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The Sauna in Heaven

12 May 2010 Bangkok 2 pm

 

“I’d like you to help me with something....” He paused and waited until I had lowered myself into the still steaming, hot water.

I wondered if he was clairvoyant. Was I just an open book to him? I had come to tell him I wanted out of the family business. By the look in his eyes, I could tell he knew why I had come, and was preempting the discussion.

“Yes, Khun Por.” He insists I call him, Father, Khun Por, even though he is not my natural father. Everyone else calls him Jor Por Pak Nam, literally Godfather of The River’s Mouth. Unless you’re Thai, that won’t mean much to you. And that’s how it is meant to be; it’s better you don’t know. I eased myself onto the narrow shelf in the pool, the heat vicious. A tingling sensation covered the sunken part of my body as veins expanded and blood rushed. 

I waited. This wasn’t a request. We both knew that. Whatever he asked me to do; whatever, I would do. It’s a way of life. People in the west - you - you don’t understand this. Perhaps in Sicily. But blind obedience and loyalty, it’s mainly an Asian thing. The Thai word for it, Griengjai, has no equivalent in the English language. You don’t even have a word to describe this cultural trait. But it is what holds us together: our cultural glue. Quitting the family business would have to wait.

“I need you to go see Big Tiger. I owe him a favor, and he needs…” He smiled, and I knew what was coming next: Dek Farang, Foreigner Kid in English. I’m hardly a kid, but I’ve been called Dek Farang by the family for as long as I can remember. Except Mother, she’s called me Chance since the day she gave me that name, on my fifteenth birthday. 

Dek Farang, coming from Por, is a term of endearment, a bookmark in time to when he first laid that name on me forty-one years ago. On the street, everyone else calls me Khun ‘Oh’, a Thai nickname, shortened from Ohgaat, which translates as Mr. Chance. In business I use an entirely different name. Complicated? Sure.

We were in a suite in ‘Heaven’ - a high-priced sauna and massage joint on Ratchada - a safe place for us to meet in private. My image as a respectable businessman is something we both want to protect. The suite looked like Ikea meets Bali in the French Revolution. Minimalist sofas, Louis XIV chairs in white and gold, mixed with slate gray post-modernist wall art, the baths of hot and cold water, narrow and long. Not my taste, but it was private, and we weren’t there for the decor. 

Bank and Red waited outside the door. His “boys”. You will never stop at this floor and if you called them boys, you’d either end up dead or in hospital for a very long time. Bank is at least sixty-five; Red, maybe a bit younger, but these are two guys whose wrong side you never want to be on. There’s a story about a Farang, who insulted Por in Patpong one night. This was back in the early sixties. Bank and Red, then in their mid-teens, waited a week to let things settle down. Then they beat the guy a breath short of death in the middle of Patpong Road. He was in hospital for four months before he could eat anything larger than what fits down a straw. The day he came out, they beat him again on the steps of the hospital. I heard it went on for a year. Somehow, the police never found out who was doing the beating.

I waited to see if he’d give me any more instructions about seeing Big Tiger. It would be impolite of me to speak first.

Por let his legs float up and waved his arms slowly outward to rest them on the side of the pool. His legs skinny and white, contrasting with the teak color of his arms and face. I watched as the ripple in the flat pool spread towards me, bracing myself for the pain. He turned and looked at me. The brow on his square Chinese Thai face furrowed with thought, and a little smirk, come frown, on his mouth. His lips hardly moved when he spoke.

“I spoke to your uncle last week. He mentioned you. He hasn’t seen you for a while.” 

No more talk about Big Tiger then, just an admonishment that I hadn’t been to see Uncle Mike. 

“I’ve been busy, Por.”

“Too busy to go and see your uncle?” An eyebrow raised, a question mark in his large doleful weepy eyes. 

“No, Por. I’ll go see Uncle Mike.” The white eyebrow raised a fraction higher.

“This week, I promise.” 

He smiled. I smiled back. It’d cost me a day to fly to Phuket to see Uncle Mike. With having to see Big Tiger, what I had on at the office, and Bangkok’s streets heating up, this was going to be a busy week. 

“Ai yah, this water is too hot,” Por said, his Chinese roots showing. He started to slowly lever himself upright. I got up quickly before him and took him by the upper arm, just in case he slipped getting out. He shuffled slightly, a bit wobbly, till he got his bearings. Turning to me, his eyes became deadly serious, hard. He grasped my forearm with a thin bony hand.

“You be careful with Big Tiger. He’s up to something.” He smiled and squeezed my arm. Chat over. I gave him a deep wai. He waied me back, ruffled my hair, and turned towards the master bedroom. I headed for the shower in the guest room.

Freshly showered and wearing one of my best Armani knock-offs, I pressed the button for the elevator and had a quiet word with Bank and Red to look out for the old man. His parting words had me worried and had been in my mind while I was getting dressed. Red’s eyes slid to the woman sitting on the fake Louis XIV chair opposite the elevator. 

Por’s newest girlfriend. She was waiting for me to pay her some attention. I didn’t. Half my age, she pouted as she stood with a flounce and a shake of her million-Baht, made-in-Seoul tits. The Koreans do good tits. I looked at her. She paused a second in a defiance, which melted as she dropped her eyes, and gave me a wai. Respect has to be earned from the inside out. It’s just the way we are. 

She brushed past me, the hall wide enough to drive a bus down. Bank opened the door to the suite for her, and with a last glance, she gave me her back like it was a victory. Bank chuckled softly at the look I had received and sat down on the chair she had warmed in her wait. He opened up his Thai Rath newspaper and licked a thumb. Por would be busy for at least a couple of hours. 

The elevator pinged, and Red held the door open as I walked into its red velvet lined interior. So elegant, the designer should be garroted with the gold brocade tassels. I turned and smiled at Red as the doors began to close. I looked at my watch. 3:30 pm.

The blast knocked me off my feet, and life went into slow motion. I was punched into the rear of the elevator and dropped like a sack of lead to the floor. 

I came round to the sound of the elevator door pinging each time it bumped against Red’s body. I sat up, legs straight out in front of me, a high-pitched ringing in my ears. Over Red’s dead body, I could see to the far wall of the suite. The whole wall had been blown out. Three meters away, her eyes wide open and staring at me, Por’s girlfriend.

It took me a moment to realize I couldn’t see her body because it wasn’t attached to her head. I wiggled my toes and fingers. Everything still there or at least it felt like that. One hand on the wall of the elevator, I struggled to my feet, lurching into what remained of the hallway. My legs, no, all of me shaky, I was shaking all over. 

Further up the hall, Bank lay face down, a scarlet blood pool around him. On the white marble floor, it was turning to a faint rose color. Water from the sprinklers rained down, mingling with the blood. Dizzy, disoriented, high-pitched ringing in my ears, I walked over the debris of the hallway, into the suite. The wall and door of the master bedroom were missing. I stumbled on the slippery rubble beneath my feet. 

The lounge and pool area ripped apart, small fires dotted the room. The water from the pools sloshed around my feet. I saw rubble move, far right corner of the room. I tore at the brick, shredded furniture, and mattress on the floor in the corner. Por was underneath. Blood poured from his nose, ears, and the smashed remains of his right leg. He tried to sit up. I knelt beside him. Taking my belt off, I got it around his right thigh, pulling it as tight as I could, till he screamed. Getting my arms underneath his armpits, I lifted him until I could put him over my shoulder. 

Staggering, my knees still wobbly, I turned. Chai, my driver and bodyguard stood in the doorway. He was saying something, but I couldn’t make out what. He came over to me, pointing at his left eye, and took Por onto his shoulder. I reached up feeling my eye and my hand came away covered in blood. I could feel bits of something stuck in my forehead and cheeks. I pointed to the hall. 

We went back into hall and, bending down, I grabbed Red’s legs and pulled him out of the doorway of the elevator. As I straightened up, everything went sideways.

 


Lucky Number Nine

12 May 2010 Bangkok 9 pm

 

“It’s a nine, a nine for sure,” Aunt Malee was saying, looking down at me. She saw my eyes open and smiled, a heavily jeweled finger pointing somewhere on my chest. 

I raised my eyes to see Dr. Tom, our family doctor. He raised his eyebrows, and then a mirror angled so I could see my chest. The mirror wobbled, I shook my head. The angle changed, and there, halfway between my right nipple and my collarbone, was a perfect, dark purple circle, almost black, and embossed in red tinged white, the number 9.

“The elevator button,” said Dr. Tom, shrugging his shoulders. Constructing magical formulas of lottery numbers is a national pastime, a habit as addictive as smack that kicks in twice a month in The Kingdom. Cambridge educated doctors aren’t immune. 

“He’s awake,” Aunt Malee announced to the rest of Por’s wives sitting on the sofa behind her. I could barely see out of my right eye and nothing out of my left. But I knew they were all there. I am the son that none of them have produced. Por has four minor wives, Mia Noi, and twelve daughters. Four, the Mia Noi limit, set by Mother: Joom, his Mia Luang, Major Wife. Joom wasn’t in the room. 

“Khun Por and Mother?”

“Mother is with Por. She said she’ll come and see you later. Por is in the room next to yours. He’s in a coma, and he’s lost his leg, but he is still alive,” Aunt Malee, Jasmine, said. “Now you must rest. You have been badly wounded. Are you hungry?” 

I shook my head slightly. 

She turned, unblocking my view of the other aunties sitting on the sofa, cards on the table in front of them. Ever since Casino Royale, the movie, came out, their game was Texas Hold ‘Em, and they drank vodka Martinis. Aunt Malee reached over and fished a black elevator button from the white plastic kidney-shaped bowl on the side table next to the bed. Doctors and car mechanics have a lot of the same habits. They both start by asking you what your problem is. They both rip you off. And they both leave parts replaced in the boot of a car or a kidney-shaped dish as assurance of work done. 

The muted sound of a girl sobbing in a Thai soap opera laid a pattern for the general hubbub of activity in the room. Everything is a social occasion in Thailand: birth, death and everything in between. I was in a big room and it was filled with people. Hospital rules don’t apply when money, the butt of a gun, and four angry Aunties are thrown into the equation. 

“I see your five and raise you ten,” Auntie Ning said to Aunt Su. Looking at me from the sofa, she smiled and said casually, as if asking what I’d watched on TV the night before, “Nong Oh, did you see anything when you were, um, you know, on the other side?” 

The volume dropped. I could practically hear the sobbing girl’s TV tears hit the ground in the hushed expectation.

“No, I can’t remember anything, and no one gave me any lottery ticket numbers.” 

The suspended breathing exhaled with a whoosh. 

“But this morning I dreamed about an elephant.” 

A sharp intake of collective breath, the volume went back up. I just couldn’t resist it. The girl sobbing on the TV forgotten, cards by mutual unspoken agreement folded, the aunts turned to compiling. 

Counting off in reverse order the number of sutures I had, 120; the number on the door, 24; and how many pieces of glass, metal, and brick Dr. Tom had taken out of me, 14; then, of course, the piece de resistance, the 9, embossed on my chest … and an elephant in a dream. 

These numbers, turned upside down, added together, subtracted and manipulated with seemingly logical extensions that would have floored Einstein, were then compiled as lottery numbers and jotted down on napkins with jeweled Mont Blancs. The cell phones came out, lottery number consultants, Monks and Mor Doo’s, Fortune Tellers, on speed dial.  

Auntie Dao, Star, wife number two, her fifties bouffant hair-do shimmering with glitter, got up from the sofa with a heave, and rocked her way over to the bed. She reached across and took the elevator button from Aunt Malee, then looked at it as if inspecting a flawed diamond.

“You know it might not be 9; it might be 6,” she rasped from her smoker’s throat. A collective gasp at the perception. Six is “hok” in Thai, but in a slightly different tone also means fall, as in fall down, with connotations of death or bad luck. 

“No. I had a chat with the police forensics team. It was definitely a nine.” Doctors and teachers are infallible in Thailand. Everything they say is the truth. In Dr. Tom’s case, I had no doubt that he had called the forensics team. After all it wasn’t every day that someone standing five meters from a bomb, survived and, more importantly, had a 9 embossed on their chest. I had just become an urban legend. What amulets I wore on my neck, such information to be gained by bribing hospital staff, had increased tenfold in value.

Dr. Tom put a hand up to the beeping IV machine and fiddled with a knob. “Sleep now. We’ll talk later.” 

The Aunts chatter faded to the beat of the girl still sobbing on the TV. At least sixty percent of Thai soap opera is spent sobbing. Not the watchers, the actresses. There was a reason for that, but I fell asleep before I could remember what it was.

***

I was born in Goa, the son of two heroin-smuggling hippies from Boston, John and Barbara’s inconvenient accident of free love. 

They came to Bangkok on the trail of the Double UO with me in tow. The Vietnam War was going full blast, and smack was the drug of choice of the hip set. A lot of people made a fortune smuggling smack. John and Barb got dead, shot-gunned on the stern of a yacht. Por had bought the yacht for them in Singapore, their Valhalla craft off a beach at Boracay Island, an early template for drug deals gone bad. I have the news clipping. It’s on the Internet, an old forgotten article in an Asian Boating magazine, a couple of druggie’s five minutes of fame, all used up. 

Their last name was Collins. Mine is Harper. Samuel C. Harper. It was a name Por got off a clothing store in New York. He took me there to get some suits made. I get a good discount. I’m glad he changed my name. It saved me the job. There was no fucking way I was going to go through life as Sunrise Krishna Collins. But Por had bigger reasons than my problems with my love-child name. The Germans who’d put the hit on my parents, and ripped off Por for a couple of million, were looking for me. 

I became Samuel C. Harper, Por became my father, and when the time was right, the Germans became dead.

I woke up thirsty, weird dreams taking me back to my childhood, my mouth feeling like the bottom of a bird’s cage. The IV machine cast a green electronic light over the now darkened, vacated, and quiet room. I took a drink from the glass of water waiting on the side-table, and noticed the 9 button was missing. The aunts would have had it cut up by now: five ways. Mother would get the largest piece and they’d split the rest. 

A huddled shape on the sofa snored, the glint of the distinctive curve of an AK-47 magazine cuddled in his arms. His back to me, I couldn’t make out who it was - one of the “boys”. In the nurse light of the hallway, Chai was sitting in front of the door, his back to me, his head held high.

“Chai,” I said softly. I didn’t want to startle the sleeping shape with the AK. Chai turned his left ear toward me.

“Help me up.” 

Chai got up from his sentry position and walked over to me without making a sound. His eyes held a question, and he hesitated. Dr. Tom or Mother had left orders. 

“I’m going to see Khun Por.” It wasn’t a request.

He dropped the steel bar on the bed. I got my legs over the side. Everything hurt. Chai wrapped an arm around me and helped me onto my feet. Taking the wheeled IV drip stand with me, we shuffled to the door. Chai paused, holding me steady, he then let go of me. I wobbled but I had the drip stand for support. He took out his Uzi, and opening the door, gave the hallway a quick scan. He turned and nodded to me, holding the door open. I had a flashback to Red. It wasn’t pleasant. 

Shuffling forward, the bright light of the corridor bit into my eyes. I had a serious headache. I stood, wobbling. Chai took my arm in his left hand, his right held the Uzi pointing down the corridor. Chai’s a ‘shoot first, ask questions when everyone’s dead’ kind of guy: my kind of bodyguard. He parked me by the door, tapped the cell phone on his belt, and whispered into a mouthpiece.

“Chance has come to see Por.”

The door opened. Beckham stood in the doorway. Not David, Opart. But David was his favorite football player, so he’d changed his name to Beckham. Five foot tall and about the same wide, no neck, he filled the doorway, a sawn-off pump action shot-gun swallowed in his hand. Beckham opened the door, and stepped aside. I shuffled in, walking carefully, keeping an eye on my tether to the IV drip. When I finally reached it, I sat down in the chair next to the bed. 

Khun Por had a tube stuffed down his throat and little white pads with wires leading off them stuck on his chest. A machine, with a large black accordion trapped inside a glass case, thumped down and sucked up with a hiss. He looked so small, this huge man. His energy was his size. The energy inert, he’d shrunk. Mother lay asleep on the sofa next to him, her long barrel .357 Ruger Blackhawk on the coffee table within reach. 

His usually neat hair was tussled from sleep. I reached out and smoothed it into place. Normally I could never touch my father’s head. Us Buddhists are particular about such things. I stroked his head, smoothing his hair into place, quiet tears rolling down my face.  

“Boss,” I turned at Beckham’s whisper. He was pointing at a flat screen monitor on the sideboard near the sink: CCTV split in two, the right and left views of the corridor. I wiped the tears off my face and, getting up from the chair, shuffled over to the sideboard. Three men in the picture in the corridor to the right, standing at the end of the corridor. All were dressed in black. 

Men in black, there’d been a lot of speculation and talk about MIB over the past few weeks, but these guys didn’t have anything to do with politics. Chai reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out the fat tube of a silencer. Moving with a speed and efficiency born of practice, he screwed it onto the end of the Uzi, doubling its barrel length. Beckham put the shotgun on the sideboard, nodding at it, and looking at me in the same motion. I picked it up in my right hand, the left still occupied with the IV drip. Beckham took out a gun from behind his back and screwed a silencer onto it. 

I heard a noise behind me and turned to see Mother coming around the coffee table, the Blackhawk in a two-handed grip. It looked ridiculously large in her dainty hands, but she knew how to use it. The phrase “nuts off a gnat” springs to mind. Chai spoke rapidly into his hands-free mike, telling Tum, identifying the guy sleeping with the AK in my room, what was happening. 

Beckham and Chai moved quietly to the door.

 


Kill Them All

13 May 2010 Bangkok 2 am

 

The three men in black were still at the end of the corridor. Judging by the amount of hand waving going on they were arguing. There’s a tip for you: get the details sorted before you go to assassinate someone; it’s a lot simpler that way. 

One of them turned away, his back to the camera. He got hit on the arm by one of the others. He turned, tall, with a thin face and a moustache. I didn’t recognize him. The fat one doing the waving, his black t-shirt exposing his belly, a desert plate sized amulet hanging from his neck, grabbed Skinny and pushed him down the corridor towards us. Skinny walked a few steps then, looking back, flicked the bird at the other two. 

“Only one is coming. The other two are staying down the hall,” I said. Chai nodded at my whisper, and told Tum next door. Skinny was getting closer. Chai made hand signals. Wait- one - go in - open door. Good at charades. I watched the monitor. One of the waiting two men lit a cigarette - smoking in a hospital. Skinny reached the door to my room and stopped. That really pissed me off and set my mind off in a hundred different directions. 

Skinny reached behind his back, his gun snagging on his belt as he tried to tug it free. Standing next to me, Joom said into my ear, “Amateur”. Skinny’s tongue curled over his upper lip as he turned the handle and pushed in. Beckham, his hand on the door handle of our room, was waiting on me. 

Skinny disappeared from sight. I nodded. Beckham quickly pulled the door open. Chai went into the corridor and dropped onto one knee, Uzi pointed down the hall. The monitor showed Beckham disappearing into my room. The Uzi made clacking sounds, an echo of the spent cartridges rattling on the door. Five bursts and amateur minute was over. The two bodies hadn’t even pulled their weapons.

I watched as Chai walked down the corridor. He looked into my room, but didn’t stop. Reaching the fallen bodies he knelt down. I couldn’t really tell what he was doing, and I felt dizzy. I went and sat on the sofa. Mother got on her iPhone, beginning the cleanup. 

Chai and Beckham stashed the bodies in my room and brought bedding over to make up the sofa proper. I needed to get some sleep. Just as I was nodding off to the muted conversations Mother was having on her phone, Dr. Tom showed up, jeans and t-shirt replacing his usual hospital garb. 

His very round blinking eyes were evidence that Chai had taken him next door. He looked paler than usual, which made him seem ghostlike. He gave Mother a wai, his hands settling on his well-fed paunch with a nervous wringing. He pulled the chair over and, pretending to listen to my heart, whispered.

“Chance, please, this is a hospital. What am I going to say?”

 Joom put her hand over the mouthpiece on the phone.

“Thomas, this is a hospital, it’s filled with dead people. You don’t have room for three more?” The arched eyebrows above the fierce glare nearly made me crap myself.

“I’m sorry Mere Joom but...”

“Thomas. Nothing will happen. Nothing has happened. I’ve spoken with the Police District Commander. One new Range Rover, okay? The police are not interested. Stop worrying. They were Khmer. No one will miss them.” Mere Joom did not have the same sense of awe for doctors and teachers as most Thais.

“Mother, we should use them. Someone wants us dead. Let them think they succeeded. Start the funeral day after tomorrow. Give it the full works. Cremate two of them. Feed the other one to the Crocs.” The famous Pak Nam Crocodile Farm, largest in the world with 60,000 hungry crocs every night. It’s a service we provide to other families. Tourists often comment on how lazy our crocs are. Equivalent to your mobs funeral homes. Ours is a more environmentally friendly concept.

“That’s not bad thinking, Chance. I’ve been asking Khun Por to retire for a while now. Maybe now he’ll agree. Yes,” she nodded briskly, “That’s what we’ll do. Thomas, you’ll sign the death certificates for Chance and Khun Por, and get those bodies next door sealed in body bags. And I mean sealed, padlock them. I don’t want anyone peeking inside. Say it’s because of disfiguration from the bomb if anyone asks why.”

Thomas remained sitting by the sofa.

“Go. Go.” Mother with the iPhone in one hand and the Blackhawk in the other shooed him towards the door. Thomas jumped up and backed out.

There’s a villager’s joke, which goes something like this. The Poo Yai, Mayor, of a small town heard that the men of his town were all afraid of their wives. The Poo Yai’s wife ordered him to solve the problem. So he called the men of the town together for a secret male-only meeting. And he asked them, “Who among you, that is afraid of your wife, raise your hand.” Everyone in the meeting raised their hand, except one little old guy, sitting in the far right corner at the back of the meeting hall, his hands clasped firmly together in his lap, his shoulders shrunken inwards trying to make himself as small as possible. 

The Poo Yai noticed the little old man and asked him to come out to the front and explain to everyone how it is that he alone is not afraid of his wife. The little old man shuffled to the front, his eyes darting left, right, and back to the door. The mayor lowered the microphone a little and said, “So come on tell us the secret.” 

The little old man took the microphone, and in a quavery voice said, “Well, this morning when I got up. My wife said, there’s a secret male-only meeting being held at the town hall today and every male in the town will be asked by that fool of a mayor.” At saying this he shrugged apologetically towards the mayor, who in return shrugged his shoulders, nodding his understanding, and waving at him to continue speaking. The old man continued, “So my wife told me, that when that fool of a mayor asks you to raise your hand, if you’re afraid of your wife. I do not want you to raise your hand. So that was why I didn’t raise my hand.” 

Thai women have carefully cultivated and crafted a legend around their being innocent demure females. They get together for card games and laugh about it.

An ice cold fear went through me. Uncle Mike. He wasn’t involved, well, not directly, in the family business but he was known, in certain circles, to be “family”. Chai looked at me; we had that kind of understanding. Por had put us together when I was six. We’ve been on the street together since then. I raised a fist with my thumb to my ear and my little finger to my mouth. Chai handed me a cell phone. I dialed Uncle Mike’s number. I checked the time on the cell. Four am. It rang, and rang, and rang some more, until a polite recording of a female voice said to leave a message. He slept with his phone on. Always. I’d never not been able to reach him.  

All thought of sleep vanished. I felt a deep shame for not thinking of Uncle Mike. I remembered Por’s simple words, ‘Too busy to go and see your uncle’, and here I was too busy to even think of him. Shame and anger: ‘Griengjai’. 

***

It was mid-morning before all the preparations were made. These are tough times in Thailand. Yesterday another M-79 was fired. These seemingly random attacks had been going on for weeks. All part of the red shirt versus every other color that Thai politics had divided itself into. These attacks had put a strong military and police presence on the roads. Clearance to drive Por and myself, armed, out of Bangkok, to the East and the South was needed. Clearance cost money or favor; sometimes both.

Mother finished another call to Aunt Malee, distributing orders like a general in a live fire zone, which in a way she was. She hung up without saying goodbye and hit the green phone button again, this time calling an army colonel. It was trade favor time. I recognized his name as Mother sweetly said hello. She introduced him to his wife, the daughter of her third cousin. I wasn’t paying attention and only caught the last fragment. Something about Pornsak’s college fund. If I remember right Pornsak was his son. I was too busy trying to work out who was moving on us. So far no one had showed their hand.

“All right, yes, he’ll meet you downstairs. Yes, now.” She pressed the off button on the phone with a flourish and put it on the table in front of me. Legs straddled, hands on hips, she looked down at me.

“It’s arranged. You’re to leave now. You’ll have a police escort as far as Chumphon. There’s a black VW van waiting downstairs.” Her phone beeped. She snatched it off the table, attacking the screen with her thumbs. “Okay, Beckham has checked them out. It’s all okay. Call me when you get there. Do you need money?”

I nodded and she went to the sofa. Picking up a Nike shoulder bag from the floor, she tossed it on the seat and spread it open. Then she lifted a pilot's suitcase onto the sofa, flipping open the twin back lids. 1,000 baht notes wrapped in bundles of a hundred thousand. I counted about fifty bundles before she zipped the bag and handed it to Chai. He slung it over his shoulder. I got up and gave her a deep respectful wai. I felt worried for her and was scared for her. She smiled, stepping forward, and mindful of my wounds, gave me a soft hug. Stepping back she looked deep in my eyes.

“Don’t worry. I will be fine. And Por, if Buddha wills it, will survive this. You don’t worry about us. You get well.” Then her eyes turned tough, taking me back years. “You take care of things, Chance”

“Yes, Mother.” 

She leaned in close. I could feel her breathe on my ear. “Promise me. Kill them all.” Each whispered word said distinctly.

“Yes, Mother.”

Behind every powerful man, there’s a powerful woman. In Por’s case, five of them.

 


Tricks For Free

13 May 2010 Bangkok 11 am

 

We cleared Bangkok’s traffic and were well on our way south. The VW was comfortable with in-seat DVDs and individual mp3 listening. I plugged in my earphones and sat back. It would take at least eight hours, depending on traffic, to reach Uncle Mike’s place in Phuket. It’s about 840 km or 530 miles from Bangkok. We’re cruising at a steady 160 Kph, about a hundred miles an hour. No one’s going to stop us. Everyone is profiting from our speed and uninterrupted passage. Chai's in the seat opposite me, cleaning his Uzi. 

The question of who was trying to kill us was gnawing at me. I shut my eyes listening to Edgar Cruz playing Bohemian Rhapsody, singing along in my mind about it being too late, time's up and my body aching. Yeah, that’d be about right. 

The most obvious choice was Big Tiger. Big Tiger was the younger of Por’s generation and hung out near the Ancient City. He’d grown in wealth and power under Por’s umbrella of peace between the gangs of Samut Prakarn, Pak Nam. Was he making his move before I came on the scene? Ironic, since I didn’t want it. According to the radio broadcast we’d heard, as we passed Hua Hin, I was dead. There’s something quite liberating about that.

Khun Por’s funeral rites and mine were announced on the news. I checked the time on my cell phone. Two hours since we’d left Bangkok. Por should be in the army hospital in Cambodia by now. It was announced the governor would send his deputy to the funeral as he had to be away on a foreign trip; code for I can’t be there but I need to show respect. All he could do in the circumstances. I received an SMS from Beckham: A-okay. The news of Por’s death was big news. Even with the red shirt stand-off and politics dominating everything, all the local Thai stations reported on the funeral.

Using my wireless Air from True Move I plugged into the social networks: HiSO and Dara facebook pages awash with the same article. Comments about tears ran freely. Many no doubt hoping that their debts had died along with Por. I turned the radio off. We understand crocodile tears. We have a farm of them. An SMS from Mother confirmed she was okay. We’d brought ten new phones on the way out of town, and Chai had stocked up on SIM cards, spending the first part of the trip out of Bangkok sending the numbers to Beckham, Mother and the aunts. It wasn’t likely anyone could trace the calls.

I called Uncle Mike again with no more success than the earlier times. Frustrated.

Uncle Mike and Por had run together in the early days. A New Zealander by birth, Uncle Mike had met Por a couple of years before John and Barbara. Uncle Mike only smuggled weed. Lots of it. That’s how he met Por, who supplied the weed - those days, Thai Stick, these days, Cambodian. Sailing the ocean blue from Thailand to Perth, dropping the loads off on islands before coming in to drink gin and tonics in the Royal Perth Yacht Club. He’d made a fortune and the cops never knew he existed. Until one sad day he was pulled over for speeding with fifty kilos of weed tightly packed in the boot of his car. Arrested and jailed with his trial date near, he bribed a federal judge and got bail. Por waited just over the horizon in a Thai fishing boat, the decks covered in drums of diesel. Enough to get them home. 

A lot of guys who smuggle drugs never make money from it. They always reinvest and eventually they all get busted or killed. Part peer pressure, part nature of the business, they don’t know when to quit. Uncle Mike did. He put his hard earned money into land in Phuket in the late sixties - huge swathes of beachfront property. He used Joom’s name to do it. We don’t let Farang buy land in Thailand. Yeah, right. Apart from the land, he’d bought technology stocks. Everything that Warren Buffet did, he followed. It made him a very wealthy man. But you’d never know or think that the guy in shorts, flip flops and a t-shirt full of holes, riding the little Honda Dream motorbike was worth about 450 million dollars: a conservative estimate of a moving number. Some reckon, my aunts in particular, that he’s worth over a billion. Thinking of my aunts and Uncle Mike made me smile.

For years Por had tried to give one of them to Uncle Mike. When he’d send me to Phuket, he’d take the newest wife or girlfriend, sometimes both, with him, me riding in the back. He’d stay at Uncle Mike’s place, back then, a simple villa with a pool overlooking the Andaman Sea. Por would stay for a few nights and then head back, always suggesting to the aunt that she stayed on with Mike. It wasn’t that Por didn’t want them. He just wanted his best friend to have a good wife, and he’d done some pre-qualifying. The aunts weren’t opposed to the idea either. They would look at Mike with that “I promise you everything” look - another tool in the Thai women’s toolkit of Man Management. He’d smile and say nothing. Por would leave, pressing a few thousand baht in my hand, leaving me with Uncle Mike for the summer. 

Bangkok time was surviving the streets, learning the rituals of structured society, and the responsibilities and intricacies of a modern mafia business. Time with Uncle Mike was learning how to be free. To abandon preconceived ideas and live simply; eat, drink, think, play, and sleep. Rock climbing in the Hindu Kush so we could watch a sunrise; Rock music at Madison Square Garden and my first joint; sailing across the Malacca Strait to Langkawi, reading Frost under a full moon, to the sound of water slopping against the hull. 

When a friend calls to me from the road 

And slows his horse to a meaning walk, 

I don’t stand still and look around 

On all the hills I haven’t hoed, 

And shout from where I am, What is it? 

No, not as there is a time to talk. 

I thrust my hoe in the mellow ground, 

Blade-end up and five feet tall, 

And plod: I go up to the stone wall 

For a friendly visit. 

With a groan that didn’t get past my lips but wracked my body, I thought again of Por’s admonishment. Frost reaching me from the grave. 

He took me back to Goa, had me showered by a Yogi, for a karmic body wash. The images flashed, warmed, and scared me. Por was left brain and Uncle Mike was right brain. Is this all I will have from them, melancholy thoughts? 

Suppose it wasn’t Por. Suppose it was me. The reluctant hit man had gone straight to my room, not Por’s. Was that simply because it was first in the corridor or was it the only target? I couldn’t know but it presented at least a fifty percent chance of being a problem. Staring out of the black tinted windows as the isthmus narrowed and we got closer to our goal, the road through the mountains twisted, slow, frustrating.

Dr Tom’s final instructions about rest and staying on the drip for at least two more days came to me as I took the IV Tube out of the needle. I taped the female needle to my arm - might need it later. The evening air was warm and carried the smell of Jasmine and burnt cooking oil. Patong’s lights glittered in the distance. The dirt road quiet, dusty. Uncle Mike’s house was about half a kilometer further up the road. The driver on loan from the army colonel was taking a piss on the side of the road - the splashing noisy. Chai standing next to me poked out his elbows sideways horizontally and swung sharply side to side. I heard the crack. He rolled his shoulders, and shouldering the Uzi, nodded at me. We never talked much. We didn’t need to. Given our track record of visiting people over the past 24 hours, I had decided to approach with caution. We set off.

We stuck to the dark shadow of the bushes lining the dirt road until we were a hundred meters from the house. Chai moving faster and with an impatient flick of his head at me, slipped away into the bush. Uncle Mike owned all the land around his villa and left it as it was. Free grazing for buffalo earning a fortune as a land bank. Uncle Mike hated guns almost as much as any form of authority. The Glock 17 is light, compact, and reliable. I had two of them. One in a shoulder holster supplied by the Colonel, and the one in my hand. Slide racked back ready to fire. Some things I agreed with Khun Por and some things with Uncle Mike. Guns I went with Khun Por. Uncle Mike lived in paradise. We lived in Pak Nam. 

Uncle Mike’s villa was surrounded by a twelve foot high wall made of red brick. The sliding gate was metal alloy, colored to look like teak, with a door set into it. I tried the handle on the door. It opened. The front of the villa was dark. Uncle Mike had to be missing or worse. I kept to the side of the sandstone paved driveway, staying on the grass. I edged around the deck and to the steps leading to the front door. The smell of death came heavy, crushing the Jasmine-scented air. I walked up the steps, Glock ready but knowing there was nothing there.

The door started to open. My heart tripped. I raised then lowered the Glock as Chai appeared in the doorway. He shook his head once, and went back inside. I followed putting the gun on the side counter next to a ceramic bowl with rotten black bananas. The smell of rot got stronger in the hallway and it wasn’t bananas. Chai hooked his head towards the back of the house. I walked that way. 

Lilly, Uncle Mike’s maid, was dead on the floor of the kitchen. The white tiles around her head black with her blood. Chai turned the lights on in the kitchen revealing a modern efficient island in the middle of brushed chrome. And Lilly on the floor with a cell phone stuck in her mouth. I went over to the sink. A drying cloth neatly laid by it. Lilly, always cheerful Lilly. An empty sink. He was taken in the morning. Probably yesterday, might have been the day before. I’d need someone to examine Lilly to find out. I puked up in the sink. Turning the tap on, I rinsed my mouth out and splashed water on my face. I went back to Lilly, cloth in hand, reaching for the phone. It rang. Dire Straits, ‘Money for Nothing’, the ring tone. They had a sick sense of humor and a camera in here. I stood up and walked through to the living room. The phone still ringing.

A black box on the rattan side table. I reached behind the box and pressed the little black button on Uncle Mike’s router, shutting off the Internet connection. 

“Chai, call Mother and get her to put a trace on any phone calls out of towers within reach of this house.” 

Chai nodded, his hand dropping to the cell phone clipped to his belt. I walked back into the kitchen and took the phone out of Lilly’s mouth. Holding it well clear of my ear, I hit the answer button.

“Don’t bother getting your mother to trace the call. I’m using Skype from another country, and go and turn the Internet back on.” Bugged as well then.

“Fuck you. How much? When and where?” The caller had an accent but I couldn’t place it. Scandinavian, German or Dutch, dunno. Keep him talking.

“If you don’t do as I say your uncle is going to be killed. Slowly. Do you understand?”

“I understand that you want something. My guess is that you want money. So you listen to me. If you hurt him, I won’t do what you want. You’ll have to just kill him, because I won’t play your game. Do you understand?”

“Khun Chance or should I call you Mr. Harper, hey Sam? What do you think?”

Shit! Not good, is what I think.

“What I think is that you should get to the point of this call. Are you going to do that anytime soon?” I was looking at Lilly on the floor and getting angrier by the second. Cool heart, jai yen, but I couldn’t let this guy think I was going to dance to his tune. That would just make everything more expensive.

“All right Mr. Chance.” He pronounced it ‘Chunce’. “I’ll get to the point. We want your Uncle Mike’s money. All of it. By the end of the day tomorrow or we kill him”.

I knew this was where we’d been headed ever since Uncle Mike didn’t answer the phone. Felt it in my gut. Now it was here for real. Front and center.

“Look maybe you’re not aware, but there’s a bit of a problem in Bangkok right now, and moving a million doll...”

“You fuck! You shut up with a million. You fuck. You think we’re stupid Mr. We know all about you, your dead Godfather, and your Uncle Mike, the farm, everything, so don’t fuck with us. One hundred million United States dollars by tomorrow.”

“Can’t do it. It’s not possible. First of all, Mike’s not worth that much, and secondly, it is physically impossible.” 

His accent got thicker the angrier he got. Scandinavian. “Do it or he’s fucking dead.” And he had a slight lisp - he’sth

“He’s fucking dead then isn’t he,” I said, just trying to keep him engaged. “Are you really going to blow this because you’re too fucking stupid to understand, the word impossible? Look I can get you five million by tomorrow night.”

“One hundred million in a week. I will call and tell you how, and where to deliver it. One week, that’s all you have. One hundred million. Keep this phone charged. You fuck up and he dies.” 
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