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    PROLOGUE




    Dad is running late for our flight to paradise. I step into the shade of the fuselage and check my Mickey Mouse watch for the umpteenth time. Our chariot is a single engine prop job with no space for luggage and no markings, not even a pinstripe or a tail number. We’re talking low profile, low as it gets. I stretch my arm toward the wing above and brush my fingers across the body of a bomb.




    “Don’t touch that,” echoes a firm command.




    I nearly jump out of my sneakers before recognizing Dad’s voice. “Where are we going, pops?”




    Sun glints off the burnished handle of a Colt 45 pistol that hangs from his belt. “Where am I going?” Dad deploys his sunglasses and releases a shit-eating grin. “It’s confidential, don’t ask.” He nudges me aside, steps into the cockpit and closes the door. My eyes well up despite orders to the contrary. “Just remember this,” Dad yells as the propeller spools up, “even bastards need a patron saint!” He steers the plane down the runway toward mountains that rise like a dragon’s spine.




    That’s the only non-erotic dream I recall from my childhood. And as usual, grandma wakes me before the climax.


  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    “No grandma, she’s not Catholic!” This is an international call and muffler-challenged bikes force me to yell.




    “She’s Buddhist. They’re mostly all Buddhist here.” Grams is inquiring about my girlfriend. As if I have one.




    “Relax. They’re cool with Catholics and everybody else.” I wave my free hand at a horde of unchained taxis but none of them stop. Even my celebrity status fails to work its magic this evening. Blame it on the rain.




    “Jeez Grams, Buddha was a teacher, not a god.” A ubiquitous open-cockpit tuk-tuk operated by a dark-skinned imp pulls over and demands one hundred baht. “Do I look like a damned tourist!?” I don’t curse in front of grandmother.




    “I’m not praying in tongues, Grams. I was just speaking in Thai.” The bastard tuk-tuk driver cuts back into traffic, refusing to negotiate. Bastard is not a curse word.




    “No, I’m not turning Buddhist.” The cop in the booth across the street switches the light back to red. Doesn’t he see I’m getting pissed on out here?




    “How should I know what they believe? What comes around goes around I suppose. Not my bailiwick though.”




    A screaming motorcycle blocks out her response. No big deal. I do, however, catch the question she asks after the cycle passes.




    “As a matter of fact, I’m on my way to a service right now.” She asked me if I was going to church. It’s all part of a ceaseless campaign to exercise control over me, even now, from a place where the sun still shines on Sunday morning.




    “I go religiously. Every chance I get.” I feel like pushing the envelope tonight. “I’m a Goddurned saint.” OK, I wimped out, but Grams chastises me nonetheless. She’s convinced herself I’m a missionary man and, in a sense, she couldn’t be more right.




    “If I ever marry it will only be for true love.” I click off. Grams has an uncanny knack for calling at really inconvenient times. It’s like some type of ESP alerts her to intercede at the moment I’m in the throes of sin’s conception. I put up with it and do my lip service on the phone. It’s the least I can do.




    A tuk-tuk cuts across the intersection and slams on its brakes. I jump into the back of the three wheel carnival ride, sans bargaining, and tell the driver where to go.




    He knows the place. They all do.




    The belching bus in front of us reminds me that tuk-tuks offer none of the air-con comforts of a taxi or the traffic-splitting abilities of motorbikes, yet they cost more than both. Go figure, or on second thought, don’t. The moment you stop trying to make sense of things down here the happier you’ll be. Hell, I could’ve opted for the sky train if I wanted to stand in an air- conditioned bubble and avoid all this mess, but I prefer to be on the streets, where the action is.




    The rain tapers off and copper angels start to appear in numbers as we near the objective. My chauffeur slams on the brakes and asks me for eighty baht. I give him forty. He complains, but ten more baht appeases him. I’ll be damned if he overcharges me just because I’m a Farang.




    What’s a Farang? It’s kind of like being a Gaijin in Japan without so much of the devil connotation. Big noses with big money. We’re more of a curiosity in these parts than something to be feared.




    I step out of the tuk-tuk and survey my Area of Operations, or AO in operator parlance: Soi Cowboy, a steamy neon gauntlet of grabby admirers that might be paradise minus the virgins. Trust me on this, there is no sweeter place for a damaged male ego. The street’s nom de guerre was derived from the founder of the first bar here, a black American ex-GI who always wore a cowboy hat and who arrived during the Vietnam war. The GIs have faded away or been called to new wars, but Soi Cowboy has not only survived but thrived, like a weed punching through the Bangkok cement.




    I step across the threshold and savor the odors, like spicy shrimp soup cooked over sewer water. Nothing else smells like it, so sweet, rotten and sexy. A really tan number that loiters in a doorway lets her face relax into the default smiling position. Doting hangers-on try the standard flattery, handsome man, and over-used invitations, come inside. I avoid eye contact, but I watch their hands.




    Never forget to watch their hands.




    I fall in with a gaggle of Aussies, sound tactics if I’m to have any hope of concealing my presence from the femme hawkers lingering outside the less popular venues. Most of the punters here believe the almond eyed chippies when they tell them they’re trim and handsome. Not unlike the parishioners at my old church think they’re saved because the Padre said so. Poor saps, you’ve got to look people in the eyes when they’re stroking you for money. Grams would say everyone here is going to Hell. I say buy a few memories for the long burn.




    I am trim and handsome by the way. All the girls say so.




    A sharp-eyed fan latches onto my arm like an old vice. “Conee, Conee! Where you go sexy man!” ‘Conee’, that’s my alias around here. All the Thai girls have stage names too and not just the ones hanging out on the Soi. It’s easier for them to say Conee than ‘Richard’ or ‘Falcone’, and it’s easier for me to say ‘Noi’ or ‘Pom’ than Sumaleejuntarsutorn or Orasapornwunbordang. Her name is Yuta if I remember correctly and she’s freakishly strong for a girl who can’t weigh over 90 pounds soaking wet. Not unusual for someone raised on a farm.




    I pick her up and move her aside. “You’re my number one sweetheart,” I say, seeing no point in causing a loss of face. “But tonight I have a meeting elsewhere.” I say this in Thai of course. Amazing how fast one can learn new ways to communicate with the proper motivation and a long-haired dictionary or two.




    “Butterfly!” Yuta stomps her five inch heel and releases me. She understands the nature of celebrity if not my proper rank.




    I snarl playfully and twirl my finger as I walk away. “I’m a Helicopter, baby.” It’s not like she can’t find charity elsewhere. The fact is I’m a disciplined veteran of this AO and have orders to report to ‘Thunder Balls’ this evening. I’ve been there before on multiple recons. You know, area familiarization, all the good operators do it.




    The T’Balls sign could give a Japanese kid orbiting in the Space Shuttle an epileptic fit. Three years ago it was just another ‘B’ list venue. What it needed was new vision and new money. I breach the curtained entry into an explosion of arctic air and enter the red velveteen sanctuary of bare breasted Former Farm Girls. Oh, hearts of gold, sure. Wrapped like sushi in cheap lingerie as they gyrate listlessly to the chords of AC/DC’s, ‘Back in Black.’ The song matches my shirt, my hair and my mood, especially after my grandmother teleconference. Plus, I have to report to the office tomorrow morning. Punters hover over their beers, leering at the FFG’s on an elevated stage. Part of me would like to mow them all down, the punters I mean.




    The ageless greeter of Thunder Balls hails me Thai fashion with a ‘wai’, both hands touching prayer style just below her iconic face. A lush waterfall of raven hair cascades down a blood red silk dress that I fear will be blown off, exposing her, if she dares step into the breezeway. The immaculate one is infinitely more alluring than the dead eyed smilers who stare at themselves in the mirrors as they dance.




    I smile politely but can’t maintain eye contact. “Good evening, Miss Scarlet.” She reminds me of someone I was obsessed with in my childhood. An Asian woman with the same moniker pictured on the original box for that whodunit board game called ‘Clue.’ The game where one of the players is a murderer and the players must find out whom. Unless, of course, you are the killer.




    Grams never let me buy that classic 70’s Farrah Fawcett poster I always wanted and my attempt to hide a stash of skin mags ended in tragedy. But I used to stare at Miss Scarlet on that Clue box as she stretched out on a divan holding a long cigarette, waiting for me. And here she is now, no more attainable than the chippie on the box. I would never try and touch her. It would be sacrilege.




    By the way, Scarlet has never talked to me. She is mute… and perfect.




    “Falcone!” echoes a bark through an octopus of red hosed legs. It’s Johnny ‘Two Can’ Moran and you can’t miss him. He’s lucky Bangkok has good tailors—nothing off the shelves here fits him. I disregard the breach of security and dart my way between the punters and their black-haired hostesses. Johnny is in usual form tonight—one can of Beer Chang in hand and another one on the small table in front of him. Back-ups are always wise. I grab his extra beer and take a seat next to him on a bench that’s just a bit too small for me, not that I’m fat. Johnny is fat, even if the girls tell him different.




    I yell over the music. “Welcome back to paradise, brother.”




    He hugs my shoulder like a giant teddy bear. “Got in last night! Just finished the job in Djibouti.” He slurs slightly. He’s been out for awhile already.




    Two Can is a contractor in this life and does logistics support for the Department of Defense. He spends a lot of time in crapholes, but he always comes to Bangkok between jobs. I can’t blame him. I met Johnny here at T’Balls on just such an occasion and knew he was a decent enough guy immediately. Sometimes I can see a little light around people. One of my many powers. Sometimes it can go the other way too, with a shadow.




    A waitress brings me a glass of ice and pours a beer unbidden. The service is Thailand blows away anything in the States.




    “Beer on ice!?” Johnny yelps like a seal. “You should be crucified!”




    “That punishment isn’t in vogue nowadays, but hey, there was a dearth of entertainment options back then.”




    “Get another one!”




    “Nope, ‘Two Can’ is your nickname, not mine.” I didn’t coin Johnny’s moniker, but I figured it out on my own anyway. A year and thirty pounds ago (for Johnny) one of his colleagues informed me it used to take two cans of beer to get him drunk. The nickname still applies, just for different reasons now.




    Johnny raps me in the shoulder. “If some is good, more is better.”




    “Nah, I need to stay sharp. Tonight I’m on the clock just like the girls, just a little inquiry on behalf of a client.” I raise my hand. “It’s confidential, don’t ask.”




    He slams his empty beer bottle on the table. “Yeah, yeah, you’re some kind of freakin’ James Bond wannabe.”




    “No Two Can, I’m not licensed to kill yet.” A parade of FFG’s leave the stage as the song ends. “Currently ‘M’ has me licensed for everything except that one.”




    “Okaay, who the hell is ‘M’?”




    I look him right in the eye. “I’m not authorized to divulge that information.”




    He elbows me in the side. “Puhleease, the only thing you’re inquiring about tonight is where to stick your private dick, Private Dick.”




    Private Dick? Nope, no one has found my true nickname yet. “Don’t call me Dick, Johnny.”




    “OK, Dick.”




    Two Can has earned his stripes in this AO so I’ll let it slide. My watch, an excellent Tag Heuer copy I picked up at the night market, indicates the time is 9:33 pm. The subject of my inquiry should be here any second. Sure enough, my mark enters and roosts on his usual seat. How can I see so many of the same losers, boozers and users here every night? Like, get a life.




    My cell phone vibrates in my pocket, barely detectable over the vibrations of a Brittany Spears manifesto that throbs through the red cushions. It’s not Grandma. “What do you want, Sexton?” Oops!! “Huh Sexton? Sound off like you got a pair.” I did it agaaain!.. “Oh yeah, you think you can whip me?” I did it agaaain! “Then come and get it, dog. You know where to find me.” I click off.




    “Sexton coming?” Johnny asks.




    “Yep, I gotta go.”




    “Go!? You just got here!”




    “No, you walrus. Not go go. Just go—over there.” I motion discreetly toward the front corner of the bar, just in front of the shapely outline of Miss Scarlet. “I got official business tonight, remember.”




    Johnny motions with his chin. “With Larry?”




    “The Lizard himself.”




    “Aren’t you gonna say hello to Lek at least?” Two Can leans back in his chair and sucks his gut in. A buck toothed brown face pops briefly around Johnny’s mass like a chipmunk on a quick peek out of the hole.




    “Hi Lek,” I say, “so what do you think about the situation in the Middle East?”




    Johnny’s girlfriend disappears again, too shy to offer geo-political analysis. A disturbing vision of a little brown monkey pops into my head. It flails wildly, trying to stay afloat in a sea of white lard. I have these awful visions sometimes. Can’t help it.




    I take out my second cell phone, a special one, press two buttons at once and fasten it to my belt as I stand up. I’m skilled at prying information from people. Expertly bred and trained to use any ruse, act or tactic necessary to establish rapport, gain trust or intimidate. My grandmother is in no small part responsible for my abilities.




    Topless bodies conceal my approach to the target. Larry the Lizard sits next to his henchman, a bald German with hands thicker than encyclopedias and a belly that could hold Johnny Two Can like a fetus. The Lizard spots me in a wall mirror and pivots on his stool revealing plaid Bermuda shorts and pale hairless legs. He nods to the bartender who erases herself in a dash to the cooler. The German, Helmut the Hut, crushes my hand in his massive paw and greets me in a terminator baritone. I yank my hand away and squeeze between the Lizard and the Hut as the bartender places a glass of Singha beer, with ice, on the counter.




    Larry forms a lipless grin under his Hitler style gray mustache. “What can I do for you tonight, Conee?” My alias is stated with a touch of derision, but everything he says is.




    “Just came to pay my respects.” I’m lying. The fact is I’m required to give Corn Cob Rob, my daytime boss in this life, lip service once in awhile just like grandma. Somebody Rob pimps for is gunning for the Lizard and I’m supposed to give them a clear target. Like the dancers on stage, sometimes I have to pretend to get into it.




    I steal a covert glance at Miss Scarlet as I sip my beer, unable to stop myself.




    Larry busts me. “It’s a crying shame the doc botched the damned Adam’s apple shave.”




    I avert my eyes. “The price of vanity,” I say under my breath.




    The bartender stuffs a bill into a cup on the bar. “I thought you were buying, Larry.”




    “Didn’t you study economics in college, boy?” He grins, showing fuzzy yellow teeth.




    “Navy retirement and a silly job pushing papers on a local salary isn’t enough to support your drinking habit.”




    I glance up at the stage. “Well, how about getting me number 39 up there, she looks motivated.” The dancers wear numbered pins. It prevents misunderstandings.




    Larry huffs, “Get the mama-san and pay the bar fine then. Ain’t nothing for free in this world, Falcone.”




    “I don’t pay for it, Larry.”




    “Son, haven’t I taught you anything yet? You can pay or you can pay!” I’ve heard this before. It’s the Lizard’s mantra. He preaches on, “Wives, girlfriends, mistresses, masseuses or hookers—all the same. Either way you’re paying for it.”




    “Where’s Jid, old mama-san number-one tonight anyway, Larry?”




    “Mama-san number-two has got the helm this evening. Jid went with our kids tonight to the CTIA talent show.”




    The CTIA, or Central Thailand International Academy in long form, is Larry’s day job. He’s an administrative assistant, aka: male secretary. It’s on a local salary but Larry gets a hell of an employee discount on the steep tuition.




    “Our youngest just got accepted.” Larry continues. “Smart kid that one—and Mickey, you remember him, don’t ya’?” I nod. “Mickey’s performing tonight. Listen to this, he wants to be a rapper like that white trash—what’s his name? You listen to that shit, right?”




    “Eminem?”




    “Yeah, enema. I won’t stop him from expressing himself, but I won’t pay to watch it either.” Larry takes a swig of beer. “The kid is graduating next year. Have you seen college tuition costs in the States these days?”




    “Kids are a bummer, expensive too.”




    “Highway robbery, and speaking of highways,” the Lizard prods the Hut, “if I have to bring that Audi clunker I got Jid down for repairs one more time, I’m just going to push it into a klong and collect the insurance. Whatever happened to German engineering Helmut?”




    “It’s ze East Germans,” replies the Teutonic pillar.




    “Well Jid’s income must help with expenses, Larry.”




    “How much you think they pay a mama-san in Thailand, son?”




    “You mean the manager of the most successful bar on the soi? I don’t know, how much do you cut her?” I smile my shit-eating grin. The one I learned from my dad.




    Larry cackles. “Jid’s a salaried employee of this establishment and I’m just a paying customer.” The Lizard’s shit-eating grin is bigger than mine. “Just like you, Falcone.” He pokes at my belly. “Just like you.” Everyone is touchy tonight.




    “Yeah, just like me.” I maintain my poker face, nod to Larry and Helmut and grab my beer. On the way back to my bench I click off the special cell phone. It’s the latest in spy tech. Got a microphone so sensitive it can pick up voices clearly and filter out ambient noise. I can’t make calls or talk on it, though. If James Bond had one, ‘Q’ would have been sure to incorporate that feature.




    Number 27 gets in a casual kick with her hip boot as I stroll by her obliviously, deep in thought. She’s sitting next to some turkey necked scarecrow in a Metallica T-shirt who can’t stop babbling at her. My eyes lock with hers for a moment, but I move on. The scarecrow keeps wasting his time.




    Back at the table, Johnny is building a beer can pyramid that displays his achievements like decorations on a soldier. He won’t let the hired help take away his empties. Lek is almost completely obscured by the aluminum edifice. “So did you finish your job?” he asks.




    “Good enough to look my boss in the eye and tell him I gave it an effort.”




    Somebody grabs the scruff of my neck and I wheel with a lightning quick reflex.




    My flailing right arm scatters the beer can pyramid all over the floor.




    “Nice moves, Richie, real nice.” It’s Sexton. Gunnery Sergeant Lavar Sexton, USMC, aka: Ton of Sex.




    “Wow, what a surprise to see you actually made it. I thought you’d moved into Dang’s cootchie permanently.” I introduced Sexton to his new-ex, Dang, several months ago




    “Sheeeiit, bitch had a Chinese sugar daddy in Hong Kong the whole time and wouldn’t ante up to it. I don’t ask for much, Richie, but I demand integrity in a girlfriend.”




    “And to think you invested in a new pair of titties for that woman.”




    Chipmunk Lek starts policing up the beer cans on the floor. Sexton moves his Italian shoe out of the way. “You got that woman well trained, Johnny TC,” he states. “You gots to tell me your secrets one day.”




    Lavar is a thirty something Ray Charles minus the sunglasses with a sculpted Nubian body that’s usually highlighted by designer clothes. We met in boot camp and cemented our friendship on a floating prison called the 15th Marine Expeditionary Unit that granted us a baptism by fire in Somalia and a baptism by sex in Thailand. My girl’s name was Noi and it was the first time I got laid. Bit of late bloomer I guess, but she loved me unconditionally. OK, my bulging wallet might have been an aphrodisiac. Don’t kill the fantasy.




    Sexton and I went our separate ways after that cruise. He stayed in the Corps and I went to college on my mom’s insurance money. Destiny fated us back to Thailand just over three years ago and we bumped into each other on our first night out. Met right here in this place as a matter of fact. Go figure the odds.




    Sexton snaps for a waitress. “What does it take for an honest black man to get a club soda in this joint?”




    “They’re all covert racists.” I reply before heading to the pisser.




    I’m in midstream at the trough receiving a marginal shoulder massage from the towel boy when Number 27 appears. She lays her arm across the top of the porcelain and looks down.




    Her hip boots add six inches. “How is little brother tonight?” she asks.




    “He’s busy right now as you can see, Tuctah.”




    Number 27, what a doll. She’s got an almost perfect smile except for one little snaggle tooth that just doesn’t fit. I love that tooth. I hope the chippies in heaven don’t all have perfect dental work. It’d just be so boring.




    “How’s the kid, Tuc?” I care, really I do.




    “Ohh, he get sooo big now! Momma take care him now in Isaan.” She pats at my little paunch. “Look like you.”




    “Handsome lad then.”




    She cocks her head. The left pony tail with the red dyed streak settles over a breast. “Little brother busy later?”




    “Not particularly. Go pay the mama-san and get your street clothes on. I’ll pay you back when my hands are free to get the wallet.”




    “You pay?”




    “Larry says everybody pays tonight.”




    This is all about maintaining cover. Besides Tuctah has a second mouth to feed and I’m a charitable bastard. Number 27 departs to the changing room.




    “You can take your eyes off my pecker now.” The towel boy averts his gaze and withdraws his hands from my shoulders. I zip up and tip him five baht. He wasn’t that good.




    Hanging chains sizzle as I depart the bathroom. Larry and Helmut have scrammed. The Lizard is a family man and has to run home to his wife and kids. I don’t know what the Hut’s excuse is. A ‘Guns and Roses’ song is playing loud and the FFG’s on stage are sandwiching each other with new-found dedication.




    Back at my piece of real estate, the remnants of the aluminum pyramid are gone and Two Can is face down on the table. Lek sits calmly next to him sipping lemonade through a straw. Sexton is talking to this girl Nat. She has Dolly P. boobs, Queen L. booty and Mr. T bling bling with Tammy Faye B. make up. Sexton likes them that way. Over the top.




    “Huulloo Conee!” Nat hugs me tight. “How are yoooo?” The girls here, they never forget me, but if anyone else touches me without permission… well, I may just go berserk. I nudge her off. “Long time no see. How’s the husband?”




    She stomps her Frankenstein shoe. “Oooey! He no good man. I come back. He stay England.”




    I turn to Sexton, “I think Nat needs a little sexual healing, or are you too much of an NCO and a gentleman now?”




    “That’s officer and a gentleman,” replies Lavar, “I’m a Gunny, I work for a living. By the way, did you ever fire your rifle in the Corps?”




    Ton of Sex can say whatever he wants to me. I owe him a favor, a big one.




    Sexton sticks his head in Nat’s cleavage, inhales noisily and comes up for breath. “Look at them titties. You can’t buy titties like that. Ain’t never seen me titties that big on a Thai girl. You?”




    “Nope, can’t say that I have.”




    Sexton looks up, furls his thick brow and points across the bar. “Yo, Richie, do you know that greasy haired Thai dude over there with the brown vest on?”




    I eyeball the thin Thai man. The disco lights flicker low for a moment.




    “..because he’s been staring right at you since you came out of the head.”




    The Thai man drags hard on a cigarette. His face is all angles, more so when he smiles.




    “No worries Lavar, he’s just an esteemed representative of the Royal Thai Police making the orange box rounds.”




    Sexton raises an eyebrow in question.




    “Haven’t you ever noticed the little orange boxes in these bars with the badge stamp on them? That’s where the money goes so the cops look the other way when the girls dance naked.”




    “No jivin’? How do you know that, Richie?”




    “Common knowledge of the casually observant and occasionally sober.”




    Tuctah emerges from the changing area in tight jeans and a halter top. She grabs my hand and starts dragging me out.




    ‘…Take me down to paradise city…’




    “Hold on, Tuc.” I turn to Chipmunk Lek and speak Thai. She doesn’t know any English. “Lek, can you get Johnny home tonight?”




    She nods quickly, her lips pursed.




    ‘…Where the grass is green and the girls are pretty…’




    Love can move mountains I suppose. Two Can doesn’t speak any Thai. True love needs no words. Tuctah pulls me toward the curtained entrance. The Royal Thai policeman winks at her as we pass. Or perhaps it’s me he winks at.




    ‘…Ohh won’t you please take me down…’




    I breach the curtain with Number 27 and enter the night, careful to avert my eyes as Miss Scarlet raises her hands together to pray for me.


  




  

    CHAPTER 2




    Icy rivulets burn my skin in a tortuous rite of penance.




    ‘Univox, this is Sleeper of Bangkok for M, I say again, SOB for M… OK, so I went through the motions last night. I’m a professional. In the absence of further orders I will continue deep cover operations. Over and out.’




    Penance complete, I cut off the shower, dry off and don workout clothes. Tuctah lies under the covers of my bed like it’s winter in Siberia. “Hey Tuc, I’m off to work. You need some taxi fare?”




    She opens her brown eyes halfway. “I go to Lopburi today.”




    “Seems like you keep moving further and further out.”




    “Move here?” Both eyes open fully.




    “Nah sweetie, Grandma wouldn’t approve of me living in sin.” I slip some fare into her purse, more than enough to reach Lopburi. “Hey Tuc, how well do you know Major Soodjai?” The major is the Thai police officer that Sexton spotted eyeballing me last night at Thunder Balls.




    “Everybody know Soodjai. He old snakehead.”




    “Tell me something I don’t already know.” All ecosystems have predators and prey and Bangkok is no exception. There are many names the hunted lend to the hunters here—Playboys, Butterflies, Helicopters and F-16’s—to name a few. It’s not an exact science, but predator classifications are generally based on length of tooth, frequency of hunting and voraciousness of appetite. At the apex of the Bangkok food chain stands the Snakehead, roughly translated as a dirty old man. My fan base, Yuta excepted, generally agree that I am a Helicopter. I hover, find a target, land for a short time and take off again. Helicopter rides are harmless fun.




    On my way out of the bedroom I flip a ‘Do Not Disturb’ sign on the doorknob to the ‘Please Clean Room’ side. My maid, Jentana, knows the drill.




    ***




    My riposte to the Bangkok rush hour is blind faith and a mountain bike. I glide past idling cars on roads slick with last night’s downpour. Dawn cuts through the lattice work of unfinished skyscrapers. Breakfast sizzles on the street-meat grilles. Spicy clouds sting my eyes. This is what it means to be alive. Sexton says one day I’ll end up road pizza, but...




    A Soi dog cuts in front of me on a blind corner. The tires slide out from under me and I hit the pavement. A green and yellow taxi screeches to a halt. I bounce up, wai to the driver, and move my bike to the sidewalk as the adrenaline rinses out with a shiver. There is a cherry on the side of my rump and I have a sore wrist, but it could’ve been worse. Grandma used to tell me that accidents are the result of unforgiven transgressions, but then they wouldn’t be accidents would they.




    I bend down and fiddle with the chain, blackening my fingers in the process. The offending Soi dog lies down on the sidewalk, its floppy teats stacking like pancakes against the pavement. She eyeballs me with all the enthusiasm of an old whore which, in point of fact, she may have been in a past life.




    If I ever die I will gladly come back as a Soi dog. As long as I’m reborn in Bangkok.




    ***




    “Greetings, Moneypenny.” That’s my nickname for Poong, our congenial if plain Thai receptionist. “May I ask your opinion on something?”




    “My opineeon? Yes.” she nods.




    “I’m thinking seriously about purchasing a good camera and doing a Soi dog calendar. I could hire some Thai models to pose with the dogs. I figure it’d be a good angle to meet some real lookers. Do you think it would sell?”




    Poong tucks her chin back.




    “Are you interested in being Miss October?” I duck inside the door as she throws a pen that bounces off etched letters that say ‘Argonaut Risk Solutions’. “I meant as the model, not the dog!”




    ARS occupies the 7th floor of the decaying Kwaitorn building. Sure, there are more modern offices we could rent, but at least the construction here is finished. That said, they should be tearing it down any time now. I don’t mind the place, it’s low profile and centrally located. The perfect cover for my day job.




    My supervisor in this life, ‘Corn Cob’ Rob Brenner, intercepts me in the hallway. The remaining strands of his white hair stick to his dome in a humidity-saddened comb over. Rob is a widower with two grown kids in the states. As far as I know, he has never auditioned any talent here. “You need to get down to the Sarasin Mansions right away,” he states. “There’s been a shooting.”




    We have a minor guard contract with Sarasin Mansions. “Wait a minute, did you say shooting, boss?” I snap to attention. I’ve always wanted to investigate a murder.




    “Yep, one dead duck in the back yard of the Malarkey residence.”




    “Duck? Like quack quack duck?” Is this guy for real? “Sounds like more of a case for Mitch and Noratha, I got bigger items on my plate today.”




    “No way, Mitch isn’t here yet and I want somebody over there pronto.”




    Typical, Mitch still can’t get his sleep schedule set. “I’ll take Theerapan with me.”




    Rob misreads the pissy expression on my face. “You know that Josh Malarkey is the Managing Director of Lanna Corp Enterprises. Big client.”




    “Just let me get washed up.”




    “By the way, what did you find out over the weekend at that Thunder Ball joint?”




    “Balls, Thunder Balls. My inquiry was inconclusive.”




    “Inconclusive, eh?” My boss presses his tongue to his lip. He turns to walk away but checks himself. “Why are your hands all black?”




    “I met this dried squid on a street rack this morning and gave it a reach around.”




    Rob frowns. “Don’t touch anything!”




    “I don’t intend to.” Corn Cob doesn’t appreciate my sense of humor.




    ***




    Theerapan and I stare down at a duck carcass on the green grass of an exclusive residential compound. It’s easy to tell the difference between the living and the dead, all in the eyes. This is hardly a mission worthy of my talents, but even a couple of 007’s most routine assignments snowballed into whoppers. Still, it’s hard to stay motivated sometimes.




    I dab at the perspiration from my forehead. “So what do you think, Theerapan?”




    My Thai colleague takes a knee and looks closely at the bloody neck. “I think my family have duck for dinner tonight.” Theerapan is a former Royal Thai Police sergeant with a penchant for fringe benefits. His low hairline buzz cut and button eyes have earned him the nickname, Curious George.




    I choke down an acidy hiccup as a patio door creaks open. The wild haired Mrs. Malarkey approaches in a green sweat suit that contrasts vividly with her pasty face. Bad karma oozes off of her like the steam from her coffee mug. I know her type: a Housewife From Hell.




    “What kind of a sicko shoots an innocent duck?” she sobs.




    “Ma’am,” I place my hand on Theerapan’s shoulder, “we’ll get to the bottom of this.” I am skilled at customer relations though it is the least enjoyable aspect of my job. She opens her mouth about to speak. “Theerapan,” I pre-empt. “Get the evidence kit and the camera out of the car. Interview the guard on the way back and check the log. I’ll secure the crime scene.” I must take control of the situation immediately, before Mrs. Malarkey attempts to play amateur investigator. I withdraw a note pad. “Ma’am what makes you think this duck was shot?”




    “I used to be a nurse in Baltimore. I’ve seen gunshot wounds before.”




    “Did you hear any gunshots last night, Mrs. Malarkey?”




    “There was a thunderstorm last night.”




    I scribble little loops in my pad. “OK, have you found any brass? Bullet casings that is?”




    She dabs at her eyes. “The Thai police picked them up already.”




    I bite my lip. “Are you saying you think the Thai police did this, ma’am?”




    “There’s a skinny policeman who stops by here and talks to the guards.” Her coffee mug tips at a precarious angle. “I caught him in the pool two days ago and let me tell you, I can’t speak the language, but I gave him a piece of my mind. This isn’t a public pool! He just kept smiling the whole time. These people! Always smiling!”




    Sounds like a cop I might know.




    A yell for momma comes from the interior of the house. Mrs. Malarkey flashes Medusa’s glare and walks briskly back inside.




    Curious George returns with the kit and the guard log. “Everything normal last night. Big rain, yes, but no problems.”




    “Mrs. Malarkey mentioned a cop was using the pool a couple of days ago. Anything about that in the log?”




    He pages through it. “No, it is not in the book.”




    “Look, it’s not like I mind the cops stopping by here, good for security. But if you don’t mind, call Major Soodjai and ask him not to soil the pool on his rounds.” This draws a smile from Theerapan, but anything I say would. Always look at the eyes. “Secure the scene and get started.”




    “Boss, look.” He leans over the dead duck. “This is bite, on the neck, look, see the teethmarks.” He points at the ground. “See the feathers and sign of fight. This was animal that kill the duck, one hundred percent.”




    “How come it didn’t eat the duck or drag it away or something.”




    He shrugs.




    “Usually there’s a motive, Theerapan. Like hunger, territoriality, youngsters to protect, breeding rights, and so on.” I look back towards the Malarkey residence. “OK, process this just like a murder scene.”




    “But—”




    “Just do it. You know the Thai ways, I know the American.”




    Theerapan places a marker and gets the camera out. The creak of the patio door warns me of Mrs. Malarkey’s approach. A lanky teenager in a red baseball cap accompanies her. “It quacked too much anyway,” the man-boy says to me in passing.




    I don’t appreciate his assumed familiarity, but I recognize him from somewhere. I never forget a face. Names sure, but not faces. They should make kids wear numbers. Then it hits me. “Ma’am, do you mind if I ask your son a couple of questions about last night?”




    “Mark didn’t see or hear anything, I already asked him.” Mrs Malarkey hovers over Theerapan.




    “Still, I need to cover all the bases, standard procedure.” I catch up to the skinny punk and whisper in his ear. “I’ve seen you at Thunder Balls.”




    “What?” He pulls his cap down slightly. “I’ve never been to Soi Cowboy.” He opens the car door and sits down. “I have to go to school now.”




    I hold the door open. “What fine institution is blessed with your scholarship?”




    “I go to CTIA, why?”




    I shut the car door and walk back to the scene of the crime. Mrs. Malarkey is leaning over Theerapan, crowding him. I run interference. “We can’t make any conclusions at this point in the investigation, ma’am. We’ll take the duck to a vet for an autopsy.”




    “I’ll expect a written report.” She stomps to the car and squeals the tires on the way out.




    Theerapan straightens up. “This woman, she has a hard head, no?”




    “Let me tell you something, partner. People are going to believe what they want to believe no matter how much evidence you show them to the contrary. All we can do is cover our asses with the cold hard facts.” Theerapan shrugs and snaps a photo of the duck. “Her husband’s company brings in a lot of business. Let’s just keep her happy.”




    I look at the rippling surface of the pool. So the young Malarkey bastard has been to Thunder Balls. What would momma think of that? I put on a plastic glove from the evidence kit, grasp the dead duck by its neck and throw it into a garbage bag.




    It’s the price I pay for another night in Bangkok.




    ***




    My oft late American colleague barges into the office as I type my dead duck report. Before Mitch ‘the Twitch’ Majero’s arrival in Bangkok, Corn Cob Rob and I were the only Farang in the office. Rob insisted on bringing in an outsider when I already knew qualified individuals who were local.




    Mitch yanks at his tie. “Dude, what’s up?”




    “Headline: Detective Denies Dastardly Deed Did-in Dead Duck, Dude.”




    “Yeah, yeah, Rob told me about that duck thing. So, no fowl play huh?”




    “That’s very punny. What do you want?” Mitch is from Kansas originally, but he spent several years in southern California before his arrival here. He has a surfer perma-tan and thinning shards of platinum blonde hair. The man could do some damage here if he could ever break out of his self imposed prison.




    He closes my door and pulls a chair close to my desk. “So, ahh, you think you can help me out a little bit with all these background investigations for the Preach & Jenkins account?”




    “I’m a little busy right now, FNG.” Fuckin’ New Guys




    He taps on my desk with his fingers. His voice quiets. “So, ahh, I hear that you’re quite the man about town.” A blonde eyebrow raises a notch. “A real lady killer.”




    I cease typing. “My reputation is greatly exaggerated.”




    “Well,” his left eyelid flickers, “you know that ahh.. my wife, Tanya, is down in Hua Hin for a few days with some of her friends from the cooking club.”




    “Yeah, so?” I’ve met Tanya on two occasions and had a different moll on my arm each time. That’s no reason to give me the evil eye. It’s not like I’m married. Apparently Tanya is restricting Mitch’s fraternization with me to chaperoned or professional contact only, like I’m some Ritalin-sucking problem child. OK, I can’t fault her security measures in this operating environment, but it makes me sick to see Mitch taking orders from a Housewife From Hell.




    My colleague adjusts his tie. “How about a boy’s night out in Bangkok?”




    I’m not keen on presenting the opportunities for synergy between my separate lives. Operational security concerns must be weighed against his still indeterminate office loyalties. A basic risk assessment, one of my many specialties. “I don’t think so.”




    “I’m buying.”




    Comps aside, I still wouldn’t acquiesce to his request if it wasn’t for Tanya trying to segregate him. “OK, tomorrow night you can be my wingman. I’ll give you an intro to some of my crew as well.” My stomach rumbles. “Say, Mitch, forget about that bag lunch you got in the fridge and come to lunch under the food tent today. Think of it as a little milk before solid food.”




    He nods excitedly. “OK, just let me take a squirt first.”




    Gradual acclimatization avoids a shock to most systems. Most.




    ***




    Mitch and I follow Theerapan through a teeming bazaar that throbs with pungent spices, crushing heat and the scent of a thousand perfumes. The chow here is aces if you jive to the local fare, but it’s the business beauties that clear out of their offices at noon that keep me coming back. To think just a short elevator ride away rests the generic walls that cage a repressed investigator.




    I yell above the sea of black haired heads. “See Mitch, how could you possibly sequester yourself in the office with a bologna sandwich when all this eye candy lies just outside?” Mitch’s wipes sweat from his forehead. “You’ll get used to the heat.”




    Theerapan finds us three plastic stools at the end of a long metal table and disappears to ‘get us something spicy.’ I sit across from Mitch and peruse a copy of the Bangkok Enquirer that’s been left behind. “You may ask yourself how can there be such a high percentage of lookers around here.” I flip through the newspaper to the classified ads. “It’s the gene pool augmented by the natural selection process. Call it survival of the prettiest.” I take out my pen and circle one of the want-ads and pass the paper to Mitch. “Read it.”




    “Siam Export Ltd.” Mitch reads aloud, “seeks Customer Service Representatives. College degree required, females only. Some travel. Must be under 26 years, attractive, outgoing. Weight no more than fifty-two kilos.” He puts the paper down. “I guess they don’t have to worry about the ACLU suing them here.”




    “That’s correct, and it goes the same for investigative and police powers too. Ain’t freedom grand?”




    Theerapan reappears balancing three plates with pork, noodles and snot loosening orange peppers. A corporate cutie throws me a wave and a smile from an adjacent table. I return it fecklessly as Mitch turns to look. “Her name’s Oui I think, nice girl. I got her number but I’ve never called it.”




    “Why not?”




    “I don’t need the soap operas and neither do you.” The Marine Corps taught me you have to deprogram someone before you can insert a new program. Not that it ever took with me, but I played along to avoid some lumps. Mitch’s noodles slip through his chopsticks so I hand him a bent fork. “Listen up Mitch, back home you’ve been conditioned to drool for scraps by the most demanding women on Earth. It’s like gender roles have been upended, am I right?” I hand Mitch a square of pink toilet paper and he wipes his runny nose. “Here you may find a certain pragmatism that allows the pleasure without the pain. What I think you’re seeking is a discreet fiduciary relationship of a temporal nature.” I turn my head and address Theerapan. “Tell Mitch about your mia noi arrangement, Theerapan.”




    Curious George puts his index finger to his lips.




    Mitch pulls at his collar. “What’s a mia noi?”




    “A minor wife,” I answer. “A hot Number 2 that understands your situation and aims to fulfill your desires for nothing more than a little help with rent and an occasional shopping junket.”




    Mitch tenses up. “Oh no, Number 1 would smoke out Number 2 soon enough.”




    “So Tanya’s just a number now, huh?” I raise my hand to belay his protest and glance at my fake Tag Heuer watch. “Time to go boys.” Indoctrination is a gradual process and I’ve pushed the envelope enough for one day.




    Mitch exhales loudly. “I don’t know what was in that food, but suddenly I have to take a mondo shamski.”




    “Keep eating the spicy stuff, you’ll develop a taste. Same time tomorrow, gents?”




    “Thank you, but cannot,” replies Theerapan. “I go to Laos tomorrow on body guard assignment.”




    “Laos?” I grit my teeth. “Why wasn’t I notified? You are my partner.”




    Theerapan shrugs, “I don’t know, boss. Mr. Rob assign me. Maybe ask him.”




    I take a breath and calm myself. “There is one thing you can do for me before you go. Give Major Soodjai a call and ask him to comp some front row tickets to the Muay Thai fights at Lumpini stadium tomorrow night..” I slap him on the shoulder “..partner.”




    His smile fades for a moment. Just a moment.




    ***




    Corn Cob Rob sits in Jeb Laramee’s old office chair, studiously ignoring me as he answers e-mails. Accolades from his former life in the FBI decorate the walls, as if I’m impressed. Rob retired out of Salt Lake City prior to scoring the job at ARS just over two years ago and my office life has been living hell ever since. Apparently, he was a missionary in Thailand for a couple of years just after high school. He doesn’t remember much of the language, but I guess something about the place drew him back after all these years, not that I’ve ever asked.




    I did however, check him out. My private investigation revealed he experienced financial difficulties which were exacerbated by the deductibles on his wife’s medical bills. Additionally, Rob was the subject of an FBI internal investigation concerning the negligent discharge of a firearm during the execution of a search warrant. Two leashed Pit Bulls were wasted. Rob doesn’t have a gun here. Soi dogs of Bangkok, relax.




    I glance at the picture of his dead wife and clear my throat loudly. “What is this bullshit about sending my partner to Laos without consulting me? I had things scheduled with Theerapan and now they’re all screwed up.”




    “Watch your language.” Rob spins around in his seat. “We had a quick fire request for a good fee and Theerapan is the best man for the job.” He leans back in Jeb’s old chair. “What’s the matter, you can’t get anything done without him?”




    I grasp my fingers tightly in front of me. “Jeb Laramee always kept everyone informed.”




    “Well, Jeb is at corporate HQ and I’m the boss here now. If you don’t like the way I run things, by all means call him and have a cry or float a resume.” Rob’s eyes narrow. “I just read your report of investigation at Thunder Balls and it says a whole lot of nothing in way too many words. You guaranteed me you could get Larry to admit to owning Thunder Balls. Are you losing your edge, Falcone?”




    “I’m edgier than ever, but so is Larry. I mean what’s the big deal? It’s no secret his wife works there sometimes, but everybody I talked to says Larry is just a regular.”




    “Ahh, come on now Richard, you can’t be buying German sports cars and sending kids to college in the States on a piddly salary and military retirement.”




    “The cost of living here is significantly lower than in the States, especially if you’re willing to forego certain luxuries.”




    Rob sighs. “I’ll have Theerapan look into the business records when he gets back. He’s sharp, he’ll find something.”




    Curious George is sharper than Rob thinks. He won’t find a thing. “There’ll be some names on a deed, sure, but not Larry’s and not the cops who own the lion’s share of it.” Corn Cob likes to keep things here more compartmentalized than at the FBI. “Why do you have it out for Larry anyway?”




    Rob scratches his dome. “It’s not personal, it’s business. I got no qualms about it though, Larry and those like ‘em are slime bags. They get over here and think it’s OK to traffic women and run a house of prostitution?”




    I chuckle. “It’s an all volunteer force in the clubs, there isn’t any draft. They send money back to the farm for God sakes. You’d know that if you ever got out on the town.” This is a waste of time. Rob is an old dog and will not be deprogrammed any more than I will.




    “Don’t candy coat it, Richard.”




    “I just don’t want to see the local economy go down the crapper. Bad for business all around. Also, if I may be so bold, I think it’s arrogant to try and superimpose your values on a foreign society. Square peg in a round hole.”




    “No matter where you go the big picture remains unchanged.”




    “I believe in the big picture absolutely, but so does the devil.” I love pulling Rob’s chain. “Speaking of values, you’re Church of LDS right? There are no laws against polygamy that are enforced here.”




    “Richard, you are misinformed.” Rob’s face bubbles red. “Just get me the truth about Larry if you want me off your back.” He waves his hand dismissively.




    I rise. “Hey, I heard from Jeb that he might swing by for a visit to Bangkok soon.”




    “Yeah, he told me he may be making a little stop roundabouts Chiang Mai on his own dime. He’s looking at some property up there.” Rob eyeballs me. “You know, a nice place to retire.”




    “Funny, I always thought he wanted a ranch in Texas.” I swallow hard. “The Thunder Balls-Licktack investigation will be my top priority this week, sir.”




    Jeb Laramee is my sugar daddy. He was tight with my pops. The problem is—as Rob so tacitly mentioned—that Jeb is old and his days in the saddle are increasingly numbered. I’m a little antsy about my future here at the Bangkok ARS branch should Jeb’s influence wane.




    Bottom line, the bachelor party in Bangkok must go on.




    ***




    Thunder echoes as I glide under the leaves of a gnarly Oak on the sprawling grounds of the Tobacco Monopoly warehouse complex. A crack splits the air and a massive branch crashes to the ground right in front of me. I slam on my brakes and gaze skyward. “We still got a deal, right?” A raindrop strikes my eye like a tiny missile. No worries, if M had wanted to strike me down he wouldn’t have missed.




    Ten minutes later I drip into the lobby the Prajan View Estate, a sixteen story condo with four deluxe suites per floor all paid for by ARS as an extra incentive to get us brave souls to serve in this so called hell hole. My maid, Jentana, opens the door as I exit the elevator. “Oiiee, crazy man!” she yells musically as she hands me a towel and takes my bike from me. Perhaps Jen is clairvoyant like my Grandmother, or maybe the lobby attendant calls to give her fair warning. Jen and Grams are the only two women in my life that have ever shared the same roof with me on more than a temporary basis and both have tried to influence me in their way. Their belief systems are so diametrically opposed in the circle of religions that if they about-faced simultaneously they would be amazed to find they are toe to toe, occupying almost the same space.




    I detect a sickly sweet odor. “Are you burning incense in here again?”




    “Sorry, sorry!” She runs into her tiny maid’s quarters and douses the pungent sticks in front of a small Buddhist shrine, “but I burn for you!”




    I open my bedroom door and electricity rockets down my spine. Tuctah is completing the finishing touches of her war paint in the mirror. This constitutes a serious op-sec failure on Jentana’s part.




    “I sleep late, go work now.” Tuctah brushes past me, almost pushing me aside. “So many customer.”




    “So I’m just another customer?”




    She shrugs and I close the door on Number 27. When I exit my sanctum after a cleansing, a plate of chicken and cashew nuts steams on the table and the TV is tuned to an NFL football being replayed from last night. I don’t even know who won yet. All is well in the universe.




    As always, my dad is perched on the shelf watching over me, just above my James Bond DVD collection. In the faded black and white photo dad kneels in front of his little plane, the morning sun above his head like a halo. He has a flat top haircut just like mine and, as always, displays his cigar chomping shit eating grin.




    Dad was one of those Ravens. Top secret stuff, black as it gets. He flew 0-1 spotter planes over Laos during the CIA’s undeclared war in the ‘other theatre’ during the Vietnam war. Some considered it a suicide mission, but Ravens didn’t have to play by the usual rules. That’s what my dad loved about it. One day he took off for a mission over the Plain of Jars in central Laos and never came back. No mayday, no impact, no idea. He’s still listed as missing in action today but I think he’s still out there somewhere smiling. He’s the man I’m named after.




    Do you know what grandmother said to me when I told her about the dream she interrupted so long ago? She said dad should’ve been there for me and mom. I’d grin and bear a lot of things from Grams, but I wouldn’t take any trash talk about my dad. I was born premature on the day he went MIA. I wonder what Jentana, the Buddhist, would say about that.




    Jen brings out a mango shake as I take the first bite of dinner. The tan skin of her nape contrasts nicely with her white T-shirt and, mid-thirties, she still has a hard body. She left her alcoholic husband a couple of years back. Nowadays on weekends she heads for her parent’s home up in the vill. That’s when she lets down her hair and transforms herself like some kind of Asian Cinderella. “Jentana, did you see the ‘Please Clean Room’ sign this morning?”




    Her eyes widen. “But Tuctah say—.”




    “In light of this incident we’re going to have to adjust standard operating procedures. We’ll discuss it later.”




    She walks back to the kitchen sullenly. Larry the Lizard’s mantra is ‘you can pay or you can pay.’ I repeat my mantra silently …never screw the maid… never screw the maid…




    A special knock stirs me. I open the door and Pet, aka: Princess number 1, stares up at me with man-melting Bambi eyes. She wears the sexiest uniform ever conceived of by a school administration, a short black skirt slit up the sides revealing just enough of almost flawless olive legs. One blemish only, a silver dollar sized burn scar on the lower left calf.




    Pet is a junior at Ramkanhaeng University majoring in hotel management. We’d met while she was hawking bourbon at a Thai country music venue. ‘Jack Daniels’ was sewed in big white letters on the rump of her black miniskirt. It might as well have said Richard Falcone. I drank a lot of Jack that night and we started hanging out. We tutor each other. She teaches me Thai and I help polish her English skills and a few other things. She’s so good I put her on the Falcone scholarship fund and cover some of her tuition costs. A mind is a terrible thing to waste.




    My Grandmother should be calling any minute now.


  




  

    CHAPTER 3




    My right ear rings, a hangover from the whining engine of a motorcycle taxi that has deposited me in the shadows behind Lumpini boxing stadium. A cat-sized rat dives into a sewer opening as if it’s being chased by the devil himself.




    “Hellooo, my friend,” hisses Major Soodjai as he materializes in a cloud of smoke. The ‘Smiling Cobra’, has proven to be such a valuable official contact that even puritan Rob has agreed to keep him on an ARS stipend. He has a certain charisma, like a snake oil salesman. “How is Tucataaah?” he asks through fangs stained with the death of a million cigarettes.




    “Number 27 does well always. How is Colonel Apichat?”




    “Ohh, sooo busy.” Colonel ‘Big Dog’ Apichat is Soodjai’s boss and owns the district that the major roams. A very lucrative district. “Did you see the new ones at Thunder Balls yesterday night?” Smoke drifts from his mouth. “We get more down from Isaan. Sooay Mahk, very pretty, no?”




    “Nice numbers, sure, but I only have eyes for one.”




    The angels that the Smiling Cobra seduces to Bangkok come from his home province in the northeast Thai region known as Isaan. It’s the poorest area in Thailand, conversely with some of the prettiest and charming natives. Bred for go-go’s.




    Soodjai reaches into the pocket of his charcoal safari suit and pulls out several tickets.




    “Number one row for number one.”




    I accept them with a wai. “Why don’t you join us this evening?” I am giving him face.




    “I want to, yes, but I have business tonight and must go to wat early tomorrow and make merit with my wife.”




    “Merit at a temple? I didn’t think you saw any profit in such commodities. Doesn’t that involve a donation?”




    Soodjai takes the terminal pull on his cigarette. “To keep wife and karma off my back, there is no price too high.” His smile becomes sheepish, but not the eyes. “Now what about your merit?”




    “How about tomorrow, the usual spot?”




    “Tomorrow, ok. And oh, do you mind.” he lowers his gaze. “I need five thousand more baht for donation.”




    I glance up at the starless sky. “Soodjai, you’re killing me. I don’t know how much longer I can keep this deal going if the cost of business keeps going up. I may have to get out soon. Just a heads up.”




    These people, always smiling.




    “It’s hard for me to explain, Soodjai, but I’m a little concerned about perceptions—you know that word—perceptions? It’s like what people think about things, whether true or not. Unfortunately, my ARS supervisor would not see our moonlighting activities in the most positive light should he become aware of them.” I don’t know how much of this he is picking up, but the smile remains. “This is a delicate time for me. May I suggest a temporary cessation in our unofficial business relationship? Just until we determine such a time as it is deemed safe to reinvest in operations.”




    Uncomfortable smiling seconds tick by.




    “Mai pen rai. Never mind.” I hear myself say.




    He begins the slow execution of another cigarette. “Things now in Bangkok deeefficult. Everyone now need more for business.”




    “Yeah Soodjai, well, it’s not that I don’t understand, it’s just that of late our side operations have not generated the income that I had grown accustomed to. Have you ever heard the term, diminishing returns?” I wish he’d wipe that goddamned smile off his face.




    “Look Soodjai, I can’t risk my day job and I know you’d rather not risk your official stipend from ARS either. Let’s take cover for a little while until the winds change.”




    He places his hand on my shoulder, touching me. “Staaay with me. You will see the profit come again.” He releases me and melds with the gathering crowd, his smile lingering in a wisp of smoke.




    There is one thing I’ve learned from Soodjai that was largely ignored during my training as an interrogator/translator in the USMC: the value of a smile in soliciting desired answers.




    ***




    Trainers knead the muscles of shiny skinned gladiators as the bleachers pound above us.




    Mitch tugs on my sleeve. “What happened with the Malarkey duck?” Hear anything yet?”




    “The vet confirmed it was animal predation. When I passed the news to Mrs. Malarkey she flew off into some conspiracy theory.”




    Sexton, who is dressed like a Zulu at a disco funeral, whistles behind us. “Look at them warriors, boys. Look at the eyes, staring everywhere and nowhere.”




    “If I trained for a year I could take’ em.” Johnny poses like a body builder, his fat threatening to burst the buttons of his Panama-Jack shirt.




    “What you gonna’ do TC,” snaps Sexton. “Sit on ‘em?”




    “Relax, Lavar,” I interrupt. “You’ll get back to trigger pulling in a war zone soon enough.”




    “No Richie. I requested transfer three times already, but that pencil necked Admiral wannabe I work for says my duties here are essential. Bullshit! Damned National Guard reservists from Delaware see more action than me.”




    “Stop bitching, Lavar, and enjoy single man’s Shangri-La while you can.”




    Sexton eyeballs me sidelong. “I ain’t bitchin, bee-otch. Just saying any real warrior wants to be where the war is.”




    “Jarheads,” interjects Two Can with a sympathetic glance at Mitch.




    I put my hand on Sexton’s sturdy shoulders and address my peers. “Don’t worry about Lavar. He pulls this self loathing warrior pity act every time he breaks up with a chippie. It’s his version of survivor’s guilt.” Oomph!?! I double over and gasp in pain. Sexton has just elbowed me in the solar plexus.




    He leans over. “That’s nuthin’, wait ‘til you see what happens to the guys in the ring.”




    Best friends or not, this public incident will require a response, yet his physical superiority dictates asymmetric revenge. I file away my ire for later use, stand up straight, and pretend nothing hurts.




    ***




    Tribal drums and oboes are drowned out by screams to the blood gods. A red-trunked pugilist takes an elbow in the face and falls to the canvas like a ragdoll. Maybe he should consider retirement and purchase a tuk-tuk while he can still see straight.




    The feral masses in the cheap seats behind a chain link fence exchange money. “So the locals dig gambling,” observes Mitch.




    “Oh yeah, and not just on Muay Thai.” I reply. “Cock fights, beetle matches, buffalo tussles, whatever, it’s all fair game.”




    “Are you betting tonight?”




    “No, if I throw money down, I’m only pretending to gamble.”




    The trainers carry off the fallen warrior as our beer girl—number 14 according to the pin attached to her smock—returns with our order and a big smile for Sexton. Johnny doles out the beers and takes the extra when Sexton declines. Blood is wiped from the canvas and the varsity squad enters the ring. They circle the ring in a ceremonial waikruu dance as the oboes kick in. Nobody bets on this portion. It’s a judgment call.




    “What are they doing?” Mitch asks.




    “Honoring their trainer and appeasing the guardian spirits for protection.”




    “Don’t matter how good they do their little waltz,” Sexton states with a frown. “The guy who’s been in more scraps, trained harder and wants it the most will win. Bet on it.”




    I address Sexton. “Half the battle takes place before the battle.”




    Sexton eyeballs me, “Sheeiit, maybe you saw it in the news when we evaced the US embassy in Liberia a few years back. I was there. The rebels would go see a witch doctor to get the ju-ju done so they’d be all invisible and our bullets can’t hit ‘em. Make a long story short, we Swiss cheesed ‘em good. Don’t be tellin’ me you believe in that magic song and dance ju-ju.”




    “The ju-ju didn’t fail. It got them into the fight, which is half the battle.”




    “Yeah, Richie. If it wasn’t for the ju-ju they’d still be alive today.” Lavar smirks and raises his voice, “but hey, at least they fired their weapons.”




    Sexton won’t let me live down the incident in Somalia. It’s not like anybody on our side got wasted, but I have lost face again. I’ll have to think of something extra special for payback.




    The bell rings and the fighters approach each other warily. “They kick trees,” I yell to Mitch and Johnny to change the subject. “Deadens the nerves and increases the pain threshold.” The fighters embrace and exchange knee blows. “Those guys in the ring have been getting the shit beaten out of them since age six or seven. No substitute for that kind of experience, take it from me.”




    The bell tolls a hundred blows later and Sexton taps me on the knee. “Move, I gots to make a head call.”




    There is a man made blemish on the skin of his bicep just below his sleeve. I flip it up and catch a glimpse of a small, green tiger. “Eighteen years in the Corps and you finally break down and get a tattoo. I thought your body was a temple.”




    Johnny leans over and spills beer on Mitch’s knee. “Looks like a prison tat.”




    Sexton slaps my hand away and rolls down his sleeve down. “What do you know about tats, TC? I got inked old school style from a Bangkok master. There’s fat from dead men in the ink, men that died a violent death.”




    “Let me guess,” I reply in lieu of Two Can. “If you’re ever in combat again a spell will kick in and you’ll fight like a tiger.”




    Sexton stands up. “Sometimes you gotta’ make something permanent to show you’re committed.”




    “Committed to what? A ju-ju tattoo?”




    Lavar’s nose flares as a vein in his forehead pulses. My sphincter puckers. He is tensed for combat, contemplating a strike. The vein recedes and he states, “Goodnight, ladies,” before he marches out of the stadium.




    I merely shrug when Johnny ask me what’s up.




    The bell rings and Mitch tugs on my sleeve. “What about you? Any tats?”




    “No ink on this birthday suit. You’ve seen the old Bond movies right?”




    “Yeah sure, some.”




    “Haven’t you ever noticed all the SPECTRE operatives get special little tattoos to identify themselves? This only serves to make them easily identified for liquidation. Bad op-sec and I’m all about op-sec.”




    The last Muay Thai fight is decided by split decision. It’s always disappointing when blood contests have to rely on a judgment call. Johnny spurns my suggestion that we start Mitch’s introduction to Bangkok nightlife at Inferno Disco and, pushing stadium chairs aside like Godzilla, simply states, “We’re going to Thunder Ballsh.”




    Just cut to the chase. I can’t fault Two Can’s logic. There is no better place to initiate new guys and coerce loyalty. Besides, I have unfinished business there. As we exit the stadium I grab Mitch and look him right in the eyes. “What goes on in the field stays in the field. Never forget that.”




    ***




    Johnny charges through the curtain ahead of us as Mitch hesitates under the sign, already gun shy after braving the flesh and neon gauntlet. His eyelid twitters. “Do I need to watch my back in this Thunder Balls place?”




    “Hell no, if you wake up in a bathtub tomorrow minus a kidney, you still got a back up.” Mitch’s eyes widen and I grin. “Stop being so damn serious.”




    “Whatever, dude. I’ll go in, but just as an observer.”




    What a head case. Lest I forget, I was once a caged man as well. It was actually easier to leave the prison physically than mentally. I can’t provide Mitch with a mask, like Batman, but there is a lesser measure for uninhibited behavior that my fans and I use on Soi Cowboy: an alias and cover story. “Very well, Mitch, you are only an observer tonight, but not Fabio. That’s your name now and Fabio is the captain of the Italian national speed boat team, just arrived in Thailand for the World cup time trials on the Chao Praya river.”




    “What? Is there such an event?”




    “No. What’s your point?”




    “Well, also, I’m not from Italy. I don’t speak Italian.”




    “The chippies here don’t speak Italian either, Fabio.”




    He glances back at the scene on the street. “Are there any nice girls around here, or all they all pro’s?”




    “Every pro has a little nice girl inside and every nice girl has a little pro inside. Does that answer your question?” I raise a finger. “The only thing you should be concerned with is telling the difference between a man and a woman. If she doesn’t have a wanker, she’s nice.”




    “Whoa!” Mitch steps back. “You mean that—”




    “Chill out, the vast majority of chippies don’t have three legs. If I spot a katoey ladyboy cozying up to you, I’ll give fair warning. I got the eye.” I push Mitch through the curtain gently but firmly. Miss Scarlet gracefully unfurls an embroidered fan, stopping me in my tracks. Her jade eyes, impossibly green, penetrate from above. I blink repeatedly and wai. She folds the fan and returns her unconditional blessing.




    “Since you don’t have the eye,” I advise Mitch as we move on, “I’ll give you a sure fire tip concerning katoeys. Always watch the hands. Surgery, hormones and especially attitude can work wonders, but, besides long painted nails, there is nothing that can be done for the hands.”




    Mitch does a double take of Miss Scarlet. “I thought you said it was back in the States where gender roles got confused.”




    I shrug and push Mitch along. Larry the Lizard and Helmut the Hut roll dice at their perch, their shirts glowing with specks of dandruff. Two ultra-violet dancers shine under black light, one naked body painted magenta, the other lime. Number 27 is nowhere to be seen, off the shelf already. Johnny sits next to Lek in the usual booth. She doesn’t even work here, never has, but she’s loyal to a fault and always knows where to find her man.




    My fat friend gives Mitch his back-up beer and pats the open seat. “Why waste time at a dishco, eh?”




    Mitch sits down as I brief Johnny. “Call him Fabio tonight. Got that, Two Can?” I wink at Johnny’s tan ornament, turn around and grab Number 39 as she walks by. She’s new here and speaks decent English. Perfect for Mitch.




    “You Tuctah’s boyfriend, yes?” she asks.




    “I don’t see Number 27 here tonight,” I reply in Thai. “Listen, my friend Fabio here is a bit shy, can you take care of him?” She sits on Mitch’s lap. My colleague squirms a bit, unsure where to place his hands. I whisper in 39’s wing nut ear. “Consider your bar fine paid already.”



