curled up in my chair – if I were alone, I would have been in a reality-denying fetal position on a bed somewhere. Of course, he had anticipated this moment, just as he had stage-managed the whole interview. Now in one seamless action, he took out his wallet, extracted something small and black from it, sat on his chair, leaned back, and chucked the credit-card-sized black object across the desk. It landed in front of me. I refused to pick it up or even look closely at it. ‘What is it?’


Now he showed the first sign of irritation. ‘What does it look like?’


‘A credit card.’


‘What a genius detective you are.’


‘A black one?’


‘If you pick the bloody thing up, all will be revealed.’


Correction: if I picked it up, it would be a symbolic act of defeat. Well, he’d already defeated me, so I picked it up. ‘Amex? They make black ones? Is it for people with poor repayment records?’


He smirked. ‘You jerk. If you had one atom of street sense you would know you could buy a jumbo jet with it.’


I turned it over a couple of times and shrugged. ‘So congrat -ulations, I already know you’re filthy rich. What’s it got to do with the price of human testicles?’


‘Look again, mooncalf.’


I looked again and gasped. ‘It has my name on it.’


‘You’ve no idea how I had to lie to get them to put you on the account. They checked you out – they told me things about you that were truly shocking, but I battled on. It’s a supplementary card. Just don’t tell any of my wives – they’ve been on at me to get them one ever since they found out what it is.’


‘You mean—’


‘Of course, I put a limit on it – a very generous one, actually.’


‘How much?’


‘Not telling you. Let’s say, if you find out, it will be because you’ve gotten uncharacteristically extravagant – or because the case has taken one of those turns that only money can control.’


All I could do for the moment was to stare, as if the sinister black piece of plastic had arrived from a distant planet. ‘But why do I need it? If the case requires cash, I can just come and ask you for it.’


He sighed. ‘You’ve missed the main clue, Detective.’


‘Okay, I’m just a dumb monk manqué – what clue?’


‘In the old days you would have got it in an instant. I deliberately let it drop early on in this interview. I’m very disappointed. And don’t say “fuck you” again – you only get to play that card once in a lifetime.’


Now I shrugged and made myself look even dumber than he was making me out to be. I let my jaw hang and gave him a slack-eyed stare.


‘The United Arab Emirates,’ my Colonel said with heavy patience. ‘That’s where you’re going. Start with corneas, and work your way down till you get to testicles. I want the list of contacts as it develops.’


‘The UAE? I can’t just land in the middle of the Arabian Desert and start selling corneas.’


‘I know. I already told you I looked into the trade a few years back. I have contacts who will be interested in taking on a Thai apprentice organ hunter.’


I scratched my head. ‘What are the names of the contacts?’


‘D’you know the Chinese for “Old Hundred Names”? Never mind. Just say “the Vultures,” and everyone in the business will know who you’re talking about.’


‘Where are they based?’


‘Everywhere. The ladies speak a thousand languages, own a thousand faces. I think you’ll have a lot of fun with this case. Don’t worry if you have to do things that threaten your marriage. I’ll corroborate it’s all in the line of duty.’
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My first thought after leaving his office with shoulders slumped was to rush home to my partner, Chanya, a former whore who’d worked in my mother’s bar, the Old Man’s Club, where we fell in love. We’re not legally married but went through a Buddhist ceremony, which is what counts in the country area where Chanya hails from. A few years ago our only child, a son, died in a traffic accident, and the event changed my darling forever. She grew serious, studied sociology from a distance-learning institute, followed up with a master’s in the same subject, and now works day and night on her Ph.D. thesis, which, naturally, is all about prostitution in Thailand, with a special emphasis on Bangkok. Let me be specific: she conducted almost the whole of her research in Soi Cowboy, where my mother’s bar is situated. All was going well until the university in its wisdom replaced one of her Thai supervisors with a farang woman, with whom Chanya did not get along. For a year it had been one long High Noon between the two of them, each trying to outresearch the other. I didn’t think I was going to get the reception I needed by going home right now.


Instead, I checked the open-plan office where I have a desk to see if my assistant, Lek, was still there. But it was six-fifteen in the evening, and he’d long since left work. I doubted that he’d gone home, though. I pressed an autodial number on my cell phone. When he answered, I could hear a plaintive Isaan folk song in the background and a lot of semifemale voices. When he is among his own kind, Lek turns pretty much totally fag.


‘Where are you, Lek?’


‘Master, darling, is it really you? Soo wonderful of you to think of me.’


‘Lek, I have a new case you’re going to have to help me with.’


‘Anything, Superman, anything you say.’


‘Be serious for a moment. You have a good connection in the army, don’t you?’


A snigger. ‘I do love your discretion, master.’


‘There’s a General Zinna angle to the case. I need to talk to you.’


Lek dropped his fag performance. ‘Zinna?’


‘Just tell me where you are, I’ll come.’


‘I’m in the Lonesome Cowboy in Nana Plaza. Do hurry, I can’t wait to show you off to my friends.’


Now I was outside the police station, facing the long row of cooked-food stalls, which would be illegal if they didn’t cater to cops, and I was of two minds about whether to grab a cab or walk to Nana. I knew that if I decided to walk, it would start to rain, and that if I grabbed a cab, it would not. Just to prove that I could predict the future, I started to walk. By the time I got to the end of the soi, the heavens opened; call me Nostradamus. The drops were light enough at first, and of course it was about thirty degrees Celsius, but this was the remnant of a typhoon that had been lashing Vietnam for four days, and now the sky had turned black and all of us on the street were hit with great plashing drops of warm water that soaked you from top down and also from bottom up because the rain bounced off the sidewalk to a height of maybe twelve inches.


By the time I reached the Sukhumvit/Soi 4 interchange, the calves of my pants were wet rags. The roads had started to flood and turn into shallow brown rivers. I decided to wait in a doorway with a clear view of the traffic jam. Cars, trucks, and buses pumped carbon monoxide into the warm rain; an old diesel bus with no air-conditioning stopped right in front of me. Rows of Thai faces stared implacably into the bad weather. A couple of whores and a katoey who were hanging around looking for customers had also taken refuge in the doorway, so it was quite cozy. The katoey was by far the most beautiful of all of us, but given to pouting. By the time I decided to make a dash for it, I had offended all three of my new friends by declining to hire any of their bodies.


I reached Nana soaked through. Farang don’t like to get wet, not even in the tropics, so the plaza was almost without customers, the outside bars awash with water, the girls huddled together under the extended roofs that are supposed to look like country pavilions. I knew the rain wouldn’t last long, though, and even if it did, lust and loneliness would bring the white men out to play sooner or later; anyway, these were mostly Isaan girls, conditioned from childhood to take a contemplative attitude to life: they have a hundred ways of passing the time, mostly by grooming one another. At the Crazy Elephant three girls were looking for lice in the hair of three other girls, and the remaining ‘waitresses’ were making up in mirrors. The Isaan hairdresser in the corner was doing a roaring trade as usual, and as the girls wandered in for work, they waied the Buddha shrine next to the Forbidden City bar, sometimes bringing lotus and other offerings to lay under the saffron-robed statue. As recently as five years ago there were only heterosexual bars here, but the katoey market has grown inexplicably in recent times. Is something happening in farang land you need to tell me about, DFR? Don’t you like girls so much anymore? Is it feminism that has turned you off or something latent in the soul, so long denied, that is emerging in this new century of enlightenment?


I’d not been to Nana for years, so for me this was a trip down memory lane. When I saw that the Lonesome Cowboy was on the ground floor at the back of the plaza, I had to smile to myself. It used to be called the Catwalk; my mother, Nong, worked there when I was about twelve years old. I used to take a motorbike taxi early in the evening to come and ask for money for food; sometimes, when I got lonely, I would arrive in an emotional mess as late as one or two in the morning. If Mum was with a customer, her friends would take care of me. According to the head experts, I should have quite a few problems, shouldn’t I? Well, I can report that in my case I do have one unusual quirk: I adore whores. Generally speaking, they are the most honest and generous of women, and the only ones who have a clue about men.


The entrance to the bar was covered by a red velvet curtain and guarded by four katoeys (in shimmering silver body gloves or gold one-piece swimming costumes with white daisies at the bosom). They gazed upon me as a prospect and undressed me in their imagination as they let me in; I saw about twenty more katoeys in bikinis and faux-ermine shawls busy eating their evening meal. They were using the stage as a table and discussing silicone inserts with reference to the price/quality tradeoff. There was no sign of Lek. I nodded at the mamasan, a katoey in his midforties who remembered my mother from the bar’s earlier incarnation; he nodded back.


Now I saw that Lek was sitting at a table in a dark corner and had been watching me with an excited grin on his face since I walked in. The other katoeys watched jealously as I strolled over, just as Lek intended. He was right to be discreet – all katoeys are compulsive gossips; but they are also a sub-subclass: no one listens to them, no one accords them the right to be taken seriously. I’m fond of Lek, perhaps I love him, but I don’t appreciate his fag persona, so I went stern, just as he started to tease me about being in a katoey bar.


‘General Zinna,’ I said, and he immediately got the message. He nodded humbly. Now he was a doormat who would take any punishment from the master he loved. ‘I only heard the story about his accident tenth hand. He’s into body parts, all of a sudden?’


‘It was such a terrible shame,’ Lek said with a sigh. ‘That young fellow was tall, strong, and handsome like a dream.’ Lek shook his head. ‘The most beautiful soldier in the army, they used to say. And an ace marksman.’


‘Zinna was driving?’


‘Of course. He used to love to drive his Ferrari down lonely country lanes with his latest beautiful boy by his side. He doesn’t do that anymore. They say he sold the Ferrari.’


‘A cement truck?’


Lek nodded. ‘It was all General Zinna’s fault, he admits it himself. He didn’t lie or punish the truck driver – he just paid off the cops. They say he really was broken up about it. He tried to buy the boy a new face, even went up to China to arrange for the surgery, because there was that case in the news in Beijing where they transplanted a whole face from a brain-dead person to some guy who got attacked by a Rottweiler – but you can see from the pictures the surgery didn’t really work. He still looks like a monster.’


‘He bought his lover a new face?’


‘Tried to. The Chinese sold him one fresh from a prisoner they had executed, but it didn’t take so well. The poor boy had to go through months and months of surgery and drugs, surgery and drugs, and he still ended up with a hideous mask. In the end he told Zinna he was going to dedicate the rest of his life to the Buddha. He found a forest monastery in Cambodia that would have him – the Thai Sangha wouldn’t take him. They say he’s achieved happiness. Maybe he’s an arhat already. With that kind of suffering, I suppose you progress pretty quickly. You know the saddest thing of all? He wasn’t even gay, just doing the right thing to get promotion in Zinna’s brigade.’


‘Your soldier-lover told you the whole story?’


Lek smirked. ‘He’s not my lover, darling. You know I’m no good at sex. He tried to rape me that time when we were on the Tibetan case, and then he had a change of heart. He won’t stop asking for forgiveness, he says it’s at least partly my fault for being so pretty. What a charmer!’ He giggled. ‘You see, I don’t think he knew he was gay until that day.’ Lek laughed. ‘Boys are funny.’


‘So what’s the connection with organ trafficking?’


‘Zinna is all bent out of shape from the accident and what he did to the love of his life, but Zinna is Zinna and always looking for a way to get richer than Vikorn – and it’s like in the midst of the greatest misery, he’s suddenly found El Dorado. He’s blown away by the Chinese – he thinks it’s unbelievably clever the way they sell organs from executed prisoners – and of course the more executions the better for business, so there’s a lot of people on death row who shouldn’t be there. It’s like natural resources with legs that deliver themselves to the factory. He admires that. His first idea was to set up as a broker. You know, matching the supply side from China with the demand side from the West and Southeast Asia. It’s exactly his kind of capitalism: brutal and profitable.’


‘Why did you say it was his first idea?’


‘Because a lot of people were already in the racket. There wasn’t that much opportunity left. You can’t compete with the Chinese when it comes to business – they never sleep. So he takes his idea a bit further.’


‘How?’


‘How d’you think? He’s got connections with Burma that go back decades – that’s where he’s got his meth factories. A lot of Burmese would line up to sell a kidney, a piece of liver, an eye, to get their hands on a few thousand dollars. Especially mothers trying to save their babies from disease and hunger. And there are all those executions the generals carry out. Zinna sells Burmese and Chinese body parts, and business is booming. They say it’s better than methamphetamine, and the best news is there’s no law enforcement, not even from the West. Smuggle a little marijuana, and they jump on you. Smuggle a liver that’s been ripped out of a political prisoner, and they wave you on.’


While we were talking, the katoeys came and went through the curtain. It was dark outside. That meant it was after seven o’clock and almost at the end of the rush hour. Now a farang in a business suit slipped in. He was the first genuine customer, so the katoeys made a fuss over him. He had been there before, though, and someone started calling out for Shirlee. Shirlee was a young katoey, perhaps twenty-two or -three, very slim and feminine looking. He was wearing a single-piece fawn-and-gold swimsuit and looked more vulnerable than any girl. He sidled up to the farang, who must have been some kind of lawyer or businessman in his late twenties. The young man in the suit grabbed and hugged the even younger man in the swimming costume. ‘I’ve been looking forward to this since nine this morning,’ the farang said in a voice ripe with lust. He wiped out the dreary reality of the day with a great sigh.


‘Are you going to pay my bar fine?’ Shirlee asked in a cute-submissive voice.


‘Tonight and every night, love.’


Lek, too, had noticed the romantic moment and smiled at me in a provocative way. I shook my head, laughing, and paid for the drinks. While I was waiting for change, a short, bald, and very nervous farang came in. Lek said, ‘Oh, my,’ because it was obvious from his body language the new customer had never been in a katoey bar before. This was a closet breakout.


The katoeys were salivating. Two of them, one in a silver body glove and another in a leopard-skin tunic with short skirt, went up to him. They stroked his shoulders as if he’d been out in the cold too long; he immediately bought drinks. Lek’s eyes said, Insecure, lonesome foreigner fleeing callous whores and worse wives for the twilight world of transsexuals. In your language, DFR, you say, Out of the frying pan into the fire. We say, Escape the tiger into the mouth of the crocodile. By the time my change arrived, the little bald guy was on his third whiskey-and-Coke and was starting to believe the endless flattery he was getting from the two katoeys.


‘Your tits are coming along,’ I told Lek as I was leaving. ‘Better not let them show too much, I’m getting heat from Vikorn about you.’


‘I know, I know,’ Lek said.


My mind flipped back to the case. I paused for a second. ‘Zinna must have a go-between. He’s too brutal to work directly with Western surgeons and clients.’


‘Sure. I even heard the name once, but I can’t remember it.’


‘The Vultures. A two-girl team?’


‘Yes. How did you know?’


‘Vikorn told me.’


Outside the plaza was starting to hop. Just as I predicted, the rain couldn’t keep the johns away for long. The girls who were grooming one another before were grooming white men now, and those who’d bought new hairdos from the coiffeur at the corner were showing them off behind the bars. A dozen TV monitors were showing a dozen different shows, most of them soccer, and all the sound systems were blaring. Still the rain from Vietnam was flooding the streets; still the girls paused to wai the Buddha shrine and leave lotus buds.
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I found a cab fast enough, but we got snarled at the mouth of Soi 4 where it exits onto Sukhumvit. In terms of human sexual activity, this is the busiest corner in the world. Traffic from Nana Plaza, consisting of older farang men accompanying girls they’ve just hired, meets traffic from the other brothels and street pickups, making toward the short-time hotels. Simultaneously newly-mets are arriving from the bars farther up Sukhumvit in the Pleonchit area, looking for somewhere air-conditioned where they can get horizontal for an hour or so.


To me, sitting in back of the cab waiting for the lights to change, the answer to the world economic crisis was obvious: legalize prostitution and tax it. At 15 percent per bang, deficits would shrink overnight. It would be safe to leverage as well. The worse things get, the more people bury their problems in sex. The better things get, the more people celebrate their good fortune with sex. It’s a tax revenue for all seasons, and with ever more sophisticated surveillance coming onstream, it won’t be long before governments will be in a position to tax sex between married couples. Hey, Obama, are you listening?


Out of boredom the cab driver switched on his radio. One of the chat shows reported that five women had complained separately about a stalker on Sukhumvit. It seemed a man with a grotesquely damaged face had been approaching women and scaring the hell out of them. Two complained to the police, but the police told them there was no law against being ugly. Now a bunch of people called to say they agreed with the police: What was Thailand coming to when people showed no tolerance for the afflictions of others? We were supposed to be a Buddhist nation, after all. Then one of the stalked women called in to say, ‘Have you any idea just how ugly this guy is? We’re talking about extreme mutilation, worse than any horror movie.’ The story made me think of Zinna’s lover, whose face was smashed in that car accident; but of course he was in a monastery somewhere in Cambodia, so it couldn’t be him.


By the time we emerged from the jam, it was nine-thirty. A few more holdups kept me in the cab until we finally arrived at my little soi where my little hovel was waiting. I saw from the lights that Chanya was home, working in the corner of the room she calls her office. I called out ‘Hi,’ and she said it back to me, without looking up from her monitor. I tried not to feel lonely, isolated, and rejected. I tried not to think of the nervous little bald guy who’d come into the Lonesome Cowboy a couple of hours before and was probably this minute being initiated into his new world in some upstairs room by those two katoeys who would have his money one way or another. I tried not to think of Burmese mothers selling their kidneys and their eyes to keep their babies alive for a few more years, or of all the other Asian women and men who had tried to help their families by selling body parts after the tsunami. It’s a beautiful, global world, so long as you keep your eyes shut.


The first thing I did when I arrived home was to grab a bunch of incense, light it, and hold it at eye level while I waied the electric Buddha we keep on a high shelf in the northeast corner. He’s quite gaudy with purple and red lights, which are kitsch enough to remind me it’s only a symbol I’m bowing at. On The Path, symbols are functional things, DFR; you really don’t want them to seduce you with their charm or resale value.


So I was practicing a gritted-teeth kind of husbandly tolerance when I went to the other corner of the room, picked up a bottle of red wine, poured her a glass, and set it in front of her keyboard, then poured another for myself. She was not a natural drinker; I’d started to insist on one glass per night, just to bring her down from that high-stress war with her supervisor whose name, inevitably perhaps, was Dorothy. I knew that if she didn’t have wine, she would hit a wall and slob out in front of the TV to watch her DVDs of Ice Road Truckers. You’d think there wouldn’t be much for a slender Thai girl to relate to in a series about great hairy white men driving massive trucks across frozen lakes in Alaska; the attraction of opposites, I guess.


She got the message and looked up apologetically. We clinked glasses. I said, ‘I have a new case.’


She struggled to emerge from her world into mine. ‘Really? What?’


‘Vikorn’s decided to abolish illegal organ trafficking worldwide. At least while he’s running for governor.’


She searched my face for an explanation. I told her all about Vikorn’s election strategy and the latest ploy in his war with Zinna, and the black Amex card, which made her grin. ‘But isn’t it dangerous? If there’s so much money in that kind of trafficking, someone’s sure to try to kill you.’


‘If I resigned, Vikorn would probably feel he had to bump me off. I know too much, and now that he’s running for governor, the stakes are much higher. Anyway, I’m a cop, how could I refuse a case like this?’


Talk of my death sobered her. Suddenly the war with Dorothy wasn’t so important. Suddenly she remembered she loved me. She shook her head, then started to caress me. I understood because I felt the same way. The likelihood that one will be hanged in the morning can make you horny as a rattlesnake.


We were lying naked together now, in the other corner of the room where the bed was. We’d finished talking about how we could get the most out of Vikorn’s credit card before an enraged organ hunter sent an assassin to kill me – half joking, half not – so now it was my turn to listen. But it was not a new story, it was an old one that kept pressing on Chanya’s mind like a thorn. An earnest look appeared on her face that signaled she was about to go intellectual.


‘Dorothy just can’t get it out of her head that all Thai whores are slaves. It’s amazing. The idea that a woman would go on the game voluntarily, accept it like a challenge even, test herself that way to show she’s tough enough, beautiful enough, clever enough with men, sometimes even enjoy it – sometimes really enjoy it – it’s like it would destroy one half of her worldview. I’ve shown her all the evidence, but she goes blind when she sees anything she doesn’t like. A farang like her thinks that a prostitute is some kind of being, an entity in her own right, whereas it doesn’t really occur to the girls that prostitute as a word is any more than a nominal convenience – not even a description; what they are is women, daughters, mothers, farmers, and members of a rural community – all those things that traditionally form the sense of being in the ontological sense.’


She paused for breath, then continued, ‘I know of at least thirty girls who had breast transplants during their working lives, then had them removed the day they retired. They hung up their tits, you could say, washed their hands of the whole city, and returned to their home villages as if nothing had happened. Therefore they do not lose their identity when they sell their bodies, so that the profession of prostitution is never more than an economically driven distraction. Farang, on the other hand, are unable to see the sale of real biological sex – as opposed to fantasy sex in movies and pornography – as identical in nature to the sale of any other commodity like tomatoes or mangoes. It doesn’t make any sense. If one were to impose any logical value system, one would have to say the farang position is schizo -phrenic in that it encourages and exploits an obsession with sex but at the same time denies consummation to anyone who wants the convenience of paying for it with cash. Which is a lot more honest in most cases than pretending the flavor of the month is the lover of a lifetime. But for me the question is, why do farang get to live in a science fiction universe while the rest of us have to deal with reality for them? I finally told her she had to spend a night with me sitting in a corner at your mother’s bar. I called your mother, and she said it was okay, so long as Dorothy doesn’t scare off the customers.’


I said, ‘What does ontological mean?’


She looked at me, laughed, and said, ‘Sorry. You didn’t want to hear that mouthful when you’ve just come home.’


She let a couple of beats pass, embarrassed maybe to have intimidated me with her big words, then gave a little jump and said, ‘Look at what an anonymous admirer sent me today.’ We went to her PC, and she clicked on an icon so we were looking at her e-mail window. Then she double-clicked on one of the items. Now we were looking at a screen that was blank save for two naked feet. While we watched, the feet slowly grew legs, then knees, then thighs. Chanya threw me a glance, grinned, and turned back to the screen. A further unscrolling revealed a tan penis and testicles, pubic hair, a mass of highly developed stomach muscles, an impressive hairless chest, terrific pecs, biceps, and triceps – a more perfect figure of a man you could not hope to find in your electronic inbox. But the scrolling stopped at the neck. It was a beautiful body without a head. Now a message in crimson Thai script was slowly spelling its way across the screen where the head should have been: I love you.


I said, ‘Who’s it from?’


She shrugged and used her mouse to point to the sender’s address, which was a collection of numbers. ‘Anonymous.’


I said, ‘I didn’t know they’d started targeting women like that. I get about a hundred a week. Women, I mean.’


‘Naked without heads?’


‘Nope. They all have heads, as far as I can remember. Some have dicks in their mouths. One two weeks ago had an erection in both ears, and she was holding two others in her hands.’


Before we fell asleep, Chanya said, ‘Do you care about dying?’


‘In some ways yes, in other ways no. How about you?’


‘I feel the same. It’s a filthy world. I went to temple today – I think I had a breakthrough.’


‘How?’


‘I finally understood – but it’s unnamable. Afterward I realized I didn’t mind dying. Even if you weren’t there, I could handle it – I never felt that way before.’


‘Sounds like the real thing.’


‘But when I came home, I got angry with Dorothy, and the Unreal grabbed me all over again.’


‘I know the feeling. Try being a cop.’


‘Yes, I thought about that. I thought about how the more you get involved in the world, the lonelier it gets. I understood you a bit more, maybe. Is it like you’re in some underground cave system and only connected to the light by a string that could snap any minute?’


‘Exactly like that.’


‘And for you I’m that string?’ By way of answer, I slipped my hand between her thighs, right up to the top: the origin of life. There was nothing erotic about the gesture, it was too childlike for sex. She responded by holding my cock in the same way. ‘But if you rely on me too much, then you’ve lost your own center – your whole life will depend on the whim of the unknown, namely me.’


‘Did you get all this from a book?’


‘That’s what you’re afraid of, isn’t it? That you’ve lost me to books?’


I withdrew my hand. I did not say, Not only books. This was not a good moment to mention the rumors.
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In the morning I woke to feel the world on my shoulders, which is where it normally sits. I know there are other cops all over the planet who feel the same way. The steady accumulation of human dirt – let’s call it evil – makes it a little harder, day by day, to find the light. On the other hand, I also felt a new thrill: this case was a big one, whatever way you looked at it. Maybe it would be the trump to get me out of the hole forever? Remember that Leonard Cohen song: ‘The card that is so high and wild he’ll never need to deal another’? For a second I allowed my ego to inflate; I saw my name in headlines: foreign media flashing my mug around the world; the Nobel Prize for law enforcement. I also tried to see the good I might be doing – but that detail eluded me.


Chanya was already up, making coffee called three-in-one: the sugar and creamer are included in the little sachet with the coffee. She handed me a mug while I was still in bed. ‘I’ve been thinking about your new case. Isn’t it kind of – ah—’


‘Morally ambiguous.’


‘Yes, that’s the phrase. Isn’t it?’


‘A crime without a victim, most of the time. Most of the time the illegal organ sale is voluntary. The real crime is letting people get that poor. The real crime is capitalism, of which this trade is an inevitable product. Yes.’


‘I hadn’t gone into it that deeply. I was thinking of the beneficiary – I mean, lives are saved, right?’
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