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Chapter 1




    Steve Conway pushed through the crowd at the arrival hall of Bangkok’s Don Muang airport and headed for the public taxi stand. Ah, it was good to be back in The City of Angels, Krung Thep, The Big Mango or whatever you wanted to call it, there was no city on earth like Bangkok.




    He stepped outside through the glass doors into oppressive heat. Within a minute his shirt clung to him like a sheet of plastic cling wrap as rivulets of sweat rolled down his spine.




    He joined the queue for the public taxis and began to admire the shapely form of the slim, stylish young Thai woman waiting in front of him. She was a knockout in every sense! His eyes travelled from the amber-tinted sunglasses sitting atop the glossy, black shoulder length mane, to the designer white linen waist length jacket and knee length dress, down the well-toned almond legs to the gold Grecian sandals. There was a lingering sweet aroma of a perfume which had to be expensive. She exuded class from the top of her well-coiffed head to the tip of her well-shod toes. He was comparing her livery of matching Louis Vuitton suitcase and shoulder bag with his battered brown Samsonite, when the shooting started.




    Bang! Bang! Bang! Three shots in rapid succession echoed around the cavernous concourse sending the queue and everyone else screaming and running in panic in all directions. Some fell, tripping over in their haste, to be immediately trampled in the instant stampede.




    The first shot took down a young female backpacker beside Conway. The second in rapid succession, dropped a taxi driver as he was about to grab the suitcase of the stylish young woman. She cried out in horror and bent to him, an act which saved her life. The third shot flew over her head and shattered the floor to ceiling glass window beside where she had been standing.




    She looked up, her face a mask of fear and bewilderment. Conway had heard that sound and seen that look before. The sound was the staccato bark of an M-16 and he’d seen that same look on the faces of villagers in South Vietnam when the shooting started and the bombs began to fall.




    He threw himself across the girl hurling her to the pavement causing her to lose the shoulder bag as another shot rang out, sending a security guard with a bullet in his chest, stumbling back through the broken glass window.




    There were more shots, wildly and at random. An elderly white man, in baggy brown shorts and Hawaiian shirt staggered and fell face down onto the concrete, his camera spilling from nerveless hands. A dark-suited Asian business man a few feet from him clutched his chest a bewildered look on his face, then dropped his briefcase and with a low moan crumpled to the ground. Both of them within a few metres of where Conway and the Thai girl lay huddled together. Then, as suddenly as it began, the shooting stopped.




    Conway lay on top of her for a full minute. He looked up warily, then slowly rose and helped her to her feet. ‘Are you ok?’ he yelled trying to make himself heard above the pandemonium engulfing them. She nodded dumbly, frozen for a moment, white faced, shaking uncontrollably. He grabbed her hand and yanked her through the shattered window, avoiding a spreading pool of blood from the fallen security guard.




    The crowd surged around them like a mob of frightened cattle. Arriving passengers, airport staff, vendors, taxi drivers and those awaiting arrivals, continued to push and shove each other out of the way in a desperate bid to escape as heavily armed police and security guards swarmed amongst them trying to find the shooter among the carnage.




    Amazingly, within minutes, ambulances with sirens screaming screeched to a halt on the concourse among the waiting taxis. White coated paramedics carrying black medical bags and stretchers, leapt out to attend to the distressed and wounded. There was nothing that could be done for the backpacker, taxi driver or security guard and several others including the elderly white man and Asian businessman.




    ‘Stay here,’ ordered Conway, ‘I’ll get our gear.’ She nodded dumbly watching him step gingerly through the shattered glass to retrieve their luggage. He handed her the shoulder bag and kept both their suitcases.




    ‘I’m Steve, what’s your name?’ he said, forcing a smile, trying to calm her.




    Her eyes were dilated; she struggled to catch her breath. He waited patiently while she composed herself.




    ‘My name,’ she gasped, ‘is Pim, Panadapim Visitkuk. I…ah…thank you…thank you very much Khun Steve,’ she said, using the generic form of Thai address. ‘You saved my life. I…just…’ Tears trickled down her cheeks.




    ‘Here use this.’ He handed her a handkerchief to dry her eyes. Taking her arm he pushed and shoved his way with their luggage through the crowd to a taxi waiting well away up the concourse. The driver seeing them approach ran and grabbed their gear and hurriedly stowed it in the boot. He jumped behind the wheel slammed the door and looked back at them in his rear view mirror.




    ‘Where to sir?’ he asked eyes wide, his tone frantic. He just wanted to get the hell out of there.




    ‘Go!’ shouted Conway squeezing in beside Pim. ‘We’ll tell you in a minute.’




    They moved out toward the exit only to be stopped by two hard-eyed, dark brown uniformed police with revolvers drawn. One ordered the driver to open his boot while the other stared unblinking at the occupants. Finding nothing but a farang (foreigner) and his girlfriend they were brusquely waved on.




    ‘Where do you live Pim? Where do you want to go?’ asked Conway as they joined the traffic on the expressway to the city. He took in her torn jacket, the skirt dark with stains where she’d lain on the concourse, the cuts and abrasions on her arms and the trickle of blood on her neck where she had been cut by slivers of glass, the beautiful face white with shock.




    ‘First I think I better get you to a doctor and…’




    ‘No, no, please, take me home, my family doctor will attend to me, oh my God!’




    ‘What’s the matter, what is it?’




    ‘You, Khun Steve you! There is blood on your face and glass in your hair. You need to see a doctor too.’ She reached up and touched his face; a gesture of genuine concern. It warmed him.




    ‘Don’t mind me Pim, just give him your address.’




    She drew a deep breath and spoke to the driver in rapid Thai. He nodded and the old Toyota leapt forward increasing speed.




    ‘Khun Steve what about you, where is your hotel? Or do you live here?’




    ‘I’m just visiting for a while. I’ll drop you off, don’t worry about me. Now where are we going?’




    A thought just occurred to him. ‘Not Chiang Mai I hope,’ he grinned crookedly, referring to the popular tourist city in the far north of Thailand.




    Somehow she managed a smile. It transformed her. For a moment she looked radiant.




    ‘Please don’t worry Khun Steve, I live in Bangkok in an area called…Bang Na.’


  




  

    
Chapter 2




    The drive across the traffic-choked concrete canyons of Bangkok to Bang Na on the far eastern rim of the city seemed to take forever. Conway began to think that Chiang Mai might be closer. They tried to chat but it was stilted and spasmodic, the way two strangers who have just met after sharing a trauma, struggle to come to terms with what has happened, and each other. Conway briefly told Pim his reasons for being in Bangkok; she, returning home from a five day real estate conference in Tokyo.




    She reached up to wipe the drying blood from his face and pick the glass from his hair while he clumsily attempted to do the same for her. To his surprise, she began to become a little nervous, twisting the handkerchief he had given her into a ball.




    ‘Are you ok Pim, you seem, a little on edge?’




    She shook her head. ‘No, I am fine thanks,’ she replied unconvincingly. Probably just delayed shock, the poor girl has just been through a pretty traumatic experience, he thought. But her face paled when the large overhead sign above the freeway told them they were in BANG NA…




    By the time the taxi pulled up in front of a high, concrete-walled, gated community he tried to convince himself they looked reasonably presentable, but given the state of their torn and bloodied clothing and obvious physical condition, it would be interesting to see what kind of reception was in store for them.




    He was soon to find out.




    Without going into much family history Pim had told him her father was a high-ranking policeman and her mother was well known in the Bangkok social scene and hinted at snobbery. She signaled to a blue-uniformed armed guard in a small gatehouse and the steel gate slowly rolled across allowing them to enter.




    The taxi slowed and continued in a semi-circle along a gravel driveway past trimmed green lawns and gardens blazing with the colours of purple and pink orchids, red roses, white azaleas and pink gardenias. They rolled past a large outdoor swimming pool, to the foot of stone steps leading up to a large imposing villa, built in the traditional teak Thai style with steep green and orange tiled roofs soaring skywards. ‘Wow, this is something else…and all on a cop’s salary?’ mused Conway. This was not to be the last of his surprises in the home of Panadapim Visitkuk.




    Conway told the driver to wait and helped Pim from the taxi. ‘You ok?’ he asked.




    ‘Yes, yes,’ she nodded, her face still betraying her anxiety. He followed her up the steps to the front door where a slim, smiling teenage maid stood waiting with the gentle Thai greeting, the traditional wai. Her head slightly bowed and palms together in front of her face.




    He walked behind as they crossed a black and white tiled marble floor into what appeared to be a combination dining room cum ballroom. He glanced around and let out a low whistle of admiration. This was some hacienda! The last beams of the late evening sun filtered through vast side windows creating a golden glow upon the Hindu and Buddhist sculptures and carvings; bright silk wall tapestries, objet d’art and expensive teak, rattan and bamboo furniture. While Pim and the maid conversed softly in Thai, Conway stood gazing up into the vaulted ceiling and around at a room which oozed wealth and style.




    A crystal chandelier hung above the room’s centerpiece, a long solid teak dining table set for twenty. An antique mahogany settee stood in one corner of the room flanked by Burmese rain drums used in religious ceremonies and much sought after by wealthy Thais as they are said to have powerful properties.




    In another corner, a contemporary rattan floor lamp stood among a collection of prized gold and silver Nielloware cups and goblets, Ming plates, ceramic enameled bowls and various other furniture items of religious and spiritual significance including a Spirit House below which lay the daily offerings of food and drink to Buddha. Overlooking all this like a benign father was a large gold-framed photo of the Thai king.




    Pim nodded to the maid and turned to Conway. ‘My mother and father will be with us shortly, in the meantime, can I get you a drink?’




    ‘Water is all I need right now thanks Pim. I’m blown away by your humble abode,’ said Conway, waving his arm encompassing the whole room.




    ‘Thank you Khun Steve, it’s always nice to come home, oh,…here are my mother and father now.’




    Conway turned to see a middle aged couple emerge from a door in the far left hand corner. The expression on their faces as they entered the room seeing the condition of their daughter and her companion did not auger well for a happy welcome.




    The woman tall, slim and stately, was the image of Pim. Her jet black hair pulled back from her face in an elegant upswept style was held in place by a silver comb. Conway almost expected her to be wearing traditional Thai dress in keeping with her surroundings but she wore a simple, well cut sleeveless, linen dress of powder blue ending just below her knees revealing well-shaped legs. Her caramel skin had a glossy sheen, the large eyes had been dusted with eye shadow, the lashes mascaraed, her full lips crimson with lip gloss. Her nose twitched as if she had stepped in something unpleasant. The father looked like he’d swallowed a bug.




    He was tall, heavily built; an imposing figure in a uniform befitting a high ranking police officer, complete with epaulettes, insignias and an impressive array of medals displayed in a line across his left breast. He stood feet slightly apart, immobile as a rock, giving the impression of some kind of Mandarin on parade before his subjects. The broad, square face, set below heavy brows, and a head of thick black hair tinged with grey, had deep brown eyes which bored into the Australian.




    To this man of power and influence in Thai society, the individual standing before him, dark brown hair awry, clothes torn, dirty and blood-stained represented just another low-class farang. What he needed to know was, what was he doing with Pim and why had she bought him into their house? And why was she in a similar state to him? He prided himself on having a daughter regarded as one of the most beautiful women in Bangkok. Right now she looked like a streetwalker from Klong Toey.




    Pim took a deep breath and introduced Conway who nodded to her mother and shook the father’s hand. Unsmiling, she acknowledged him with a slight bow of the head. The father showed his displeasure with a crushing handshake but his eyes widened a little when the Australian returned his grip with interest. If that’s the way you want to play it sport I am happy to accommodate you, thought Conway keeping his eyes locked on those of the Thai policeman.




    It was de ja vu. It reminded him of the first time he met Ramon Sanchez, the stone faced police chief in Manila.1 The attitude of Pim’s parents brought back memories of Kim Anh’s family in Saigon.2 How many other similar situations was he going to find in this town?




    Pim tried to change the mood by explaining what had happened at the airport. ‘Khun Steve was wonderful, so brave, he saved my life,’ she said, touching Conway’s hand which brought no reaction from either parent. Finally the father spoke. It seemed an effort to get the words out but when they came, the English was precise, formal and almost without accent.




    ‘Sawasdee Krap Mr Conway,’ he said slowly, the timbre of his voice more like a rumble from a deep cavern. ‘My wife and I thank you and are grateful for your actions. I have already received a report on that incident, I will speak further with my colleagues and we will find the perpetrator.’




    The wife remained silent; the pause became pregnant. Conway gritted his teeth. He wanted out of there…now! On his previous visit to Thailand he found the locals to be among the friendliest people on earth and its reputation for being “The Land of Smiles” justified, but not these two. He had just saved their daughter’s life and their attempt at gratitude was as phoney as the forced smile now on the father’s face. He turned slightly away from them to Pim whose expression mirrored her embarrassment.




    He squeezed her hand and said softly, ‘ok Pim, I have to leave, the taxi is waiting, but if you would still like to stay in touch you know how to contact me right?’ He had given her his card on the way to Bang Na which she had placed in her purse with a warm smile and a promise to phone him. Now in view of her parents’ attitude, there was hesitancy in her voice.




    ‘Thank you…Khun Steve,’ she replied, unwilling to commit within earshot of her parents. Conway nodded briefly to the parents and followed Pim out to the taxi. He could feel two sets of eyes boring into his back as he left.




    She stood silently as he opened the back door of the taxi then took his arm. ‘Khun Steve,’ she said lowering her head for a moment, then looking up at him with tear-filled eyes. ‘I am so sorry…please forgive my parents; they only want the best for me. Sometimes Thai people are not happy with their siblings being associated with foreigners. It is just something within the Thai psyche. We have a reputation for being a very tolerant and welcoming race and that is true, we are, but my parents are from the old school. They are caught in this Thai dilemma of wanting Western modernity but frightened of it diminishing Thai culture. I know they are sometimes a bit too strict in their outlook when it comes to…’




    Conway interrupted her. ‘Pim…it’s ok, I have encountered that attitude in other places, and it doesn’t phase me. And in any case, look at it from their point of view. Into their home comes a blood-stained stranger with their beloved daughter in tow in much the same state. Of course they are shocked and all kinds of things would be running through their mind, the main one being; we hope this is the last we see of this guy, which is unfortunate, because Pim…I would like to see you again.’




    ‘Oh Khun Steve, you are very kind. I want to see you again too…very much. Please don’t worry I will talk them around and explain everything in more detail. I will convince them about the kind of man you are. My father looks to be a hard man, he has to be in his job but really he has a very soft heart and I know mother will like you once she gets to know you better.’




    I wouldn’t bet on that darling, thought Conway looking back toward the house. They were probably still standing there waiting for her to return. He took her hand and smiled. ‘I believe you Pim. Now young lady…you better go and get cleaned up, I feel your parents are waiting to have a long talk to you about me and other things.’




    She bent as if to kiss him then straightened up and stood back as he slipped into the front seat beside the driver. She continued to wave until his taxi was through the front gates and out of sight.




    In a luxury villa on the opposite side of the city a man stood in fear of his life.


    




    

      

        1 The Last Jeep to Baclaran


      




      

        2 The Last Cyclo to Thanh Da


      


    


  




  

    
Chapter 3




    Following a good night’s sleep Conway felt like a new man the next morning. He opened his eyes, yawned and blinked a few times, but instead of getting out of bed he stretched and laid back, hands behind his head thinking about the events of yesterday.




    It had been a long, frustrating and crazy day starting with an early morning flight from Manila. The ancient taxi taking him to the airport dropped a wheel in the middle of peak hour traffic on Roxas Boulevard, causing chaos and resulting in a frantic dash through the departure lounge to board his flight with seconds to spare.




    He then found himself squashed between a huge African and a pot-bellied Eastern European who in broken English regaled him of the delights of his obscure home town somewhere in Bulgaria while munching on what appeared to be a sausage roll liberally laced with garlic.




    The combined smell of body odour on one side and garlic on the other, together with a huge monsoon storm which threw the plane around like a toy just off the coast of Vietnam, made the three hour flight the longest of Conway’s life. Surely the bloody shootout on arrival had to top his day, but not quite. The icy reception from Pim’s parents rounded things off nicely.




    He was surprised and more embarrassed than he let on to Pim, at the reception he had received from her family. Although the circumstances were different, it reminded him of the attitude of Kim Anh’s family in Vietnam towards him. On one hand he could understand the attitude of Pim’s parents. Who wouldn’t be upset if their daughter arrived home her clothing torn and blood-stained, her appearance in disarray accompanied by an individual in a similar state? It’s a wonder the old man didn’t have me thrown out on my ear. Yet, if they had let Pim explain properly, their attitude may have been different, but again, maybe not. As she said, they are from “The Old School”.




    Thankfully he had made it to his apartment in Silom road without further incident. Not bothering to unpack, he had a quick shower and fell asleep almost as soon as his head hit the pillow.




    What about that bloody shoot out? The bastard had an M16 and a lot of those shots were in our direction. Pim and I could easily be lying in some Bangkok morgue right now! What was that all about? He got out of bed and picked up a copy of the Bangkok Post which had been slipped under the door of his apartment, and took it into the kitchen to read while he waited for his coffee to brew.




    Shoot Out at International Airport, screamed the banner headlines, going into breathless detail of the death and disorder but chiding the police for being unable to find the shooter or the motive. Our investigations are ongoing and we are confident of an early arrest, so said a high ranking police “spokesman”. ‘Couldn’t have been Pim’s old man,’ said Conway to himself. ‘He was too busy dressing up in his fancy uniform and glaring at me, the guy who saved his daughter’s skin. Anyway she’s a damn nice girl, hope she stays in touch, despite her parents.’




    He poured himself a cup of coffee, made a plate of scrambled eggs on toast and checked out the rest of the paper. There was unrest in the Thai political scene. Mmm, shades of the Philippines but seemingly not as violent or dangerous, not yet anyway he thought, munching on his toast.




    For a seemingly happy, carefree people, Thailand had had its share of coups over the years. Was another one imminent? Let’s hope not. I’ve had enough of revolutions to do me for a lifetime.




    Another prominent story was about a big drug bust. There was a photo and report by a police spokesman. Conway frowned at the familiar face that looked back at him. The cop in the photo was none other than a grim Major General Xanxai Visitkuk, Pim’s father.




    The report detailed a raid in the Asoke area involving a large number of police in the early hours of the day before. There were several arrests and a large amount of various drugs including heroin, cocaine and marijuana. The story ended with Major General Visitkuk saying he, expected an early arrest of the ringleader. Conway was about to check the Sports pages when he suddenly remembered something he had to do. He picked up the phone and dialed a local number.




    When a well-modulated Thai voice answered he said, ‘Sawasdee Krup Khun Somchai it’s Steve Conway.’




    ‘Oh, my goodness, hello my dear friend Khun Steve, it’s wonderful to hear your voice again,’ replied the Thai. ‘I’ve been waiting for you to contact me.’




    Somchai was the local Thai partner of the Down Under operation. Conway had phoned him from Manila advising of his upcoming visit. The two had become great friends after Conway and his former chief accountant Susan Santos on a previous visit had resurrected the parlous Bangkok Down Under trading and turned it into a profitable and popular tourist venue.




    ‘Well, I got involved in a little fracas at the airport, kind of delayed me a bit.’




    ‘My God were you in that? I saw it on the TV news and read about it this morning. Are you ok my friend? Tell me more.’




    Conway explained what had happened and how he took Pim home but didn’t mention the attitude of her parents. ‘By the time I got to the apartment and settled in it was a bit too late to call you Khun Somchai.’




    ‘I understand. Steve I was sorry to learn when you phoned from Manila you said you would not have Susan with you. She did such a wonderful job and is such a lovely person I was looking forward to seeing her again but I am just happy you are back and look forward to seeing you…maybe we can have lunch today?’




    ‘Sure, if you call in to the Down Under perhaps you can bring me up to date with what’s happening.’




    ‘Certainly, I will visit you just before lunch, we can have a chat and then I will take you somewhere I am sure you will enjoy. Sawasdee Krup,’ said Somchai hanging up.




    Conway showered, shaved and dressed in a maroon polo shirt and cream slacks took off for the Down Under Bar/Restaurant in Patpong 1.




    His apartment in Silom road was within walking distance and on a bright, sunny Bangkok morning he made his way through crowds of office workers and tourists, returning the smiles of small sidewalk vendors hawking a variety of food, coffee and soft drinks. He bought a container of icy-cold fresh orange juice and arrived at the Down Under just after 8.30am.




    The “Open” sign on the front door and the curtains pulled to one side brought a wry smile. How different from his first visit when he found no “Open” sign and the curtains pulled across giving the impression the place was closed.




    The business had been badly neglected by the resident manager Rusty Gates. What followed was a few intense weeks by Conway and Susan Santos in which they brought the books up to date, changed the attitude of the staff, reversed the downward trading spiral and turned the place around to the amazement of Somchai. By the time they returned to Manila, the Bangkok Down Under bar/restaurant was well on the way to becoming profitable and providing decent dividends to all shareholders. Conway went inside and couldn’t believe his eyes.




    * * *




    Lily Li stepped from the shower and wiped the mist from the floor to ceiling mirror then stepped back and gazed admiringly at her naked image. She took a large, soft towel from a rack and fluffed her long, thick black hair. Lily was proud of her body and why not? Although now in her forties she was still slim, not having run to fat like others of her vintage. She knew she could still hold her own against the younger matrons in Manila society.




    She ran her palms over her big, still firm breasts squeezing lightly each large, pink nipple feeling them harden and distend beneath her touch. She placed her hands behind her head and posed, thrusting her breasts at the mirror then turned slowly…yes, she still had the kind of body men lusted after. And right now Lily Li needed a man badly…and that man…was Steve Conway.




    Thousands of miles away in the bar of the Los Angeles International Airport, Sally Reyes sips a coke as she waits for the boarding call of her Philippines airlines flight to Manila. She too was thinking about Steve Conway. ‘Will you be glad to see me again Steve?’




    * * *




    Toonaree Kunpit stood in the centre of the room, his head lowered, staring at the floor trying unsuccessfully to control his nerves. Mid-twenties of medium build, an insignificant individual in his soiled white shirt and faded blue jeans, his skin dark from years in the rice fields of Isaan. At this very moment he wished more than anything he was back there harvesting rice with his father. But the crop had failed due to a year of drought forcing him to leave and seek employment in Bangkok. With no education and basic employment skills he had fallen in with the wrong crowd smoking dope and pimping for a number of massage parlours and bars where he came to the notice of one of the customers, the man whom he now stood before.




    He shivered involuntarily as the thin, dome-headed individual with a hideous red scar across his left cheek, stared up at him from behind the large mahogany desk. He had the hooded eyes of a hamadryad, the most feared snake in Thailand, the one they called, “King Cobra”.




    Dome-head ground out a cheroot and looked up at Toonaree his head moving slowly, imperceptively from side to side, the way the cobra does before it strikes. Toonaree had seen such a snake kill one of his friends in the jungle of northern Thailand; he had never forgotten the terror of that moment and looking into the frightening eyes of this man brought it all back. The room was silent, tense.




    The young Thai remained with his head bowed. Finally the man behind the desk spoke, in the guttural accent of an East European. ‘You failed me.’




    Toonaree froze, his eyes opened wide in terror seemingly mesmerized by the side to side snake-like movements of the man’s head. He tried to speak but nothing came out…at first. Finally in desperation he was able to blurt out a few words in a high-pitched gasp. ‘But sir, sir, I was unlucky, it was difficult. I had the target in my sights but a foreigner intervened and threw her down as I fired, I tried again but there were too many people, too much panic, I am sorry sir, please, please…sir,’ his voice ended in a strangled gasp.




    The man behind the desk looked up at him with those dead eyes. His scar seemed to glow. ‘Who was the foreigner? Was he with her? A bodyguard?’




    ‘I don’t know. He could have been, he acted like one. Sir, give me another chance, I will not fail you. I have never failed you before sir…’ The head of the man behind the desk stopped swaying and became completely still. The sign the cobra was about to strike.




    Toonaree realized this and shouted, ‘No! No!’ They were his last words as a huge, slope-shouldered thug behind him stepped forward and struck him a single blow to the base of the neck snapping his top vertebrae, severing his spine. Toonaree was dead before he hit the floor. The man at the desk picked up his phone not bothering to look as the killer dragged the body from the room.




    Peter Vasilescu or “Khun Peter” as he was known, spoke quickly, nodded a couple of times and replaced the receiver. He was not a happy man. His drug shipment had been discovered and several of his gang arrested, but they knew better than to talk. Vasilescu, a Romanian, a product of a Bucharest slum had risen in the ranks to become an officer in the feared Romanian secret police, the Securitate, the Department of State Security in the regime of the former Romanian dictator President Nicolae Ceaucescu. The Securitate had the reputation of being one of the most brutal and largest in the Eastern bloc. It employed 11,000 agents and half a million informers in a country of only 22 million and Vasilescu was in the top echelon before fleeing after Ceaucescu was toppled.




    Interpol wanted him badly but somehow he managed to evade them and lay low for several years moving among a number of Communist countries including North Korea and Cuba then to Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran finally coming down through Burma into north east Thailand where he married and settled in Isaan for two years before moving to Bangkok, leaving the Thai wife behind.




    He had used his time in Afghanistan learning about the drug trade and establishing contacts which he now used in a flourishing business in Bangkok behind the front of an export import company. He had opened up supply lines from several different countries with the help of Khun Sa the infamous Burmese drug lord and now had a wide network of dealers and customers throughout Bangkok and further afield.




    Certain people in high places were in his pocket and the busting of the deal yesterday was an aberration. Someone had stuffed up and he was determined to find out who the culprit was. It did not pay to fail Khun Peter. Ruthless and devoid of all human sentiment, he never forgave anybody and whoever made the mistake would pay for it with his life, like the late Toonaree. He growled into his intercom. ‘Send my car round, I’m going out.’




    * * *




    Conway stood and stared then a broad grin came slowly across his face. He walked across to the only two customers at the bar. ‘Hello, Biro, hello Mullet what are you two old reprobates doing here, long time no see?’ Both middle-aged men swung around at his voice.




    ‘Hey Steve,’ they chorused, ‘how are y’ mate, didn’t expect to see you here?’




    Conway smiled. Dick Watson, known as “Biro” because of his completely bald head and his companion, William Fish, nicknamed “Mullet’ were two regular guests of Conway’s “Down Under” hotel in Ermita, a suburb on the shores of Manila bay. There they also frequented a bar called The Black Jack but had disappeared from the scene since their friend, and owner of the Black Jack Bert Groyne, had been deported to Australia. 3 It seemed they had found Bangkok to be more to their liking these days.




    ‘I’m running this place for a while,’ said Conway, shaking their hands. ‘So what’s happening with you guys? I heard they’ve-opened The Black Jack, your old watering hole in Manila?’




    Biro took a long swallow of his Tiger beer before replying. ‘Yeah mate, they did but it’s not the same anymore without old Bert. I know he had his faults but he kept cold piss and his prices were right. There’s no atmosphere there anymore, Sally the best barmaid in Manila’s gone and the joint’s now run by a pommy and he’s a dead loss. Got no idea, he still thinks he’s in pommyland, the beer’s warm and he charges like a wounded bull.’




    ‘Yeah, Biro’s right mate,’ added Mullet. ‘And he’s also the most boring bastard I’ve ever met. Fair dinkum, he’d put a glass eye to sleep.’ Mullet took a swig of his Scotch and continued.




    ‘Yeah, and dumb! Mate, last time I was in there he wasn’t around. I asked one of the drinkers an old mate called “Digger” Sloan where he was. Guess what Digger said?’




    Conway shook his head. ‘Digger reckoned he was at home studying for his urine test! Ha! ha! ha!’




    ‘And yeah and that’s not all,’ added Biro, choking back laughter. ‘He was the only bloke in Manila without a Filipino girlfriend and you know why? It’s cos he’s got such a rough head even the tide wouldn’t go out with him, ha ha ha.’ Conway joined in the laughter.




    ‘Yeah,’ continued Mullet, ‘in the end Biro and me decided Manila was gettin’ to be a bit too tame with ’em closing the bars and comin’ over sanctimonious all of a sudden, so we thought we’d give Bangkok a look. We’d heard some pretty good reports about the joint and from what me and Biro have seen, they’re pretty right. We love the place. You’re in the right location here Steve, jeez this Patpong is somethin’ else mate, never seen so many good bars…and the sheilas…they’re bloody grouse, doncha reckon Biro?’




    ‘Blood oath, this joint’ll do me,’ agreed Biro, whose capacity for beer was legendary, and only matched by Mullet’s ability to imbibe Scotch whisky. ‘Wanna drink Steve?’




    ‘No thanks Biro, bit early for me, and as this is my first day, I better get on with it, catch up with you later boys.’




    ‘Yeah Steve, good mate, see y’ later,’ they replied in unison, lifting their drinks in salute.




    Conway turned to see an attractive, neatly dressed Thai woman in her mid-twenties, waiting patiently for him to finish his conversation.




    ‘Excuse me sir, my name is Sariya, I believe you are Mr Steve Conway?’




    ‘Hello Sariya, yes I’m Steve, I understand you have been managing the place since Mr Gates left is that correct?’




    ‘Yes sir, just for the past ten days. I am new staff since you were last here and I hope,’ she said with a beguiling smile, ‘you find the place ok sir, I have tried to keep the customers happy and follow the guidelines that you set down with Khun Rusty.’ Conway nodded in approval. This lady’s English was excellent and she exuded an air of competence and efficiency.




    ‘Well, at first glance the place looks in good shape Sariya. It’s quiet at the moment so what I’d like you to do now is gather the staff together. I need to tell them who I am and what I’m doing here and then you can bring me up to speed on what’s been happening.’




    ‘Yes sir.’




    ‘Ok. Round them up and I’ll talk to them.’ He signaled to Siriporn, a waitress whom he knew from his previous visit. ‘Give those two guys a drink on me,’ he said, pointing to Biro and Mullet.




    ‘Yes sir, lovely to see you again sir,’ replied Porn, flashing him a wide smile.




    Sariya quickly got the staff to stand in a circle around Conway.




    He noticed a few old faces and a couple of new ones. He was pleased to see Sumalee the cook from before; a rotund, middle-aged lady whose smile was still as wide as the Chao Praya river. Ah, there was no doubt about the Thai people and their smiles. Malee the previous cashier had been replaced by a slim, bespectacled, studious looking young lady by the name of Tuk. She oozed efficiency which from Conway’s memory was an improvement on her predecessor who was asleep at the cash register when Conway first laid eyes on her.




    Together with Siriporn were two other bar attendants Pie, a cute little girl Conway knew from last time and a shy newcomer Nok who kept a firm grip on Pie’s hand. There was a new bookkeeper, a bright-faced teenager named Khanchanar replacing Oy who had apparently returned to the province to look after her aging parents. Conway was particularly pleased to see that the roustabout and general handyman, the handsome young Tommy, had remained on staff.




    Seeing apprehension on some faces a smiling Conway began by saying how happy he was to be back in Bangkok among them again renewing old acquaintances and welcoming the new additions. He complimented them on the cleanliness and the atmosphere of the place noting that the standard he had set on his previous visit seemed to have been maintained.




    ‘I am very pleased you are still in uniform Siriporn, I like the side split in the skirt it’s an improvement on the original version.’




    ‘Oh sir, we love the uniform that is the only thing we have changed we hope you don’t think it’s too daring,’ she giggled, hiding her face behind her hand.




    ‘Of course not Porn and after all, this is Patpong 1,’ grinned Conway.




    ‘Sir,’ said Porn diffidently, ‘can I ask, where is Khun Susan, will she be coming to see us again? We all liked her very much.’




    Conway shook his head. ‘I am sorry Porn but Khun Susan has taken a position with an accounting company in Hong Kong she…won’t be coming back here.’




    Porn lowered her head for a moment then looked back up at Conway. ‘Oh, sir, I am sorry to hear that, when we heard you were coming back we hoped she would come back with you.’




    Conway reached out and touched her shoulder. ‘She would have loved to hear your words Porn and who knows, maybe she will come back one day…I miss her too.’




    Conway turned away so Porn could not see the expression on his face and in so doing caught sight of Somchai arriving. The Thai almost ran across the restaurant to embrace the Australian.




    ‘So good to see you my friend,’ he exclaimed. ‘I hope you stay with us much longer than last time, there is much for us to talk about and there is so much more of Thailand I would like to show you.’




    ‘The feeling is mutual Khun Somchai and yes I hope to stay a lot longer and get to see more of your beautiful country and learn about its culture and…’ He was interrupted by Sariya who excused herself and told Conway there was a phone call for him.




    Conway frowned. Who could this be? No one else knew he was here in Bangkok. Maybe trouble in Manila? He was about to find out…
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Chapter 4




    Pim sat on the side of her bed looking at the phone on the small ornate table beside her. Should I phone or shouldn’t I? I’d love to see him again, he’s a very nice guy, I know he’s a good man but my parents…I wish they didn’t have this attitude toward foreigners. She picked up the phone then placed it back on the table, looked at it for a few seconds then picked it up again. ‘My God he saved my life! I will talk them round…somehow.’




    * * *




    ‘Just a moment Somchai I’ll take this call and be right with you.’ When he heard the voice on the other end his face creased into a broad smile. ‘Hello Pim how are you? Have you recovered from our little drama? I must say, this is a pleasant surprise I really didn’t think I would hear from you after the reception from your parents.’




    ‘Oh Steve yes, I am ok now thanks to you. I had to phone you again and please don’t worry about my parents I will smooth them over. The reason I phoned is to ask you…’ She was silent for a few moments as if struggling to find the right words to say. ‘Would you…’ more hesitancy, ‘I would… like to invite you to have dinner with me. Please, I want to repay you, Steve, you saved my life! I need to thank you…please would you…?’ The last sentence came out in a rush with just a hint of embarrassment.




    Conway’s smile grew wider. It’s not easy for an Asian woman to ask a man out to dinner. Ok in the free-wheeling West but not so in Thailand even if the lady had a very good reason. ‘Forget the thanks, I’d love to Pim, I was hoping to hear from you again. Just tell me when and where.’ Now it was Conway’s turn to hesitate. ‘I presume it will be just you and I?’




    ‘Oh yes,’ laughed Pim, ‘please don’t worry it’s just the two of us. I am yet to work on mother and father. I know you have visited Bangkok before but have you ever been to the Oriental hotel?’




    ‘No I haven’t, I’ve always been meaning to have a look at a hotel that was once regarded as the best in the world and find out why it was so popular with Somerset Maugham, Joseph Conrad, Nijinksy and the like.’




    ‘Great, I’ll book a table for us in their Riverside restaurant, it’s truly one of the best restaurants in Bangkok, the food is simply wonderful and it has a great view of the river, I am sure you will love it.’




    ‘You don’t have to convince me Pim, it sounds terrific…look forward to seeing you again.’




    With the arrangements made for a few nights hence he hung up and returned to Somchai. They went upstairs to an office where Conway called for the latest financials and began discussing the results with the Thai partner. The profit showed a slight dip since the departure of Rusty Gates but overall the results weren’t bad given as Conway pointed out, it was the low season and only to be expected. ‘I’m sure I can fix this Somchai just give me a few weeks, we’ll have the bottom line healthier,’ smiled Conway closing the file.




    The Thai nodded. ‘After what you did last time Khun Steve, I am sure you can and will, come, I have picked a nice place for us to eat.’




    * * *




    Conway glanced at his watch…7.30pm. It had been a long day involved in discussions after lunch with Sariya regarding upcoming promotions for the Down Under, phone calls to various suppliers about extending credit and attending to various paper work issues with Khanchanar. He threw down his pen, leaned back and yawned; time for dinner and maybe an early night. In a city like Bangkok however, plans for an early night can often go astray.




    ‘Are you tired sir, I guess it must have been a long day for you,’ said a quiet voice at his door. He looked up to see a smiling Sariya. ‘I just came to say good night, I hope you enjoyed your first day with us again, all the staff are very happy to have you back.’




    Conway was about to reply then did a double take. This was a different woman! Gone was the smartly dressed, efficient lady who handled the staff and customers so smoothly. She carried a brown sports bag and her slim, shapely figure was clad in a light grey sleeveless sweat shirt with Lonsdale emblazoned in black across the front, dark blue tracksuit pants and trainers. The tanned skin of her bare arms was smooth, the biceps muscled, the shoulder-length hair now caught up in a ponytail. Conway blinked a couple of times taking in this new unexpected image. She simply glowed with health; the figure and the bright, large, dark brown eyes were those of the super fit.




    ‘You look like you’re off to the gym Sariya.’ He knew it sounded trite but it was all he could think of to say. ‘I am sir, I go to one in Lumpini where I train.’




    ‘Train? What are you training for?’




    ‘I’m a boxer sir.’ Her smile grew wider as she saw the look of surprise on his face.




    Conway was now intrigued. He’d done some amateur boxing in his youth before joining the Australian army. ‘Muay Thai I suppose?’




    Sariya shook her head. ‘No sir, I began with Muay Thai our traditional style but now I fight as a regular boxer.’




    ‘Are you any good?’ Conway was unable to suppress a grin. He wasn’t against women’s boxing but from the little he had seen, the standard varied considerably.




    Here we go again she thought to herself. She’d heard it all before from other males, the smug disbelief, the condescending tone. A proud woman, it had annoyed her at first but she had become used to the sneers and put downs. They always came from men who had never seen her fight.




    ‘I think so,’ she said proudly. ‘I am undefeated in eight fights, six by knockout.’ She let that sink in for a few seconds then looked at her watch. ‘I must go; I have an upcoming fight in a few weeks with a Japanese champion. She has a very impressive record also undefeated having won her last five fights by knockout. I will have to be at my best to beat her, good night sir.’ she said, turning to leave. It gave her grim satisfaction to see Conway’s raised eyebrows.




    ‘Ah yeah, good night Sariya, good luck, see you tomorrow,’ replied a now slightly deflated Conway. ‘Well, it’s good to know we have a boxer on the staff who knows, we might need her one day,’ he said lamely, but she was already out of earshot.




    He looked at his watch again, yawned and stretched. ‘Yeah, time to go.’ He tidied his desk and walked downstairs. Biro and Mullet were still there, in the same spot they had occupied all day. By now both were approaching non compos. Nothing’s changed grinned Conway to himself. He waved to them but neither noticed. He said good night to the staff and walked outside into a humid Bangkok evening, through the usual sea of humanity crowding the night market and sidewalks.




    He made his way through the tourists, and vendors shouting their wares; past the touts standing outside the numerous “girlie” bars trying to entice passers-by, pointing to lurid poster and photos of near naked young women. One young individual flashily dressed in a green lycra shirt and orange pants attempted to grab him. ‘Sexy show man, pussy show, ping pong show, come inside sir,’ he yelled. Conway ignored him and hurried on until Patpong1 met Silom road where he waved down a passing taxi.




    ‘Sukhumvit’ he said, climbing in beside the driver.




    Thirty minutes later, alighting from the taxi at the head of a long alley off a soi on Sukhumvit road he walked down to the end where a large bright fluoro sign declared, Bojangles Bar & Restaurant.




    Bojangles was regarded as probably the best Sports bar/restaurant in Bangkok its large flat screen television monitors on each wall allowed patrons to view a variety of sporting events from wherever they were situated. It was also noted for the quality of good looking women behind the bar. Conway ordered a Singha beer and took it up to a dining section on the next level overlooking the main bar and sat down at a table facing one of the screens where a rugby match between Australia and New Zealand was in progress and asked for a menu. It was extensive with a wide variety of Thai and foreign meals. In the end he settled for prawns in curry Chu Chee steamed Thai Hom Mail rice and stir-fried Pak-choy.




    His meal was brought by an attractive, smiling girl in a black figure-hugging dress. ‘Enjoy your meal sir,’ she said sashaying away downstairs to join the line-up of pretty girls chatting to customers on the lower level. She looked back up smiling at Conway several times but he was too busy eating and watching the rugby to notice.




    He finished his meal, had another beer and with the test match over and another win to the Kiwis decided to call it a night. The night was balmy now as he strolled back up toward the main road to look for a taxi.




    With his mind on other things, mainly the Down Under, he never noticed the two figures emerge from a darkened alley until he felt his right arm grabbed and twisted up behind his back and the sharp sting of a blade jabbed lightly in his side.




    He was held fast while the other assailant went expertly through his pockets. Conway knew better than to carry much money with him at night and finding such a small amount the guy uttered what was obviously a curse in Thai. The blade was pressed a little harder as hands were run up inside his legs then not finding anything of value the robber tried to take off one of Conway’s shoes. These guys were pros and were aware many foreigners carried funds inside their footwear.




    Conway had had enough. He suddenly relaxed letting his body go limp surprising the first thug, freeing himself slightly from his grip; simultaneously kicking the other one in the side of the head sending him sprawling. He elbowed the guy behind him in the belly causing him to let out a grunt of pain and stagger backwards. Before he could recover Conway swung around and belted him with a big right. The mugger fell to his knees but didn’t drop the knife. Conway stepped forward to throw another when he was grabbed by the ankles by the one on the ground.




    He stumbled forward and hit the concrete face first and rolled away desperately as the knife wielder came at him again. Conway kicked out in an effort to stop his forward rush and scrambled to his feet. The enraged Thai dropped into a knife fighter’s crouch circling the Australian, tossing the blade from hand to hand.




    He feinted a couple of times then ran at Conway with the knife upraised the blade reflected for an instant in the light from a lamp down the alley. Then as if a giant hand had grabbed him from behind, he was stopped suddenly in his tracks.




    Conway heard a bone snap, the Thai screamed. This was followed by two heavy blows, then silence; Conway peered to his right to see the other mugger had half-risen to his feet only to cop a powerful karate kick beneath the chin which lifted him up and back down to the concrete where he lay still.




    ‘Let’s get out of here sir,’ said a softly spoken Thai voice. With his rescuer’s arm supporting him, Conway half walked half stumbled up to the main soi where he slumped up against a brick wall gasping for breath, his adrenalin still in overdrive.




    ‘Thanks whoever you are, my name’s Conway, Steve Conway.’




    ‘You can call me Thip sir, are you alright?’ asked the stranger. He was dressed in a black tee shirt and jeans, a muscular young man, probably mid to late twenties.




    ‘Yeah I’m ok just a scratch,’ said Conway lifting his shirt to reveal a trickle of blood on his ribs from where the knife had pricked him. He wiped it away with a handkerchief and turned back to Thip. ‘Mate you came in the nick of time, I owe you a drink let’s find somewhere well away from here.’




    ‘No need sir, I was happy to help, you were in trouble. I hate those kinds of guys.’




    But Conway insisted and hailed a taxi. They were about to get in when a police car cruised by. Thip waved it down, took something from his shirt pocket and leant in speaking to the driver. He turned and pointed to the alley from which he and Conway had just come. Two cops jumped from the vehicle and ran down into the alley returning a few minutes later with the two muggers in handcuffs, one of them still screaming in pain. They were bundled into the back of the police car and it sped off into the night.




    ‘Are you a cop Thip?’ asked Conway.




    ‘Yes sir, attached to the Lumpini division.’




    ‘Plain clothes or off duty?’




    ‘I work plain clothes Steve, what about you, what are you doing in Bangkok? Are you a tourist or do you work here?’




    ‘I’ll tell you all about it over a beer mate.’ Ten minutes later they were ensconced in a small quiet establishment not far from the world famous bars of Soi Cowboy. Thip refused alcohol preferring soda and lime. Conway ordered a Singha and explained his presence in Bangkok and invited Thip for a meal on the house at the Down Under. The personable young Thai declined the offer but said he would call in to say ‘hi’ as his station was not far from the Patpong precinct.




    Although he didn’t give too much away about his policing, from the odd phrase here and there it didn’t take much figuring to realise the Thai was more than an ordinary cop on the beat. When the Australian mentioned the drug bust he’d read about that morning Thip just smiled and said, ‘I know those guys.’




    ‘He’s probably undercover drug squad,’ Conway said to himself, ‘wonder what he was doing in the vicinity of Bojangles? Better not to know but thank God he was there, I’d probably be in a morgue by now if he wasn’t.’ They had one more drink, Thip excused himself and they called it a night. Conway paid the bill and as they shook hands outside on the street, he repeated the offer of the meal.




    ‘Thanks Steve, I might just do that and you better get a doctor to check you over just in case.’




    ‘Sure Thip and thanks again you saved my life,’ Conway replied waving down a taxi. When he turned to say goodbye, Thip had gone.




    * * *




    Jumbo Keyes filling in as manager for Steve Conway at the Down Under hotel in Manila picked up the phone and smiled when he heard the familiar voice on the other end. ‘Hello Lily, long time since I’ve heard or seen you about in your restaurant. How are things in your world?’




    ‘I’m fine Mr Keyes, I’ve been in Boracay with my friend Senator Mendoza building this resort I spoke to Mr Conway about some time ago. Is it possible to speak to him it’s been so long. We lost touch when he went to Vietnam. I heard he had returned to Manila but there was talk around he had problems.’ She was unable to hide the concern in her voice. ‘To be honest Mr Keyes I kept my distance because I wasn’t sure if we were still friends as he made no effort to stay in touch the last time he left here for Vietnam. I am sure you were aware we were close at one time.’
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