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    Dedication




    To




    Glenn, my brother


  




  

    *




    Empty handed I go, and behold the silk cord




    is in my hand;




    I walk on foot, and yet on the seat of a tram I am riding


  




  

    Metropol Medley




    I’ve got this dream and had it for years, see. There I am – actually watching myself like I’m both the actor and the audience – standing inside this Buddhist temple, dominated by a giant statue of The Enlightened One. Right in front of me are these three giant stacks of rare film programmes in mint condition. I’m naturally excited as hell so with the Enlightened One looking down on me, I make to grab all three stacks at the same time but I try too hard and I’m shaking and they collapse in a terrible mess and I lose the whole lot so instead I try to grab two stacks but the same thing happens. So then I try to grab one stack of these damned comics but the same thing happens again! So finally I’ve had enough, I stand up and take my cut throat razor out and start taking slices off the Enlightened One, one bit after another. Now He’s watching me do this and is smiling and very patient, see, and he’s patient because he’s waiting until there’s nothing left for me to slice off. That’s it.




    Crikey.




    So what do you think?




    Nurse Mei makes a sharp sucking sound through those thin, puckered lips of hers. A sound she makes when she doesn’t know whether I’m pulling her leg or not.




    So what do you make of that then? I say to her.




    It’s bleeding blasphemous that’s what it is. I think you done too many bad things and now it’s trapped inside your head. That’s what I think.




    I prop myself up on my elbow. Am I paying for this verbal abuse? I say.




    Yeah, you are and serves you bleeding right, too.




    Charming.




    There’s a knock on the door, little one-legged Nurse Mizuka pops her head round but ignores me – she’s still sulking after the incident last week in the ladies’ toilet. There’s Doctor Kwan to see Mister Orson, she says to Nurse Mei.




    Five minutes later, I’m watching the slim Manchurian doctor as he prepares to administer my medication. As usual, he’s well turned out with those long, elegant robes of his. They make him look like something out of Fu Manchu. Are they authentic Manchurian attire? I don’t know and I never ask. Anyway...




    First he takes the syringe out of his little silk bag then he removes the glass plunger bit from the syringe. Next he takes a morphine tablet from the bag.




    How much is that? I ask.




    A quarter tablet.




    He pops it in the syringe then adds a solution of cocaine, again from his bag.




    Five percent, Doctor Kwan?




    That’s correct.




    Finally, he adds a tiny bit of that Sumatran plant extract




    He puts the plunger back into the syringe and draws in enough water to fill it up about two-thirds of the way. Then he screws a needle onto the end of the syringe and gently shakes it so the morphine tablet dissolves with the cocaine solution and the extract.




    I want to ask Doctor Kwan about the extract, but before I know it I’m watching him inject the contents of the syringe into my arm.




    There’s a knock on the door and little one legged Nurse Mizuka pops her head round but ignores me – she’s still sulking after the incident last week in the ladies’ toilet. There’s another one wants to see Mister Orson, she says to Nurse Mei.




    With a frown, Nurse Mei looms over me. Want me to send them away? she says




    My chest is aching like crazy and I need to take my mind off it. No, I say, let’s give this one a go.




    Nurse Mei tells Nurse Mizuka to fetch the visitor then buggers off out the room. Ten minutes – ten full minutes, mind – she returns with what looks like a student. Of the female species. Black skirt starched white blouse and long pale legs and blonde hair in braids. Old fashioned shades that used to pass for cool a very, very long time ago. Perhaps they’re back in fashion again. You can never tell.




    This is Miss Fromm, says Nurse Mei flatly. Student at Vissaek International University.




    Good morning, Mister Palmer, says the student lady in perfect English.




    This your first visit to the H T Memorial then? I say.




    Not exactly, Mister Palmer.




    So what do you think of meeting a hundred and thirty year old bloke then? I say.




    You look older.




    Ah, a sense of humour. Take those shades off – please.




    Miss Fromm does as she’s told.




    Blimey, she’s got strange eyes – sort of a hazel colour shot through with blue – and very dilated.




    What do you think of a hundred and thirty year old bloke sat in a wheelchair? I say.




    Seen worse.




    Hooked up to an oxygen tank? Mask in one hand and an unusual brand of cigarette in the other?




    Might have to ask you for a dance later, she says.




    Oh.




    Normally had them running out the room by now but this one’s game I’ll give her that. Aren’t you just a little bit nervous of me? I say. I’m well past my sell by date, you know.




    I’ve seen an awful lot worse so I’m afraid you really don’t worry me one jot.




    How old are you?




    Nineteen.




    Nineteen? Are all young women as bolshy as you these days?




    Only when we’re being patronized.




    Fair enough. All right then, you’ve got your interview, Fromm.




    She breaks into a grin. Why, thank you, Mister Palmer.




    Nurse Mei! I shout. Pull those blinds down on your way out and ruddy well hurry up about it!




    She does as she’s told and the door shuts with a tinny bang.




    Why are you so rude, Mister Palmer?




    Honestly, I have no idea.




    Fromm peers through the metal slats of the blind. What’s going on down there? she says.




    Got a Japanese gardener in, I say.




    We still call them Japs.




    Japanese gardener called Mister Shimoda. He once served as a technician in an army biological warfare unit but got cashiered out due to stress and became a monk. Suffers from terrible wind. Now Mister Shimoda puts his biological and chemical knowledge to use for the good of humanity to atone for past sins. He’s very good with pesticides – the only person I know who can grow roses in this country – and he’s also creating a Zen garden for the hospital. Working on the veranda first and after that he’s doing the shrubs then finishing it all off with the Void.




    Void?




    Ruddy great rock with sand circles that represents Nothingness.




    Sounds cheerful, Mister Palmer.




    Oh, yes, it’s a laugh a minute round here.




    She grins.




    Fromm turns her attention to the comic lying beside me on the bed. What’s that? she says.




    A copy of Valiant, a British comic, and in mint condition.




    That’s what they call a Golden Age comic, isn’t it? One that was published in the forties or fifties. Must be worth quite a bit if it’s in good condition.




    It is, I say. Anyway, why exactly are you poking about here, Fromm?




    Like I told you, I’m majoring in Media Studies and got an internship with the Post.




    They used to call it the Bugle.




    Yes, I know. I’ve got an assignment. Got to write an article on what the City was like in the old days so I thought I might write about you.




    I didn’t know people still read newspapers.




    Some do. It’s like still using a pen to write, isn’t it?




    So why pick on me?




    You’ve kept yourself pretty mysterious, but people talk. They say you’re a patron of the university and even a temple or two. They say you’ve been a private patient here for years and years. Say that somehow you’ve got very rich. Say you know about those murders.




    And that’s why you’re really sniffing around, isn’t it? Those bloody murders again. Honestly, is that all anyone’s ever interested in?




    Look, of course I want to find out the truth behind those, Mister Palmer, but I really do want to know what the City was like back then as well. It’s like the thrill we get going to see one of those old films. We sit there in the dark and wait for the projectionist to start his machine, tense with anticipation. A Wurlitzer kicks in. A beam of light illuminates that silver screen and grainy images flicker before us. We see vanished buildings, streets and temples full of people jerkily coming in and out of view, strangely dressed. We want to know all about them. Where are they going? We want to know if they were like us. We want to know their secrets but their voices are silent now. And what are those oddly shaped shadows that somehow seem to stare back at us? A trick of the light, perhaps. One thing’s certain: it’s a vanished world and you’re the only who can bring it alive again. Only you, Mister Palmer.




    I didn’t know I was so interesting.




    Come on, Mister Palmer, before it’s too late.




    I rattle the oxygen tank and give her my cig. Stub this out will you? I say. Ta. As you can see I take my health very seriously. They reckon I’ve got about a month.




    I really appreciate this, Mister Palmer.




    I haven’t said yes yet.




    She crosses her legs and rubs a hand along her thigh then her shirt rides up. Gosh, I think I need a pee, she says quietly.




    Oh, dear. Now why say a thing like that? I suddenly imagine her in the toilet with Nurse Mizuka – together. Still got their uniforms on but their cotton cornflower blue knickers have fallen down round their ankles. I don’t know. You’d think I would have learned by now but of course I haven’t.




    Fromm smoothes down her skirt. Please, she says gently.




    All right then. I let out a sigh and suddenly feel really tired.




    Fromm throws her head back and laughs out loud.




    What’s so funny?




    You are, Mister Palmer.




    Now isn’t that the truth.




    It’s Sunday, ten to six in the evening, and sheets of rain are scything across the paddy fields. A shrill whistle. I watch this police officer in jackboots turn up and struggle onto the canal bank along with two coolies lugging pike hooks and a hurricane lamp, and then the officer grabs the lamp, shines it down and the crowd of rubberneckers move in.




    I get out the rickshaw, shove my hands deep down into my trouser pockets and walk over.




    There’s this bundle in the water. The soaked, sweating coolies start worrying it onto the bank. And the crowd goes quiet as the canal is forced to retch up its burden, a tango of beautiful marbly legs, arms, clawing fingers and torn top knots like strands of rope, which is dull-slapped onto the bank.




    The two kids – half naked – a boy and a girl.




    The copper prods and pokes at the pair. He’s all over the kids like an amateur gynecologist, the crowd’s straining and shoving to get a better look and one idiot’s so busy rubbernecking she hasn’t even noticed the buffalo shit she’s standing in. People – don’t you just love them?




    Mister Palm Trees? Mister Palm Trees! says Tiny Tim my rickshaw driver.




    What?




    Tiny Tim gives me an umbrella then pulls me off to the side as a group of monks with a handcart pull up. The crowd moves back and gives them the Siamese salute. Silent and gentle and mindful, the monks put the kids into the cart and cover them with this soggy advertising board featuring a golliwog in a wheelchair holding up a bottle of Prosperity Water with Lucky water for lucky people! written on it. The monks head back down the track and the crowd peels away like a scab off a wound. Unless the kids are claimed it’ll be a cut-price chant and pyre.




    The monsoon rain suddenly stops so I snap the umbrella shut and climb back into the rickshaw.




    Come on, I say. Let’s get out of here.




    Tiny Tim straps himself in and trots off down the track towards Pathumwan district. Twenty yards on we catch up with the monks and handcart with its sorrow-load.




    Wait a minute, I say to Tiny Tim.




    I hop out and step in front of the monks; pick out the oldest one, give him the Siamese salute and press a bunch of crumbled ten-tical notes in his palm. For all night prayers, I say, help keep those passengers quiet.




    The monk tidies the notes then looks me up and down.




    Which temple you from? I say.




    The Big Tiger.




    Over the bridge and behind the brick factory?




    You know it?




    Sort of – I’ll be back later with more money for the two kids.




    The monk raises an eyebrow. Where you learn to speak Siamese, mister? he says.




    A friend taught me. Oh yes, I have friends in high and low places here in Siam – but mainly low.




    You speak anything else? says the monk.




    I can speak thirteen languages: everything from Mandarin Chinese to Iroquois to Swedish. They tell me it’s a gift.




    Who does?




    My friends – you know, the low ones.




    Maybe you got a gift, says the monk, but it all depends on how you use it.




    With that he puts the notes in the fold of his robe, barks out an order and they all head off with the cart down the track. I watch them go then climb back into the rickshaw.




    That’s a good thing to do, Mister Palm Trees, says Tiny Tim. Giving all that wedge for a couple of peasant kids. That’s a good thing to do all right. Make a lot of merit, for sure.




    I look out across the glistening paddy fields. Have I just done a good thing to do? No-one is more surprised than me.




    I count out the fare and pay Tiny Tim.




    Go on, Mister Palm Trees. What you get up to on these Sundays of yours? I can keep a secret!




    See you next month, I say, and same time.




    Tiny Tim gives up and buggers off with that dumb grin slapped across his muggins.




    Hands in pockets, I saunter over to the corner of Lantern and Lumpini Park to the other side of the street. There’s a wiry bloke with a goatee beard there, busy playing pok dek, the card game of choice for the working class, with the other jockeys. I go up Lantern Street past the wooden shop-houses, crumbling park walls and glistening palms. Behind them, poking up like a stubby prick is the chimney from the old foundry that once stood there.




    The usual lot are about in Lantern. Fred Fung gives me the thumbs up over his noodle fry-up – chillies smart my eyes – and outside the gold shop the two Chinamen are gabbing away like a stuck gramophone record.




    Evening, Mister Lin, I say.




    They straighten up.




    Evening, Palm Trees, says Mister Lin the one with the bowler hat. Been out and about?




    I’ve been to see a man about a buffalo.




    Got a present for you, says Mister Lin. He digs into his pocket and tosses something over to me.




    I catch it with one hand and turn it over in my palm. A new Zippo with a hand-painted Siamese dancer on it and done in authentic forties style. I put it in my pocket. Ta, very much. I’ll settle up tomorrow if that’s OK.




    Carry on walking up Lantern and reach a knot of barefoot top-knotted kids jigging to Macau Mary’s barrel organ. She stops cranking as I walk up and it all goes very quiet.




    All right.




    All right.




    Macau Mary scratches the underside of her fat fleshy arm, spits out a gob of betel nut and, as I walk on by, I can feel her eyes stripping the shirt off my back.




    Finally, I get to the dead end of the soi where two faces jump out at me from a puddle, and I blink as the puddle turns into the Metropol Hotel in curly pink neon. I step over Saigon Sammy lying on the hotel steps and in I go. There are candles everywhere – another blackout – and Little Wong’s at the check-in desk. He sits up smart when he sees me. His scalp gleams in the candle light because his hair is plastered down flat with enough brilliantine to fry an egg on. He has a parting of cut-throat razor precision.




    Little Wong leans forward. One of these days, he says, you’re going to tell me where you go on Sundays, Palm Trees.




    I ignore that and ask me what he should say if anyone asks where I am.




    You been down at Mister Liu’s playing mah-jong, he says.




    Good. Now find me an Amarit and take it for a ride.




    I take off my trilby and pull up my usual chair at my usual table. It’s near the window so I have an uninterrupted view of both Lantern and the lobby. On the wall nearby is a fake of Max Ernst’s unhappy, mythological masterpiece, The Eternal City, which he made using his new frottage technique. And next to Max’s piece is a more prosaic work, a Fuji-Kool wall fan of cheap metal, stuttering in and out of life. I pull out my packet of Craven As and light up. Christ, its close. I pull out my hankie and wipe my face down. Little Wong soon turns up with the Amarit, a proper thin glass and puts a tissue on my table then pours out the lager. I watch the condensation trickle down the glass and I settle back, trying to be mindful of the moment.




    Slowly, slowly I pick up the glass.




    Hang on a mo.




    A Eurasian lady sashays into the lobby, leans on the desk and starts kicking up the gab with Little Wong. Sort of young but old fashioned with raspberry lips, peek-a-boo hairdo, pencil skirt and pill-box hat – looks like she might have popped straight out of one of my Valiant stories, The Girl from Macao. Now, I know the routine Little Wong will take with her because I invented it. First, he’ll reel out a confusing line in Pidgin English then fetch me and I’ll spiel about the staff’s crap language skills, even worse service then point out the Metropol interior. The sloping walls, zig-zag staircase and peeling wallpaper with its geometric patterns, that all serve to give a dizzying disorientation to those not used to it. Then there’s Saigon Sammy snoozing on the rubbish-strewn hotel steps, and not forgetting the paucity of decent lighting that condemns the place to a sort of perpetual, brown-dim misery. Meanwhile, I’m escorting the would-be guest back to their rickshaw.




    Polite smiles all round.




    But sometimes I can’t be found and lily-livered Little Wong might get bulldozed into actually booking them in but he’s under strict orders to let out Room 218.




    No need to sign in.




    No need to get the passport out.




    No need to get comfortable.




    Mister Palm Trees! calls out Little Wong.




    I stub out my cig, grab my trilby and go over. The lady sees me coming over and straightens up.




    Rita Popescu, she says in faded English.




    Orson Palmer. Pleased to meet you, Miss Popescu.




    We shake hands.




    I switch to French. That’s an unusual name, I say.




    Blank look so I’m back to English. Where are you from? I say.




    Brasov.




    That near Penge?




    I do not think so. It’s more near Ploiesti.




    Of course – the oilfields. Well, if you’re looking for a place to stay this is certainly not it. Try the Oriental or The Imperial further in town. They’re the only respectable places left for Europeans – safer, too.




    Rita smiles. Do not worry about me, she says. I know this place. This is where all the scandals used to be. Where the actress Betty Chou – the wonderful Siamese Spitfire – was murder mystery.




    Very good and what else you know about this surreal dumping ground?




    The Empire-Gryphon company come here from Denham in England. They came on the SS Narcissus to shoot a silent movie...




    Film, I say.




    …movie called The Shadow of Siam, which starred the most glamorous movie couple, Ethel White and Henry Rome.




    I’m impressed. It was a stab at creating a British Expressionist film, made before the Talkies ruined it all. Yep, the cast and crew all stayed here, I say, and the shoot soon attracted a poisoned confectionery of kohl-eyed film hopefuls, Hindu dancers, ear readers and pomaded pimps and non-stop parties broke out like a tropical rash behind the shuttered windows and booze flowed faster than the Mekong and all of them whizzed up on Lao coke supplied by Brilliant Chang – and there was even extra footage shot for Pigalle, the red light district in Paris. Still, for a Klieg-light moment the Metropol was the place to be but naturally they all buggered off in the end and she was left blinking like a film extra on an abandoned set. Talking of which, a lot of the furniture and parts of the Metropol were actually used in the film.




    It’s as famous as the Oriental, says Rita.




    I lean on the counter. It was famous, I say with a wry smile. But no one comes here now.




    You’re here.




    Yes, well.




    Little Wong starts humming.




    I’m going to speak to Uncle Sombat for you, I say. He runs the rickshaw jockeys down on the corner of the street. His nephew works at the Imperial down Sukhumvit way and will cut a cut-price deal for you. It’s a bit further out but clean and safe. You reckon you like films? Not far from the Imperial the Tai-Tai film studio is still going and a must see for any true film fan.




    Rita pulls out a pearl handled fan and starts beating back the heat. So, Mister Palmer, are you a Siamese movie fan?




    Maybe. That why you out here? For the films?




    She sighs. It is difficult to say.




    Is it?




    Difficult.




    Mm.




    Little Wong plays the gent and fetches her a glass of iced water.




    I hand her my name card. Look, I say, stay at the Imperial but if you need anything call me.




    So the Imperial then, she says.




    We watch Rita polish off the water in one long swallow like a cormorant swallowing a fish.




    Thank you, boy. She plonks the glass down. I have not had a drink for a long time. Now, Palmer, I’ve made up my mind.




    Good, I say. I’ll fetch the rickshaw jockey then.




    She snaps her fan shut.




    I go back outside where Saigon Sammy’s busy squeezing the last juice out of an absinthe bottle. I wipe my face and look around. Where’s her jockey? Strange – must have buggered off, so I traipse back inside.




    He’s scarpered, I say. I’ll go down to the corner.




    Do not necessary, Palmer.




    Yeah, but…




    Not necessary because you see I’m staying here.




    Bollocks and buggery.




    Well, we’ll have to sort out a room for you then, I say trying to keep my cool. One night shouldn’t be a problem I suppose.




    No, no. I want a week.




    A week!




    Wong sucks his teeth.




    Is that a problem? Rita pulls out a fat wad of badly frayed notes. Also I want Room 404.




    Why?




    You should know that, she says. That is the very room where Betty was found. Is it possible?




    No. Only room we got is two one eight on the second. The bug coolie’s finished in there. I told you the Imperial’s what you need, not this dump.




    Little Wong nods like the arm of a Chinese shop cat.




    So not Betty’s room then? she says.




    Definitely not.




    Very well, Palmer. Enough! You have convinced me.




    I go to find Uncle Sombat but Rita chops her fan.




    Boy, she says to Wong, Get a pen. I am convinced…to stay!




    Christ, almighty. I rub the back of my neck, tell her she doesn’t need to sign in but she does anyway and then Little Wong bangs a bronze gong on the counter and Hue and Cry – matching jam-jar thick specs and acne – scoot in from the kitchen. Rita points to a small suitcase on the steps, Hue salutes, grabs the suitcase, falls in behind her and Cry gets ready to lead the way.




    And I have special instructions, says Rita. No one to come in my room. The maids collect everything end of the week. I pay a big extra tip for this. Understood?




    Little Wong nods because big and tip are a magical word combo.




    Now, Palmer, you agree to join me for an evening drink?




    Drink?




    You have somewhere?




    Maybe.




    Come on, Orson Palmer! What are you scared off?




    I know a place up by the Thonburee Bridge, I say, with a nice line in glowworms and single malts.




    I always liked them.




    Single malts?




    Glow worms. Shall we say nine o’clock then?




    OK.




    Rita and the twins disappear upstairs into the shadows.




    What you think, Mister Palm Trees? whispers Little Wong.




    No passenger boats got in today, I say.




    I heard them Jewish refugees have started coming out here.




    Definitely not Jewish, I say. In fact, I reckon she’s kind of got a bit of that half-caste look about her.




    Little Wong pulls a face.




    Tell the others to keep an eye on her, I say, but not to make a fuss.




    I’ll make sure she don’t wander around the hotel.




    I’m going to dig around at work tomorrow. Frank Stoiber was stationed in Bucharest a few years back. I’ll take him down the Munich, oil his wheels and see what I can find out.




    I leave Little Wong at the desk, go back to my table, settle back in and think about our mysterious Rita Popescu. She’s definitely like that Girl from Macao – should fit right in here – and certainly knows her films. I lean back and, finally, grab my Amarit and take a slug of the good stuff.




    Fan – ruddy – tastic.




    Ice Cold in Alex.




    Bloody bollocks. Now what? I sit up as this incredibly dinky Iso Isetta bubble car in cool pastel two-tone colours and white-wall tyres chugs up outside the Metropol and gives Saigon Sammy a much needed squelch of rain water. This suit pushes open the front of the car, clambers out, steps over Sammy and strides into the lobby.




    He spots me and raises a hand. Ah, Palmer!




    Silurian Captain Maximilian Olaf Henrici stands before me. Watery eyes floating behind gold rimmed specs and a lavender stink. A sort of fish he is swimming in a pond of cheap Baltika after-shave.




    This is a nice surprise, I say.




    He wipes a chair with a tissue, sits down and now he’s blocking my view of Lantern. He looks around. Isn’t there any service here? he says with a look of disdain.




    Mister Wong! I shout in Siamese. Fetch this fine Nordic gentleman a beer otherwise we’ll never get rid of him. But make sure it’s not the flaming Amarit.




    With a grunt Henrici picks a speck of gecko poo off of the arm of his chair, holds it up for inspection then flicks it smartly away.




    Little Wong arrives and parks a bottle of Happy Emperor beer on the table.




    I do the honours and pour his out. This will cool your coals, I say. Imported especially from Manchuko and blessed with interesting notes.




    Henrici takes a sip only to pull a face like a busted arsehole. This tastes of formaldehyde, he says. God, I hate bloody Asiatics and their cities. And they never, ever get the beer right. This is shit.




    Asiatics, I say shaking my head. I’ll have a word with the management. Anyway, why are you here?




    You need to go to the Bureau, says Henrici leaning forward.




    What, now? It’s Sunday evening and I’m saying my prayers.




    The Doctor has sent for you.




    I thought he was busy Sundays, I say. You know, with Yamaguchi flower arranging.




    He’s cancelled his lesson with Colonel Yamaguchi because there’s a problem at work and it needs to be dealt with urgently.




    It had better be serious.




    It is and you need to be there by nine, which gives you all of twenty seven minutes.




    The trams are shot on Sundays so I’ll need a lift.




    Only if you get changed out of that awful, cheap Yank shirt. I’m not letting you in my Isetta wearing that.




    It’s Hawaiian, retro and not American, I say, and certainly not cheap. I finally give up on my beer, stand up and walk over to the check-in counter. Listen, I say, I’ve got to go to the Bureau – no idea – so tell our mysterious Rita I can’t make it tonight.




    Little Wong peers over at Henrici.




    Yep, what a pain in the backside.




    I go upstairs and get suited up into a suit.




    I’m sat on the bench seat of the Isetta, squeezed tight next to Henrici, and he’s drumming the rim of the steering wheel because we’re stuck in Thrat Damri Street behind a convoy of Siam Cement wagons trying to get out Pathumwan District. I ease back the window and stick my head out. I don’t normally like motors. Walking and rickshaws butter my toast ‘cos they let in the noise and smells – cities should be taken on the chin like a Max Schelling jab not kept ringside – mind you, even I have to admit this little bubble car is damned cute. I might be falling in love...




    Henrici honks the horn.




    The convoy rumbles off, does a right and we escape Pathumwan and hit Sukhumvit Road, nicknamed the Bund by the whites. The Isetta picks up speed and strains past the Na Na tram depot on the corner of Soi 4. Next thing, this Chinaman in pigtails cycles straight across us and forces Henrici to slam on the brake.




    Out of the damned way! he shouts.




    We’re coming up to that new telephone exchange built by Gaudi-Nikon, I say. You’d better tone it down,




    What do you mean?




    Our Japanese military have moved their security in there now.




    Why can’t they keep their filthy yellow hands to China and Korea?




    Hasn’t anyone told you this is the Asian century? The Japanese don’t see why they can’t have an even bigger slice of the European colonial cake and aren’t going to take no for an answer. Anyway, they don’t like bolshy whites gobbing off so like I say, best to tone it down.




    Henrici reduces speed as we pass the exchange. Strangely, it’s open on a Sunday night. There are two Japanese coppers standing either side the doors. They look incredibly professional in their immaculate black uniforms, white gloves, chin straps and polished boots. How does that song go – Tomorrow Belongs to Me. I watch them open a door for this local lady and salute her. She positively beams with delight and is that a slight wiggle of the hips I detect? I read in the Bugle about how the Japanese expats are making big splash over here now. The Isetta picks up speed and we leave the exchange and the rising sun boys behind.




    We are now passing this chain gang filling in what’s left of the canal then pull up on the corner of Soi 19. I can make out the church and beyond it the Tai-Tai Studios. That’s the one I told Rita about where this Chinese merchant who gate crashed the Shadow of Siam set decided what he really needed to do in life was make homegrown cowboy films.




    You don’t like films do you?




    Movies? says Henrici. God, no.




    Comics?




    He shakes his head. Books, of course.




    I bet you like all that root races and measuring foreheads stuff.




    It’s called science but that wouldn’t interest someone like you, Palmer.




    That, I say, is indeed true.




    You should do what I do, Palmer.




    What’s that?




    Hiking. It’s good for exercising mental and physical discipline.




    Ah, but I’ve got Mantovani and his Orchestra for that.




    Another rickshaw jockey weaves past us, knotty legs piston -pumping.




    Racing green paintwork, I say pointing at the rickshaw, means he’s from Klong Toey. Different district, different colour. In Pathumwan they’re what I call French Condom Blue.




    Rickshaws should be banned as obsolete and they clutter up the damned roads, says Henrici.




    Being a jockey is hard graft, I say. Give them a break.




    All it is is monkey work.




    Christ, almighty. I tell you what, I once tried pulling one of those babies for a bet, I say.




    Did you? Henrici turns to me and appears genuinely shocked.




    Yep, I got chatting to a bunch of jockeys in the Chinese Quarter when I was first out here. The Chinamen slapped down their wedge after I said it looked easy but quarter of an hour later I threw in the towel with my shoulders and calf muscles on fire. I’ve always tipped big after that.




    Never tip Asiatics, Palmer, never. They always overcharge Europeans. Anyway, I can’t abide public transport.




    Right you are, pal.




    Concrete gives way to wood and it gets muddier as we drive past the Imperial Hotel in Washington Gardens, lurking behind ragged-arsed palms, then we’re on to Soi Ekkamai and eventually pull up outside the Bureau. It’s a Modernist building deliberately painted in white, red, yellow and blue squares separated by thick black borders, to create tension. The building is squeezed between the Chinese Buddha temple and the disused municipal stables. A gate on the side of the Bureau leads to the herb and spice garden round the back, and potted palms with strange mottled leaves line the main entrance.




    Come on, says Henrici, we’re damned late.




    We climb out of the Isetta and head towards the building.




    Aren’t you going to lock her up? I say.




    Of course not – no one would dare steal him.




    In we go in and there’s the cleaner on her knees, squeezing limes onto the black and white tiles of the lobby floor.




    All right, I say.




    Evening, Mister Palm Trees.




    We get into the lift and Henrici hits the button.




    Pssht.




    First time I been allowed up to third floor, I say.




    I’m not really surprised.




    Pssht.




    That way, says Henrici. He jabs a thumb at a diamond-shaped, mahogany door further down the corridor. And you’d better take your hands out of your pockets.




    He knocks smartly, I take off my trilby and we go in.




    The Minimalist interior is dominated by a large portrait of King G on the wall but underneath, striking a slightly jarring note, is a huge Annamese vase with plastic flowers in it. At the other end of the room is a gleaming desk stacked with Manila folders. There are two other people in the room, standing by the desk: the short one with the melted ice cream face and heavy dandruff is no surprise, Frank Stoiber, but the other is a tall girl wearing a Marlene Dietrich man-jacket and slacks, beret in her hand and on her neck is this brown birth mark shaped like…a sort of little angel with wings and not unbecoming. Suddenly a panel behind the desk opens and a man pops out in a high backed chair to the desk, as if propelled by some sort of giant spring. We straighten up and salute. He has florid features and an expression of permanent surprise, accentuated by his pinched mouth. The overall effect is a remarkably accurate impression of a howler monkey with shoulder pads. He makes himself comfortable at his desk, pulls out a hankie and blows his nose.




    I understand this man speaks Swedish? he asks Henrici




    Yes, sir. I would say Palmer speaks it reasonably well.




    Howler puts his hankie away and turns to me. You understood that? he says.




    Yes, sir. You asked him if I speak Swedish.




    Your name is Orson Milo Palmer?




    It is but please go easy on the Milo bit – it brings on one of my psychoses.




    Howler frowns. Remind me what you do, Palmer, he says.




    The Bureau’s loaned me from Shining Silk Enterprises of Kowloon to do your translations – they specialize in, er, garment solutions.




    He means they sell ladies underwear, says Frank helpfully.




    You’re single? says Howler.




    Yes, sir.




    Somehow you look married, Palmer.




    Ah, I’ve had a hard life.




    Howler grunts and opens one of the folders. And of course you know who I am? he says very quietly.




    Doctor Ingmar Bofors Winkle.




    Another frown. Vinkle, he says, it’s pronounced Vinkle.




    Sorry.




    And what do we do here at the Bureau, Palmer?




    The Bureau is part of a European-wide organisation, which has now expanded into Asia.




    Palmer, I asked you what we do.




    Ancestral and heritage sort of stuff. I think it’s what they used to call race research.




    Howler runs a hand through his hair. Do you know why we have sent for you?




    My pension contributions?




    No, no, you haven’t got a permanent contract with us, he says. He nods to Frank Stoiber. Please explain to him.




    We need a white European who speaks Siamese properly, says Frank, and unfortunately you’re the only one we’ve got.




    We’re going to take off your normal desk duties, says Howler.




    Do I have a say in this?




    Certainly not.




    He hands me a folder. Take that away and read it, he says. An unfortunate business that needs dealing with by Thursday…




    Fair enough.




    …and I must emphasize discretion, Palmer. What is it you Britishers say, windows have ears?




    Walls – we say walls have ears – I don’t think windows have anything much to speak of.




    I see. Howler grabs his hankie again. Before Thursday then.




    Yes, sir.




    And Miss Angel – Anna – will be assigned to help you.




    Who the ruddy hell is that?




    Henrici nods at the man-drag-girl. She’s only recently joined us, he says.




    I shove my hands in my pockets.




    You have a problem working with Miss Angel?




    Does it matter if I do?




    Not really.




    Then I guess I don’t have problem.




    Good then you’re all dismissed. Howler sits back in his chair and closes his eyes.




    We all troop out and squeeze self consciously, silently into the lift and head back downstairs. I’m about to walk out the lobby when Angel steps in front of me.




    Mister Palmer, she says in very decent English, when should we meet?




    But I’m watching Henrici getting into his Isetta. Er, maybe tomorrow, I say. Outside the Grand Palace – you know it? Big white building. Lots of pagodas and bald blokes in their dressing gowns. Look, I’ve got to go.




    What time?




    Ten?




    Ten…




    I leave her standing there, dash outside and up to the Isetta and tap on the window. Hey, wait!




    Henrici pulls back the sun roof and looks up at me. What?




    How about a lift back to Pathumwan?




    You mean give you a lift and drop you off at that flea pit hotel of yours, Palmer?




    I told you, the trams are shot on Sundays.




    Drop you off? he says. Find one of those rickshaw monkeys of yours to drop you off! He rolls back the roof, chugs off and I’m left standing there with my trilby in my hand.




    I watch the Swede disappear into the distance. That’s all right, me old mucker, you carry on just as you are but one day it’ll be me driving round in that sexy Italian bubble car.




    I kiss the jockey’s palm with wedge and I go into the Galaxy Rose, one of the City’s last remaining old-style dance halls. To my immediate left is the hatcheck booth and across the foyer is Wallander, the giant catfish, lying motionless in his emerald water. To the right is a set of stairs and a glittery sign for Ancient Massage, and straight ahead are the double doors, which lead to the actual dance hall. I stick my head into the hatcheck booth to find Lillie the Leg picking at her teeth with a hand over her mouth. Josephine Baker wannabe and aspiring minor wife in her teenage years until her accident, Lillie now punches a mean hat ticket.




    Hiya, Palm Trees!




    All right, Lillie.




    You need new braces for your socks? We got a shipment in from Hong Kong on the slippy-shippy.




    No, ta.




    I go over to the dance hall doors and bump straight into a spangly-suited lad, struggling with a big metal sign announcing the next session. I keep the doors open for him.




    Thanks, Mister Palm Trees.




    All right there, Charlie Charlie?




    Yea, ta.




    I walk into the hall. The stage curtains are still drawn and there aren’t any punters or girls in yet. This is the best time – a twilight zone time – when you don’t get the customer bullshit. I find a table and run a hand over Howler’s folder. What’s the rush for Thursday, the day before the Chinese Festival of the Dead kicks off – is that important? I untie the string, break the seal and pull out a shiny Polaroid of this Siamese bloke with moustache, bulging eyes and a typed note from the Swedish consulate clipped to the mug shot:




    …local art dealer and minor aristocrat called Sombat Muenhawong Na Ayutthaya who enjoys a degree of social influence in the City. Despite his racial origins he should be treated with a degree of tolerance as he may well be useful in helping to retrieve the transit papers.




    For a start, the bloke in the Polaroid certainly isn’t a Na Ayutthaya, denoting royalty blue blood. His real moniker is Doolally Dong, a two-tone co-respondent bloke who resembles the American film star Peter Lorre, and the nearest he’s got to art is flogging Suzy Wong postcards outside the Palace. Strictly small steps. I thumb through the rest and discover that last week a monk was topped on his way from the airport; handcuffed to his wrist was a briefcase containing highly valuable transit papers for the Bureau and assorted friends. The body was dumped in a sewage cart minus briefcase and papers. Then three days ago Dong showed up at the Bureau and told them he knew where the papers were. Amazingly, Dong managed to persuade the Bureau to part with a hefty down payment to get the papers back. Dong did a no show yesterday when he was supposed to deliver, leaving the Bureau with jack-shit and that’s where I come in: Howler wants me to find the transit papers or get the Bureau’s wedge back – discreetly. I reach for a Craven A. Being firmly on the side of the locals; I have to admire Dong because it takes a lot of bottle to pull a fast one on the Bureau. It isn’t hard to understand why Howler wants me to be discreet as the folks back in Europe will take a very dim view of the Bureau being screwed up the botty by a fast talking petty crook.




    I light up, slowly inhale and become as one with my Craven A cigarette. A man deep in thought. A man in deep. A deep man. A man...




    Mister Palm Trees?




    I look up. Charlie Charlie places an Amarit on the table in front of me in a proper thin glass and a plate of chilli peanuts. Ta. Say, you ever heard of a bloke called Doolally Dong?




    A small stepper, ain’t he?




    That’s the winkle – anything else?




    Nah. You want me to ask around?




    No, you’re OK. Thanks, anyway.




    Charlie Charlie gets back to putting cloths on tables and I try and relax.




    Second beer later, Florence the Frog waltzes in armed with flashy new Raybans. In another life she used to be in likay – itinerant theatre troupe – but got kicked out after maiming her boss’s minor wife with a pencil sharpener. Florence and I nod to each other; she gabs with Charlie Charlie then disappears back stage. Time marches on as more dancers float in, the Trio from Tonkin: Pim, Pearl and Vi. They go backstage to join Florence then with a swish the stage curtain peels away revealing Tongchai’s Timpany Five about to exterminate that popular Asian hit, Sukiyaki, with extreme enthusiasm. All the band members are kitted out like Hollywood ancient Egyptians. A class act are Tongchai and the boys, and determined to keep a firm grip on accurately recreating the past.




    Charlie Charlie suddenly wallops this bloody great gong.




    Transformed into the famous Broken Blossoms of the Galaxy Rose, the dancers troop back out. They are wearing scarlet evening dresses festooned in enormous question marks, commas and exclamation marks in black. Their faces are caked in thick, pale make up, geisha style – the latest craze and sure-fire hit with the Japanese. One by one, all the dancers salute the King’s garlanded picture then congregate around one of the desks and a packet of Falling Rain is passed around. Pearl starts rummaging around in her handbag so I saunter over.




    Hello, ladies, I say.




    I get out my new Zippo and flick it into life with a flourish – I’ve always had a knack for impressing the uneducated, small dogs and children.




    Thanks, daddy-o.




    Daddy-o? Could, I say, any of you ladies do a foreigner a favour?




    Pim goes to stroke my arm but I pull away. Look, I say passing the Polaroid around, any of you lot know Doolally Dong?




    Pim grins. Clickety-click, she says.




    What do you mean?




    Florence blows out a Craven ring of smoke. She means we all know him, daddy-o. He’s got a penchant for the clickety-click.




    Christ, this is hard work. What, I say slowly, is that when it’s at home?




    Vi explains a while back Dong was doing the rounds of the dance halls with a hot proposition for the girls: sixty ticals for a day’s work kitted out as jungle maidens on a set nicked from the Tai-Tai back lot. They were roped into acting out a series of intimate jungle scenes with animals.




    I tell you what, I say, I’ll never look at an orangutan in the same way again but how come you lot know about these photos then?




    Raucous laughter from the Broken Blossoms.




    Of course they didn’t take up Dong’s offer but it’s a well known fact the girls down the road at the Rinzai Ritz did. I ask them if they’ve bumped into Dong recently but they haven’t. Florence reckons he’s now pitching up at the Bund.




    Oi, you lot!




    A Tonkinese gent, empty left sleeve pinned to his pearl brocade waistcoat, appears and the dancers scarper to their desks. Tojo Tibbs and owner of the Galaxy Rose. He tips his homburg hat to me and says, good afternoon, Mister Palm Trees. He turns to the dancers and clicks his fingers. Chop! Chop! he shouts. Five minutes to Tiffin Dance so get your arses in gear. We ain’t no low class establishment here!




    The Broken Blossoms slip on white gloves, man their desks and adopt demur poses. Each of the desks has a number painted on it and if a punter wants to tango he’ll hand over the wedge to a dek serve and tell them the number. The punter then gets his dance and whatever else he can negotiate later.




    I go back to my table, pick up the folder and get the check-bin off Charlie Charlie. On my way out I ask Lillie the Leg about Dong.




    You mean Doolally, right? says Lillie.




    That’s the winkle – seen him recently?




    Nah but my cousin Apple ‘as. She sells garlands outside that new place on Sukhumvit.




    The exchange?




    Yeah, she saw Dong get in an argument with a Siamese geezer.




    What happened? I slip out a fresh packet of Craven A and hand them over.




    Thanks. Well, next thing is the Jap coppers stick their noses in so he gives them a right dose of the verbals. Me cousin said there was a right old argument, the Japs got well pissed off and gave him a busted gob. Then they touched his collar. Sorry, I know it ain’t much, Palm Trees.




    No, you’ve done just fine, Lillie.




    Clang-clang-clanging cracks the night. I flick my dancer into life, open this gate off the Bund and head inside to this courtyard, lit by the urine-yellow glare of a hurricane lamp and littered with ironmongery. There’s a bloke down there wearing green tinted specs and a battered Panama hat, squatting on his haunches knocking seven bells out of an enormous wok.




    He squints up at me. All right, he says.




    All right, Buster.




    How’s life in the fast lane?




    Too fast for me, chum. I had trouble finding you.




    Lot of people moving in now and they filled in the canal, widened the road and built that exchange. Even knocked down Patterson’s Place – wouldn’t know it was ever there.




    That good or bad?




    He jabs a thumb at the ironmongery. More people more business.




    Fair enough. Wonder if you could do a foreigner a favour? I say. I show him the Polaroid.




    Buster puts down the wok and adjusts his specs. That’s the bloke who had a run in with the Jap coppers, he says. Doolally Dong didn’t like them cramping his style so he started shooting off his gob ‘cos he does that with everyone else only the Japs didn’t buy his line in cheek. Dong got a split lip and cuffed then a whole bunch of motors were called in and took him away.




    Motors?




    Gleaming black with white-wall tyres and a star on them. Japanese who turned up in them wore suits not uniforms.




    That star means Gempei – the Japanese secret police, I say. You sure?




    These spectacles of mine are genuine copies, says Buster. So what’s this small stepper supposed to have done?




    Upset some foreigners. I slip him a ten-tical note. Thanks for your help.




    Ta.




    He gets back to bashing the wok and I get myself a rickshaw back to Pathumwan.




    You haven’t seen Madam Sin have you?




    Macau Mary clears her throat and spits. Nope.




    I step over Saigon Sammy and into the Metropol. Hey, I say, Wong, Madam Sin been in?




    Little Wong shakes his head and gets back to combing his parting.




    I go upstairs and bump into Daisy. A former mechanic in the British army, Daisy has a strong predilection for opiates, which means she now looks like a great-grandmother instead of the young woman she is actually meant to be.




    Hello, Palm Trees, she says and holds up the Bugle. You heard about this then?




    No.




    They found another girl with the life strangled right out of her, her throat cut and all tied up.




    I find something interesting to stare at on the wall opposite. Must be catching, I say.




    Daisy leans up close and treats me to a nice line in stale breath.




    You want to get wax put in those cavities of yours, I say moving away.




    Can’t afford it, she says. Word in the soi is the strangler might be a foreigner that done it.




    That right?




    They reckon the two kids found in a canal might have something to do with it as well.




    How the hell do they work that one out?




    They say the kids saw him kill that girl so they got topped as well.




    Maybe they got drowned by accident. You know, panicked and fell in and couldn’t swim.




    Daisy’s eyes widen. Yeah?




    Accidents actually do happen, I say. Look, you got any idea where Madam Sin is or not?




    Daisy smoothes down her chamsong, a Chinese dress with slits and a little collar. I think she’s gone out to the harbour to see some geezer about the slippy-shippy or something. I ain’t sure.




    Suddenly I can feel her fingers, encased in a soiled chain-metal glove, snake along my arm. Want me to tickle your fancy while you wait? she says vaguely.




    Christ, no. I mean what a ruddy slag – I mean, really. Little Wong tells me she’s got – no, I won’t say. I easily peel her off then hastily go down to the second floor where the electric wall lamps flicker meager smiles. Still trembling with anger – or is it fear? – I stand outside Rita’s room and knock on the door.




    No answer.




    Knock again. Hey, Miss Popescu? It’s Mister Palmer.




    Still no answer.




    I check the fire escape at the ends of the corridors but they’re all safely padlocked so she must have left through the lobby. Head up to my room to get my master key but on the way back downstairs I’m hijacked by Hue and Cry.




    Hey, Mister Palmer, we heard you’re looking for Madam Sin.




    Daisy told me she’s dockside, I say.




    She’s down in Cobra Head Street and says you can see her there no problemo.




    Sunday night. I am a twit. Of course, where else would she be? I head down to the lobby. Back in a mo, I tell Little Wong on the way out.




    Ten minutes later, I’m tapping on the shutter of this mom and pop store and Lucy lets me in. I go to the storeroom at the back, pull aside the plastic bamboo curtain and get an eyeful of blue cheroot smoke. They’re all in tonight, the Four Noble Truths I call them. Mister Benny Liu is sat there, big in imported kitchenware, with his prosthetic jaw made of tin. Mister Bert Two Spots with two seared, gaping holes where his ears should be. Armless Mister Kip-Kipper Sombat, who paints my neck ties using his feet. And finally Madam Sin who is wearing that dark brown chamsong of hers, gloves, monocle stuck in her right eye and eyebrows pencilled in. The four of them are slapping down mah-jong tiles like there’s no tomorrow and piles of wilted notes line the table.




    I take off my trilby and ease my way in as they bat me quick hellos.




    Madam Sin plucks the cigarette holder out of her lips. Twins said you were looking for me, she says. So what’s up, doc?




    Freddie Two Spots once told me Madam Sin used to watch Bugs Bunny at the flicks on Saturdays when she was a kid but it’s hard to imagine.




    I need to find out something about the Japanese, I say.




    It ain’t the end of the month, she says.




    Yeah, but I need the dope before Thursday.




    Madam Sin switches to Japanese. Have to charge you double rates, doc.




    This small stepper was arrested by the Japanese last week, I say, outside the exchange on Sukhumvit. Moniker of Doolally Dong.




    Madam Sin blows out a serpent curl of smoke. So what’s he supposed to have done?




    He’s got papers that don’t belong to him.




    Papers? Go to see the Japs yourself and save your wedge, doc.




    I can’t because he was carted off by the Gempei and they aren’t exactly on my Christmas card list.




    I know who they are. OK, I’ll get one of my girls on it. Sergeant Mayazaki is booked in for special services eleven tomorrow night. He’s Gempei so we’ll grease his pole and see what comes out. Then she switches back to Siamese. Double rates mind, she says.




    No problem, I say as I shove my trilby back on. But don’t use Daisy – I heard she’s got crabs.




    Guess what? I know that already and Lucy’s gonna fix her up. I always tell the girls: shave or get washed and checked regular. But do they listen? No, they don’t. That’s girls today, ain’t it?




    Ain’t like the old days, says Mister Liu.




    It sure ain’t, Benny, says Madam Sin. She slaps a tile down and the others groan. I’ll put Vi on the sergeant to tap the gen on the small stepper. Trust me, I’m a lady.




    I leave Madam Sin to rake in another pile of wedge.




    Back at the Metropol I shove Little Wong’s elbow out from him. Hey, wake up. No wonder Rita Popescu’s free to wander about as she pleases.




    She ain’t never been down here since she checked in, he says. Hue says you went to find Madam Sin.




    Yeah, I say. She’s going to get the dope on Dong for me. Before getting in some shut-eye I’m going back to Rita’s room.




    Be careful.




    What’s there to be careful about?




    I make my way up to Rita’s. I’m about to get out the key but the door opens and Rita appears. Palmer! she says. You missed our date.




    I’m sorry, I say. What about tomorrow at seven instead?




    Actually, that’s good.




    So you must have grabbed a bite without me then.




    I find the good espresso bar on the corner of the park then I walk around a bit, you know.




    Rita tries to close the door but I wedge my shoe in.




    Espresso bar on the corner – you mean Italian Wanda’s?




    Yes, that one. She pulls at the door. Goodnight, Palmer.




    Same to you.




    I step back and the door clicks shut.




    There’s a bloody great thump from the stairs so I let Rita go and have a gander and find there’s Little Wong and the twins carrying this child-size sarcophagus with badly painted hieroglyphs around the edges. The three of them are perspiring badly.




    This the delivery for Mister Tongchai? I say.




    Yeah, wheezes Little Wong, the one we redistributed from Tai-Tai.




    We’ll keep it here until he’s settled up for those folding chairs we got him.




    OK, Mister Palmer.




    I get in between and help take the strain.




    We get to fourth and shove it in 401, I chuck a blanket over it then on the way back down I take Little Wong aside. Say, does an espresso bar called Wanda’s ring a bell?




    Used to go there when I was a nipper.




    How long has it been closed?




    So long I forgot – why?




    I just got my chain yanked.




    The toothless old dear spits out a melon pip and it pings off of a tin can and plops into a puddle. You what, luvvie?




    I said I’m looking for Abbot Od.




    Round the back behind the vegetable garden, she says. Sorting the drain out.




    Another pip ricochets off the can.




    Ta.




    Hey, you.




    What?




    I didn’t know you foreigners could speak Siamese, she says.




    Oh, we don’t but I’m Iroquois on my mother’s side.




    I leave her and go into the temple. The Happy Heart’s your typical no-bullshit-working temple and it’s got yellowing, cracked walls and tarp nailed onto a whole section of sagging roof. I go behind the main bot past the shed to the garden and there he is, Abbot Od, with his back to me, knee deep in water, robes hitched up and prodding very mindfully with a shovel. Got jug ears with long auspicious lobes has our Abbot Od. Used to be a boxer and the locals love him to bits.




    You lost something, honourable uncle?




    He turns round and gets a high Siamese salute from me. Hullo, Palm Trees.




    Hullo, Palm Trees.




    This drain’s gonna take more muscle than I got left, he says pulling down his robes. But nothing beats good honest labour to get along the Path. Mind you, me back’s killing me.




    You’re still stronger than I am.




    I told you last time, it don’t matter how hard you are as a youngster it always catches up in the end. Let’s go and grab a cup of cha. I’m knackered.




    Sounds like a good idea.




    I follow him back to his room in the barracks. I sit cross legged on his mat while he gets changed into some dry robes then gets a brew sorted. He sits down opposite me and passes this chipped porcelain cup over with steaming green tea in it.




    Not as good as an Amarit though, Palm Trees? he says.




    That would be too early even for me.




    I light us up a couple of Craven As.




    You made merit yet, Palm Trees?




    I’ll do it on my way out.




    Abbot Od takes a long drag. Nice smoke, British brands – can’t stand those French brands. So why you here?




    I need your help. Work’s got me on this assignment. You know that monk got murdered out by the airport? I wondered if you knew anything about him or the papers he had.




    Abbot Od slurps on his tea and says nothing.




    Can’t do it? I say.




    Nope.




    How come?




    He weren’t one of ours. I heard from Buffalo Bridge Temple that the dead monk was a foreigner. Red Hat from the Himalayas. The corpse was flown straight back there. No funeral rites, nothing. Very disrespectful. Why not ask at that Bureau of yours? I heard the monk was doing something for them. Top up?




    Ta. My mate, Frank, says they sometimes help out with research but I thought you might know a bit more.




    Those lot are Mahayan – all magic and miracles – we’re your regular Theravada, says Abbot Od stubbing out his cig. So I can’t help you there.




    Fair enough. I look at my watch. I’d better make a move, I say. You want a hand with that drain of yours?




    No, ta. I got two teenage novices caught flying the kite last night so I’ll get them to do it. They need to work off that energy of theirs.




    I slip out a packet of cigs and place them on his radio.




    Ta, he says. Before you go you got anything else you want to talk about, Palm Trees?




    I get the Buddha-Eye-Street-Boxer treatment, designed to ferret out sinners.




    Er, like what? I say.




    Abbot Od straightens his back. He doesn’t like bullshit. It’s like I said before, he says patiently. Palm Trees, you got to start sorting things out. All that stuff you’re up to is going to bring you down. Not quick like a Muay Thai kick but slower. You think you know what Right Action is but you don’t. It’s like that drain I’m trying to sort out: you can keep trying to clear it but if you don’t do it the right way, using the right tools, it ain’t going to free up. It’s going to stay choked with a whole mess of defilement piling up until it gets so much you drown in it.




    I know, I know. Look, I’m afraid I’ve got to go to work.




    He pats me on the shoulder. All right, he says, but don’t forget to make some merit first. At least do that.




    I give him a high Siamese salute then take a slow walk over towards the bot.




    Mister Palmer!




    I go over to the Bureau receptionist and get a high one from Miss Frog. Dark pha sin skirt – traditional Siamese kit – white blouse and hair done up in a crown of shiny black braids. She’s one of the nice ones.




    Morning to you, Miss Frog.




    Good morning, Mister Palmer. I have got a message for you from Miss Angel. She says to see you in your office.




    Who the hell’s Miss Angel?




    Excuse me, says this voice in crystal-glass English.




    I turn round and standing behind me is this dark geezer in a sharply cut modern Italian: three button front, thin lapels, pork-pie hat and monocle and wielding a cigarette holder shaped liked a dragon that would make Madam Sin green with envy.




    Sorry, chum. I step aside, say goodbye to Miss Frog and go upstairs to my little office.




    Christ, it’s stickier than a Tartar’s jockstrap so I open the window. Being in a slice of prime location, I can stick my head out and see right into the temple’s crapper next door but I don’t know what’s worse, the heat or the smell of holy water. I switch on the electric Fuji-Kool fan and sit down at my desk where there’s a pile of docs waiting to be translated. What an exciting and fulfilling life I lead.




    Moments later, a shadow across the frosted glass off my office door, a polite knock and this vision eases in. Ah, Angel…Anna Angel.




    Palmer, she says with her hands on hips, I was waiting for you at the Palace. The Grand one. You know, big white building...




    …with lots of pagodas. Yep, sorry.




    Had to see a man about a buffalo, sweetheart.




    Very funny. Angel sits on my desk, crosses her legs and dangles a shiny shoe off the end of her pale foot.




    Would offer you a chair and a cuppa, I say, but I don’t have a spare one and the Bureau hasn’t allocated me a secretary yet. However, I do have an uninterrupted view of the temple bog next door.




    So how am I going to help with this case then? she says.




    Already sorted. There’s this small stepper called Doolally Dong who’s fleeced the Bureau out of a load of wedge. A real con merchant. Unfortunately for him – and us – he’s got himself nabbed by the Japanese secret police and has disappeared.




    How did you find this all out so quickly?




    Ah, the Abbot of the Happy Heart temple says he who knows does not speak.




    And that means what exactly, Palmer?




    It’s Buddhist.




    She laughs. You’re a Buddhist?




    Theravada with a capital T, sweetheart.




    You don’t act like one.




    You never met one.




    Well, that’s true. Especially a European one. Full-time is it?




    Most days. Look, I’m going to get more information on Dong’s whereabouts later tonight. Then I can track him down and we can call it a wrap.




    You mean we can track him down. Those are Doctor’s orders.




    Thanks for the reminder.




    Well, what do I do now, Palmer?




    You’ve got an important job. I need you to pop in to Frank Stoiber’s office and invite him to the Munich this lunchtime. Tell him it’s his favourite, Bali chops and Weiss beer.




    You sure he’ll come? The others here don’t much care for you British.




    What, really? Well, with you a girl and me British that makes us both second class passengers. But don’t worry, Frank won’t have had a beer since at least last night so he’ll be gagging – especially when you tell him it’s on us. So get back to your office and I’ll see you both downstairs at twelve.




    Angel wriggles her shoe back on, slides off my desk then sashays on out.




    I sit back in my chair and put my hands behind my head. Yep, I like an angel that does what it’s told.




    Has he always had that?




    What do you mean?




    I mean his, er, scalp disorder?




    I frown. His what? Oh, you mean his bloody awful dandruff? He’s coming back so why don’t you ask him yourself.




    No, Palmer! hisses Angel. I don’t want to embarrass the poor man.




    Oh, I’ll ask him for you for then.




    Don’t you dare!




    Frank plonks himself back at our table. What are you grinning at? he says to me.




    Our Miss Angel here wants to know something…




    And what might that be exactly?




    Well, she wanted to know why you’ve got such a massive dandruff problem. Like a snow storm I believe she said.




    I did not! says Angel going all red.




    But Frank is unruffled. I’ve got an allergy, he says to Angel while jabbing a thumb at me. You know, an allergy to bloody stupid Englishmen like this one here.




    They both laugh.




    I shake my head, pull out a packet of cigs and offer them around.




    Frank shakes his head.




    What are they? says Angel.




    Craven A – top quality British brand.




    Real ones?




    Of course




    I thought they were impossible to get out here?




    They are.




    She plucks one out. Thanks, Palmer.




    I flick the dancer and light her up.




    Practice that a lot do you? she says with a shake of her head.




    Had a lot of time on my hands when I was a kid.




    Frank gives a beery burp and downs the last of his Erdinger then lurches off to the bog yet again. Cuckoo pops out of its clock above the bar.




    Nearly two thirty, says Angel. We’ll have to get back – we’re already incredibly late.




    I watch her slip on her gloves. Somehow, somewhere she’s already acclimatised to Getting Tight at Lunchtimes and downed a massive five pink gins. Nice one.




    So why do you want Frank to find out about this Romanian lady? she says.




    There’s something very queer about Miss Popescu, I say. She’s not a refugee or a tourist, and I don’t like the fact she’s turned up at my hotel without any warning. If there is anything on her Frank will find it – he isn’t the dumb nitwit suit most people think he is. I lean back and take in Angel. You know, I say, for a Bureau lady you’re not too bad.




    I’m a Stockholm girl first, Swedish second and a Bureau officer last.




    Very wise, very wise. I adjust my necktie.




    By the way, why doesn’t Henrici ever come down here? she says.




    There’s a bog-door-bang then Frank comes back, sits down then grabs a tissue and wipes the splashes off his brogues.




    Our new recruit here wonders why Henrici never comes to the Munich, I say to him.




    Frank chucks the tissue away. Him? He’s a miserable git that’s why.




    He strikes me as, well, a bit bookish that’s all, says Angel. Very much a solitary type and at ease with his own company.




    Goes on long walks all by himself, I say. A very strange sort of fish eh, Frank?




    Sure is, says Frank. I wouldn’t trust him as far as I could throw him.




    Angel points up at the cuckoo clock above the bar. Honestly, I think we’d better be getting back to work. This will really create a bad impression.




    Calm down, Angel, says Frank with a grin. Every Monday and Wednesday afternoon our Doctor has an appointment in Silom.




    Appointment?




    International relations, I say. You know, of the sticky kind.




    He means, says Frank, Vinkle goes to scr – sleep – with his Burman mia noi…




    That means minor wife, I interject.




    …and he never gets back until three, continues Frank. Same time same day. As regular as that bloody cuckoo up there.




    Frank lets out a long rumbling fart.




    Angel frowns. Charming, she mutters.




    Check-bin! I call to the dek serve, standing off to the side.




    A saucer with a neatly folded bill is placed in front of Frank.




    The dek serve, I say to Angel, thinks the oldest and fattest must be the wealthiest and therefore paying – our Frank here.




    Bollocks to you, Tommy, he says with a grin.




    Here give us that, I say and peer at the bill. Have we really drunk so much in two hours? Those gins knocked the biggest hole mind.




    Frank shakes his head. Spirits, he says, are always the most expensive thing out here…




    I pass the bill to Angel.




    Good grief, is it really that much? she says.




    It always hurts the first time, I say. Anyway it’s a tradition in Siam that the first lunch is always taken care of by the youngest. Show of respect to one’s elders and Confucian in origin. Now don’t look so cheesed off just go and see Frau Stienke the accountant when we get back.




    Why?




    Claim expenses and get your money back, of course.




    I hope I can, she says glumly.




    I help Angel count out the wedge and I chuck in extra shrapnel for the tip. Once it’s sorted we troop outside into the blazing sun and carefully start walk backing to work.




    Don’t forget this Rita Popescu lady, Frank.




    Yes, yes, he says. I’m going back to Chiang Mai tomorrow. I’ll check her out if I’ve got time.




    I pat Frank on the back. I don’t care what the rest of the world thinks, I say. You Swedes are all right.




    Frank shoves me away; I push back my trilby and square up.




    Angel gets in between us, thinking we’re going to have a fight but we laugh it off and carry on walking.




    Anyway, he says putting an arm around Angel’s shoulder, I’m German!




    Christ, am I a dapper chap or what? The City’s very own Henry Rome – or should that be bullshit salesman? Today, I’ve got on my infamous Retro Man as Abstraction look: grey-flecked sports jacket, cream pleated strides, hand-painted silk tie and, of course, my trilby.




    I stride over to Little Wong at the desk, who peers at my tie.




    Mister Sombat painted it for me, I say. I got him to copy it from a painting by a bloke called Paul Klee. It’s called Death and Fire.




    I can see there’s a skull but what are those three stick bits pointing down?




    They express the artist’s inner sense of existential dysfunction.




    Yeah? My kid brother can paint better than this Paul Glee can.




    Klee. Honestly, it’s like throwing pearls to swine around here.




    So where you going, all dressed like that then?




    I’m meeting Rita Popescu in ten minutes, I say. Promised I’d take her out for dinner then I’m seeing Madam Sin about a bloke.




    Miss Popescu ain’t been out her room all day again, he says. If she’s working for someone else she ain’t doing a good job.




    I’ll see you later.




    Outside I find Saigon Sammy rummaging about in a cardboard box, cursing loudly in Polish. I wrinkle my nose and look around. There’s a decaying stink about so either Sammy’s taken his shoes off or something’s died – or perhaps its Macau Mary, who is stood on the other side of the street staring at me with an expression fit to curdle fresh milk.




    Evening, I call over to her.




    She spits out a wad.




    I check my watch: five to seven.




    Ach, Palm Trees! Comrade! Saigon Sammy scuttles over, hand outstretched. A monetary tribute to an old General! Come on there!




    But I’m busy gawping down the street.




    A modest tribute will suffice! Never spurn a veteran of Warsaw!




    Not now Sammy.




    I’m staring hard at Rita Popescu – bloody sure of it – bottom of the soi about to disappear round the corner. I dash down. Bollocks. See the lady hop onto the tram and off it clatters towards the Bund.




    Hey, Uncle Sombat!




    He sees me, claps his hands and sends a young bloke with a bandana to his rickshaw. I clamber in then he straps himself to the harness.




    Follow that tram!




    Did I just say that?




    The tram is well ahead but keeps stopping to pick up passengers and we’re finally catching up by the time we hit the Bund. Sweat beads jerk down the jockey’s back as we career past the tram depot then the tram pulls away, rattles past the exchange and its off in the distance again but a big group of monks flag it down and, incredibly, the jockey steps up a gear and gets faster so now the tram’s less than thirty yards away then it stops on the corner of Soi 19. Someone’s getting off.




    Cher-rist.




    Rita.




    Rita walking into Soi 19.




    We stop. The jockey pulls himself out the harness, sags against a gas lamp and gasps for air as I fumble out my wallet and press his palm with a bunch of notes. Keep the change, pal.




    Now where the hell’s Rita got to?




    I eventually spot her disappearing down a soi next to the church. I race after her, find myself in a soi full of tiny sweat shops and stride on through. Now where? I turn the corner only to smack into this high wall decorated with tiled minarets. I’m struck by a moment of characteristic stupidity on my part then realize I’m on the other side of the parking lot at the back of Tai-Tai Studios. I loosen my tie. Christ, I’m hot as a stoker. Now I’m in pretty good physical condition so how in hell did Rita manage to stay ahead of me? I do a circuit round to the front of the studios, wait for a wagon load of timber to go through then ask security if they’ve seen any foreign ladies. You sure? Bollocks. I walk round a bit more just to be sure but end up scratching my head.




    I trudge off to find a rickshaw to the Munich.




    Daisy’s on the top floor landing fiddling with a hole in her stocking but then sees me. Oi, Palm Trees, she says, Madam’s looking for you.




    That’s good ‘cos I’m looking for her.




    She’s in 425 sorting out a problem.




    OK if I pop in?




    Suppose so, she says, arching her back looking straight at me. Hey, er, you want…?




    No, ta.




    I go upstairs. At the end of the corridor, two Siamese kids, boy and a girl, are playing with a top so I side-step them and nudge the door to 425 open. I watch Madam Sin, cheroot hanging from her gob, go into the bathroom then hear the swish-swank of mop and bucket. I slip in. Room is like a bomb’s hit it with a mattress half off, bottles strewn about, dark stains on the linoleum, limp straps on the bed knobs and a smell of piss.




    Madam Sin steps out the bathroom with her sleeves rolled up, carrying a bucket, and heads for the bed. What’s up, doc? she says as she sees me in the doorway.




    Why don’t you get Daisy to do that? I say.




    Some things are best sorted yourself, she says. Daisy and the others have got gobs on them.




    You were going to find out about the Gempei and Doolally Dong, I say. You remember – Sergeant Miyazaki.




    She puts down the bucket. Come over here and give me a hand, she says. Miyazaki, this is Miyazaki. What a buffalo. The Japs are normally the most polite – more polite than you lot – but not that one and he really hurt Monsoon Maude. She’ll be standing up for a bleeding week.




    I help take off the crusty sheets. So did you find out about Dong?




    He was taken to a shop-house out in Chatuchak.
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