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    Reviews




    “JUST WHEN the reader thinks that the carnage is over, you get another ten pages of pure violence, hatred and instinctual struggle for survival. For Newman’s Bangkok Express is exactly that, noir pulp fiction.”




    Voicu Mihnea Simandan -The Bangkok Trader




    “James Newman’s Bangkok Express is a wild and uneven ride through Thailand’s seedy underbelly - Mr. Newman abuses eternal truths, clichés and painful realities in equal measure and serves up a good beach read. He joins more established writers such as Christopher G. Moore and John Burdett in an exploration of Thailand’s garish netherworld of private eyes, prostitutes, pimps, gangsters, cops and dirty tricks.”




    Tom Vater – Chiang Mai City News.




    “AUTHOR NEWMAN has an eye for detail”




    Lang Reid – Pattaya Mail.


  




  

    AUTHORS NOTE




    THIS IS the second edition of the novel BANGKOK CITY. I would like to thank the following authors, editors, reviewers, designers and friends for their help and support.




    THANKS to Chris Coles who paints Bangkok like none other. Thanks to Christopher G. Moore for leading the way. Thanks to John Daysh for the early encouragement. Thanks to Ujjy at Freedom Fiction for being the first to publish me. Thanks to Kevin Cummings for his continual support, even during my lizard experimentations. Thanks to Steve Rosse for his honesty. Respect to Dean Barrett. Thanks to Mike for the stories, the beef sandwich, and the red wine. Thanks to Torrie and Frankie, my editor and designer. Thanks to the people of Bangkok.


  




  

    ONE




    3rd November 1994




    SUNLIGHT POURED through the open window, and fell on the little girl who was sitting on the dirty mattress in the shack by the canal. An electric fan rattled.




    Pops closed the wooden shutters and with his dirty fingers, he locked the shack door and approached her, a look of hunger was in his eyes.




    The smell of raw sewage from the canal mixed with the chemical whiskey.




    Pops, her uncle, had greasy, black hair hanging to the collar of his filthy yellow shirt. Magic tattoos, images that the monks promised would save his thick, dark, leathery skin from the evil of the town and the city were displayed on his body.




    The monks were wrong, some of the time, or so she decided.




    Monica wore a pair of threadbare orange cotton shorts and a sleeveless Donald Duck T-shirt. Her left eyebrow rose as she held the small wooden box in her tiny fingers. She opened the box.




    A red felt cushioning, imitation velvet, and inside was a double-sided coin.




    The five baht coin was dated, 2455.




    He smiled, took it from her, flipped the coin and it landed head side up on the wooden floor.




    Pops’ black eyes appeared darker than a politician’s heart.




    It was time for their secret.




    Each secret was bigger than the last.




    One day the secret would change everything. The canal would spill her banks; the skies would open up, and occasion the red city to explode up into the oily night sky.




    Monica could keep a secret. She had to. Her life depended on it.




    He pushed her onto the bed. She shut her eyes tightly as the red sky opened up.




    The canals overflowed.




    The tears were ordinary. Secret tears.


  




  

    TWO




    3rd October 2010




    THE HOTEL was guest-friendly with hourly rates, and had enough room to swing a cat if it were a small cat, and you wanted to swing it. The bed had seen more action than Arnold Schwarzenegger and the chair had seen more assholes than a retired proctologist.




    Tour brochures labelled the room mid-range. Joe had forgotten most of the weeks and months that he’d been living in that mid-range hotel.




    The Red Night Zone, a maze of neon reds, pinks and blues, knots of snakes, nests of rats, plagues of cockroaches, dishonest guides, backstabbing bargirls, temperamental taxi drivers, and murderous market traders. Monsters intent on steering the uninitiated into disasters and despair: funnelling the lost into their own dark disillusions.




    Joe Dylan, lamp-boy, was trying to shepherd the weak and vulnerable away from the darkness.




    That was the idea.




    Ideas were like raindrops.




    Cases fell from the sky and landed with a thud. He picked them up and looked at them. He dug about in vice and got a nose for it. He was a fraud investigator turned private asshole. How much lower could you get?




    Fidelity, lack of, missing persons, balcony jumpers, piss artists, families of piss artists, and assholes looking for answers.




    For some, the answer was a twenty-dollar hooker. For some, it was chicken fried rice, and for others it was a temple on top of a mountain, a prayer mat and a yoga routine.




    Some liked the cockroaches, meat on a stick, cold cans of coffee, raw sewage, broken sidewalks, and tantric meditation. Sometimes the answer was a small hot room and four blank walls with a bottle of pills and a pint of tiger sweat. For some, the answer was simple.




    Jump.




    They were all looking for answers in a city where there weren’t any. Just a new stack of questions.




    Questions like:




    What was she doing in his bed?




    Monica.




    Naked.




    In his bed.




    One hand rubbing her mascara-smeared eyelids and the other hand stroking through her hair. Last night she lit up the city like a perfect disaster. She stole hearts, dug graves, and danced as if it was the last time.




    The last time of all.




    Skin smooth and brown like a copperhead. The kind of nose that girls bought in back alleys from unlicensed surgeons with shaky hands and shady degrees. A nose was cheap in the city, the same price as a good Italian meal or a return flight to one of the islands.




    The kind of legs that couldn’t be bought.




    Long, perfect.




    Her hair was a beehive at night, but in the morning, it was a crime scene. “You know...,” she said.




    “What do we know?” Joe said sitting up in the bed, “You’re one hell of a dancer and I’m a washed out investigator.”




    He wished it wasn’t true.




    They’d been cast in the wrong movie, just waiting for the director to wrap it up. They’d return to real life, happy together in some small town with air that you could breathe without choking, and traffic that flowed places where you could take your mother.




    But who was he kidding?




    She was a neon ballerina, a danseur. She didn’t have a mother. She needed paying. The money wasn’t his and that rather blurred the issue.




    It wasn’t his money.




    “You and me, we know more about this city than most guide-books or travel agents,” she said sitting up. “But I know one thing you don’t know, Mr. Detective, it’s a little secret that I heard about,” she smiled mischievously as Joe glanced over. His eyes drank in those well-behaved breasts and that Khmer tattoo; the one that looked like a tiger had gently scratched her right shoulder blade with ink-dipped claws. Buddhist monks designed them at the temples and branded the laypeople in return for donations. Supposed to warn away evil. She was a well-built woman and a tattoo could never change that.




    “There’s many,” Joe told her, “secrets are like mosquitoes. They hover around and then they land on you and bite. Some make you mad like malaria and some just kinda irritate.”




    “I met the devil. She has a secret.”




    “Stephen King says you’re only as evil as your secrets.”




    “Who is this Stephen King?”




    “He has it all figured out. The rest of them are just scratching around in the dirt. Most of us can’t even separate the pepper from the mouse shit.”




    “But there’s a big secret, Joe,” she raised that left eyebrow. The one that moved indecently. Men forgot about wives, jobs, families, bank balances when that eyebrow shifted. Men gave up promising careers, snubbed lifelong friends, and took up poetry and finger-painting.




    Men made birdhouses and sang rock ballads in the street. Men skipped through fields of daisies and petted woodland animals.




    Men did all of these things and more because of women like Monica.




    She was a worker.




    A showgirl.




    Useless junk like houses, cars, and baseball-card collections disappeared backstage the moment that eyebrow began to budge northwards. She was the bringer of hope in a better world. She was an ice-cream cone melting in the hand of a little girl.




    “Monica, you grew up an orphan in the city of sin. If you say there’s a secret, it’s probably worth hearing. Kwam Lap arai? What is this big secret?” Joe brushed away a strand of her hair from his arm. He eased himself up, reached over to the vanity next to the bed, and picked up a glass of water.




    He drank it down.




    Monica spoke: “There’s two ways to make people love you. One’s a secret and the other involves cash.”




    “Isn’t there a third way?” Joe drank the rest of the water and put the empty glass back down on the vanity.




    Tasted like hell.




    “Yes, but that’s real love, and that only happens on TV, in the movies, maybe in Europe or America where the rich people live. Rich people don’t have to love for money, because they have enough of it already,” she said languidly, while scratching her right thigh with a painted fingernail.




    “Rich people love for money, Monica. It’s just more money that’s all. There’s no such thing as enough money. Especially if you’re rich.”




    Monica’s eyes narrowed and she playfully poked out her tongue. Joe listened to the muffled voice of a trader peddling fruit on the street just outside the window. Joe figured the fruit peddler had it all worked out.




    The fruit peddler knew more about the street than the fruits that peddled it.




    Joe spoke, “Monica, let me tell you a story. A story about money. There was this guy, a Russian client, not the coolest beer in the fridge and no oil painting neither. He wound up hooked by a professional that used to work the road. When I say hooked, I mean like a Marlin. He was a big fish you understand. Could have been a millionaire. Rich family rolling around in old oil money. This broad took him for the lot, including the shirt from his back. It was an expensive shirt, you understand - Italian. Shame what happened to him. He could have inherited a fortune. Instead, he ended up inheriting the streets of Bangkok, rolling around in the trash, the cockroaches, and the super-rats. The family cut him loose. He was an embarrassment. That’s why men hire me. To stop women like you from taking them for everything.” Joe paused for a moment and then continued, “Funny how woman’s nest-building tends to end up with men’s wing’s being neatly clipped. This Russian bird couldn’t fly away. Hopeless on the ground. The last anyone saw of Vladimir, he was begging on the streets for a ticket somewhere, anywhere, away from Bangkok City.”




    “What happened to the lady?”




    “There was no lady. The female beneficiary married a Swede and settled down on one of the islands. Started a pleasure boat business. Called it, From Russia with Love.”




    “You don’t like your job, Joe?” Monica purred mockingly. She reached under the covers. “I think that lady have bigger brain than man from Russia. I like her.”




    “Well, she who dies with the most toys wins, honey.” He touched her under the cover. Her body was cold. “She was a bitch, but she never said she wasn’t.”




    “One day I want to have a boat and sail around the world,” she beamed like a Siamese eyeballing a tub of freshly clotted cream. She didn’t know much about the world.




    She just knew she wanted to see, it.




    That smile, it had so many rehearsals and so many deliveries that it looked almost natural. Maybe it was.




    Most women were actors and the ones that weren’t, hadn’t gotten their lines oiled.




    All cats were grey at night.




    Amateurs found real love, or so they thought.




    Pros bathed in deception.




    It was the pro-amateur hook up that was the most dangerous.




    Often the John never got that he was one. He thought it was love. Shit, they all played the game. Young. Old. Rich. Poor. They played the game. Monica’s script was written years ago and the film was already in the can. She was looking for the guy that could save her from all the demons in the city. All Joe had was an expired air-ticket and a bitch-load of hard-earned wisdom to offer her. She would play the game. She knew the rules. Joe didn’t have the ticket to ride. He could only deal with reality, and reality was a bitch, but it was the only bitch he had.




    Monica lay down and stared at the ceiling. She wouldn’t get him.




    Joe was on a roll:




    “You see, Monica, Bangkok City is one big game of spider and the fly with neon lights, fake watches and wooden frogs that croak when you scratch their crooked backs with a stick. Bangkok’s a giant processing machine that sucks up innocence and generosity through a green and red seven-eleven straw, and spits out corruption and greed on the streets. Baby, you see all these fresh-faced teenagers arriving from upcountry with ideas of making it to the top through the bars. Forget it. Most end up working the streets where they stay until returning to rural destitution shaking their sorry heads. Some fluke it after scratching the backs of a few thousand frogs and hatching a dose of herpes. They end up rubbing the right ego at the right time. Cured like a Texas farmer hitting black gold while planting beets. Once they get the condo, the car, the house in the village and the iPhone, they go get a check-up. They got the big A. Was it worth it? Who knows? Why worry about something that may happen in ten years when you could be dead tomorrow. Only the very few ever make it. It’s a numbers game and the odds aren’t pretty. It’s like taking a shot at becoming a Hollywood star, booking singing lessons, or playing the state lottery. These things are probably predetermined by some bigwig up there calling the shots. If there’s a way to cheat the odds, I’d sure like to know about it.”




    “Maybe there is, Joe?”




    “Okay, kid. You got me beat. What’s this secret?” He asked her again. She climbed over him and stood by the bed naked. Joe looked at her. Heavenly. Twenty-four years old with a mouth made for kissing and legs made for dancing.




    “It wouldn’t be a secret if I told you, would it?” She teased and then walked the four steps to the bathroom. She opened the door, walked through it, and closed it behind her. Joe listened to water splashing on her almond-colour skin for the length of time it took him to realize he had a weakness for a neon-ballerina, who could turn his whole mango-shaped world in a Bangkok City heartbeat.


  




  

    THREE




    THE TELEPHONE rang. It was one of those old rotary jobs with a curly cord that tied itself in knots. Joe stood and picked it up from its place on the vanity next to the bed while checking his reflection in the mirror. Sobriety vanished the beer belly and his features were sharper. There were times in his past he would prefer to forget. Bar-fights, crazy women, popping pills, rolling joints, licking toads, and shaky mornings, had all taken their toll. The years spent cleaning dirty money. The flights, the assignments, and the danger were behind him. It would take a gun to the head to convince Joe to return to the poison. A gun held by a woman or a man with enough juice inside to squeeze the trigger. The booze was history. He spoke, “Hello.”




    “Hi, Joe, this is Michael. Were you receiving my e-mail?”




    “Uh huh… yeah… I am working on the case as we speak,” Joe told the German truthfully. He didn’t tell Michael that the case was naked and was showering in his bathroom.




    Michael sounded dissatisfied: “Look, Joe, marriage is ze big commitment. I cannot stop thinking about Monica. I worry, Joe, what if she really isn’t liking me? What if she is just for spending my money? She hasn’t spoken to me since my last payment to her. I need proof, Mr. Dylan. I need one photograph. Only one. You could tell me anything and take my Euro. I need proof! If I don’t have the proof, I will have to come and see for myself and prove it myself. Or I will do something– something very, very…”




    “Okay… sir… try to relax, I’ll have the report to you in twenty-four hours… I’ll get those photographs you want…Let me wake up first, okay… Yes… Okay… Good day.” Click. Joe placed the hand-piece back on the cradle, reckoning he could either save the old man a container-load of money, or let him get hitched with the hottest pole-greaser in Fun City.




    It was a tough choice.




    Michael was one of those suckers that came to Bangkok and fell in love with a woman of bar stock. They cut a deal. She needed money and he had it. For a monthly payment, she would remain as faithful as a Labrador. He works hard and sends over the currency. Now she’s got her claws into the next gullible foreigner. A thousand lies later, the John begins to get suspicious. Why does she never pick up the phone? Why does she only ever speak about money? He gets in touch with Joe or someone just as shady. Joe gives it to them straight. Some foreign men married Thai women. Some thought they were a loving, generous husband. They were a career, a client, a job, medical family insurance, pension scheme. A dental care plan. One steady customer who paid the bills and smiled while he did so.




    Michael’s future bride walked back into the room, fresh from her shower with a towel wrapped around her waist. Topless, she smiled lazily in the mirror as she stood there dripping water on the carpet. Joe picked up his camera. It was a hundred-dollar point-and-shoot digital number. He clicked off a couple of pictures. She was into it. Lost, wicked, sexy, surprised.




    Secretive.




    “So what’s this secret?”




    “You’re the private dick, right? You work it out.” She smiled. “Who was that on the telephone? Was it Michael?” She dropped the towel to reveal her helplessness. She put her hands on her hips and posed for a couple more shots that wouldn’t make it into Michael’s report. She combed her fingers through her hair while squeezing her breasts together. She crouched down and looked up at the camera. She was a wayward creature with an impish smile. She had an angel’s face. She was perfect, almost…




    “You know, baby, you’re breaking your fiancée’s heart.” Joe almost added, and mine.




    “Ex-fiancée, you can tell Michael I’m sleeping around, I don’t care, we’re finished,” she picked up a pair of frayed jean-shorts from the floor and slipped them up those pins. “I don’t need him anymore.” No panties. Next, a pair of knee-length leather cowboy boots. Tassels running down the sides. She stood like that before Joe, a topless Thai cowgirl. “I just want to make myself beautiful for a moment,” she told him sitting at the vanity, “is that okay, Joe?”




    “That’s just fine with me, baby,” he watched her towel dry that hair and begin the make-up routine. Catching his reflection in the mirror, she smiled and raised that eyebrow again. An invisible wire ran between that eyebrow and Joe’s ticker. He felt it tug. What was he?




    A puppet?




    Please...




    “Pay me, please,” she said, and Joe opened his wallet. He pulled out three purple fives.




    “What about this secret?”




    “Later. I’ll tell you about it later, Joe.” She took the money. She walked towards the door. Once she got there, she turned. “I worry about you, Joe. It seems like you messed up inside. You should go to the temple in Bang Na. Ask for Abbot Adjarn. He’s a teacher and a monk. I think you will like him. He’s a little bit crazy just like you. I think he can help you, Joe.”




    Before he could protest, the door had closed. He listened to her walk down the corridor and out of his life. The high heels clicked on the marbled tiles like a knife on a chopping board. The sound of a two-stroke motorbike waiting outside coughed to a start and pulled away.




    She had gone.




    Her ghost remained.


  




  

    FOUR




    YOU SEE a man on the bed. He kicks off his shoes and lights a cigarette. Who would smoke in Bangkok? You guess he just needed a vice. The city’s pollution wasn’t giving him the hit he required. You watch a gecko lizard hang upside down from the ceiling, waiting for a passing mosquito before falling with a splat to the floor. You think it’s artistic. Outside the window, two hawkers argue over territory. Suddenly, their voices are smothered by a blast of construction, another new hotel on the opposite block.




    Inside the room, a Venus flytrap. Another fly escapes her jaws. You look at it. The flytrap that is. There’s a gift tag still attached. A present from a female client. The gift symbolic of something that you don’t understand. Something about faithfulness perhaps. Most expats used the bars and the ones that didn’t, were worse. They were liars too.




    Bar lizards, and mongers.




    The hotel room is bleak. You’ve stayed in bleaker rooms than the average bargirl, enjoying each miserable room more than the next. It all depended on the company. Years of trying to change mind-sets with different rooms, possessions, companions and beliefs, proved futile. Different boyfriends, girlfriends, and governments came and went but the general state of ennui remained the same. The Thais have a T-shirt with a slogan on the front - Same shit, different day.




    The man switched on his Sony netbook.




    Mr. Dylan :)




    I am here in Thailand for the first time. First of all, it’s so hot! And smelly! The bathroom doesn’t have a proper flush! And no toilet paper! Hellooo! How can you survive in a place like this?




    My Dad works over here and has a place in Bangkok! Mummy sent me over to check up on things. Plus it’s my gap year, so I really want to do some real travelling while I still can. Not seen too much yet, but went to the huge clothes market at Pratunam today. Picked up some really cool stuff, accessories, accessories!




    Dad says his apartment is too small for me to stay in and he works long hours. So here I am on KohSan road! What a place! Swamped with hippies and gap-year students:)




    Here’s the problem: I think that Daddy has a girlfriend who is a Thai, and that’s why he doesn’t want me to stay with him at his apartment. I think he is living with a Thai woman. Hello? Can we meet and talk about Thai women? My future may depend on it! How can I let everything that Mom and I worked for, go to a Bangkok hooker? I’ll be here in Bangkok for a week, and hopefully we can meet for a slim latte with cream and discuss how to stop Daddy from marrying and ruining my life! I hope you can help. You may be our only hope. : )




    Please let me know when we can meet and talk about Daddy. Starbucks is good for me (khao San Road).




    Thanking you very big,




    Janey.




    The man wrote back to her telling her to send him the address of the apartment and he’d have it staked out.




    He opened the window and let in the stench of Bangkok City. When you first arrived years ago, you hated the smell of raw sewage, fried foods, diesel fumes, sun-dried fish and incense sticks. The smell wafted up from the drains, and bellowed out from food-carts, spat out by exhausts.




    You love it now.




    The stench keeps you grounded. It smells bad, but it is your bad smell.




    You recalled that incident with a shudder. You had been okay at first. It was no big deal. Secrets were everywhere. Liars were everywhere.




    Ghosts were everywhere.


  




  

    FIVE




    10th October 2000




    DISAPPEARED.




    Simply vanished.




    The streets of Bangkok destroyed her.




    He searched everywhere. The Prakanong canal, the mom and pop shops, her friend’s shacks along the river, under the bridge, On Nut, Ban Jack, and Udom Suk. He searched the dirt fields where the children rode their bicycles, and the roads where they played ball. He checked the schools and the temples.




    Nothing.




    She had disappeared.




    Pops packed a bag. A change of clothes. The lucky coin. A bottle of Nam pla. He walked the streets day and night. He slept under bridges at night, and rested on concrete benches during the day. He spent all his money. All except the magic coin. He kept the magic coin. She had given it to him. She had found it in the street.




    His angel.




    Office workers and factory girls gave him coins as he begged in the mornings. The market vendors poured white whiskey into plastic bags of soda filled with ice. Stallholders gave him rice and sometimes meat and vegetables. They wished him well as he staggered through the labyrinth of alleyways and the maze of canals, the secret roads that made up the great giant circuitry system of Krung Thep. He travelled every inch of concrete covering the great modern city.




    And then he saw her.




    He was standing at a whiskey stall that day. Large glass jars filled with spiced rum. She was wearing a tight fitting pair of shorts and a small figure-hugging T-shirt. She had an expensive mobile telephone in her hand. Her hair was styled into a sixties beehive. She looked sensational. How many years had passed?




    Two?




    Three?




    Five?




    She was now a woman. The heavens had opened and an angel spoke, “Pops, what are you doing here?”




    “I was looking for you, my angel,” he said.




    Monica’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the old man. “You want to play our secret game again, Pops?”




    The old man’s eyes glistened. His hands felt moist and clammy.




    How she had grown.


  




  

    SIX




    6th October 2010




    SINCE MONICA left, Joe hadn’t been killing time. He had been forensically dissecting it.




    Dreams.




    Nightmares.




    Visions.




    A beehive and a cute eyebrow. She danced like a ghost.




    How did ghosts dance?




    Viciously insane. That was it. Insane. Vicious.




    Her face glanced at him, withering exotically cruel. Her body movements were slow, meaningful, and enticing. Somehow, he had kept away from the blower. The touch of her skin. She abandoned herself. Eventually, he stood up and made it to the sink, splashing cold water on his face.




    She was gone.




    He walked back into the bedroom.




    Outside, the sun was setting with shades of purple glimmering through venetian blinds. The light reflected on the opposite wall. Prison bars over the jaws of the carnivorous pot-plant. It was a Dali nightmare. A new age mystic’s wet dream. The walls were closing in, Slowly…




    …The hotel receptionist called. Joe had a visitor. Send them up, he mumbled. There was a knock on the door. Joe opened it. French perfume. A long pair of pins and a slim waist. He looked at her face. Blue eyes. Blonde hair. A mouth that pouted by default.




    Like raindrops, beautiful women were every-where.




    Like raindrops, only a few ever landed on you. They would either soak into your constitution or drip away into that puddle of other former love disasters drying out; dying in the sun of realization.




    Blondes were a rarity in Bangkok, but so were four-leaf clovers or a good porterhouse steak. Honest agents. Meticulous lawyers. Competent doctors. They were all rare.




    As were blondes.




    Her dress was a short designer number and her legs were wrapped in black fishnet-stockings. Her hair suggested the golden age of Hollywood that never gave up the ghost. Blue eyes. Lips painted red. If Ferrari did females, she was one of the sportier models. Her mother spent her winters in Dubai where she bred racehorses. Joe’s Mom was from Detroit and betted on them.




    She walked into the dive and looked around. He asked her if he could help her. She smiled pleasantly and spoke. “You’re a private detective, is this right? Well, I am having a problem and I am thinking you are the one to help me. The police officers are useless. You were recommended. A friend of a friend told me about you. They told me you solved a case down on the islands?”




    “I don’t have any friends. Especially on the island.” This was true. Joe’s only friend, James Hale, had moved to Pattaya where he played in the pool league and sold real estate. He had more success with the former than the latter.




    The blonde knew who he was. She had one of Joe’s business cards to prove it. She weaved the card around her thumb and forefingers. “Perhaps I am having too many friends. She was found inside an apartment, early this morning. She’s dead.” Her accent was European, Scandinavian. Her accent was self-assembled furniture and welfare security.




    “Suicide?”




    “Maybe. She was found hanging there. Apparently, I need to talk with you.” She peered into the room again. She took it all in. The smell of expensive cigarettes and cheap whores. Ghosts of previous lays. “Is there somewhere else we can talk?” She looked around once more. “You actually live here?”




    “It’s only temporary until I win the national lottery.”




    “You certainly look like a winner,” she smiled admiring the Venus flytrap.




    “It’s carnivorous. Sit down.” Joe motioned to the bed.




    “Thank you.” The blonde sat gingerly on the edge of the bed. Joe sat on the nearby vanity stool and tried to act casual. He caught a glance of that thigh under her black lace tights. He looked directly at her. She had the kind of face that poets and artists got excited about during the renaissance. Those men of paper and paint became infatuated with the woman. They created their finest works in her honour before throwing their starving bodies in the Seine and splashing around in some half-assed suicide attempt. Some women in this world have the goods to make you do crazy things, Joe thought. Swim in the ocean, buy expensive gifts, and chew over picnic locations. Some men got married, some have kids, and some lop-off an ear lobe. This woman was the type who carelessly peddled such ideas to strangers and the thing was, she knew it. The truth is that a man can be happy and stay sane with any woman unless she has that kind of power over him. Once he is caught, he is no freer than a caged tiger in a temple zoo and is just as happy at being thrown the odd lump of meat. She looked at Joe’s business card once more before it disappeared back into her purse.




    “So they call you, Dylan? That’s cute. So, Dylan, what’s your opinion of Japanese food?”




    “I’m pro Japanese food and you can call me Joe.”




    “Okay, Joe. I know a place on soi Ekamai. It’s expensive and exclusive. Frequented by the cream of Bangkok society.”




    “In my experience, the cream of society is just that, rich and thick.”




    “And you?”




    “Poor and hungry.”




    The blonde looked Joe up and down with an anthropological eye and said: “Well, are you going to get changed? Or are you going out like that?”




    Joe stood and checked his reflection in the dusty mirror. Boot-cut faded blue jeans torn at the hem and a pinstripe casual shirt that hadn’t felt the hot side of an iron since the last military coup.




    “The Japanese aren’t fussy about dress codes, but we might have to remove our shoes,” Joe said.




    “In your case, it might be compulsory.” She looked down at his rat-bitten brothel creepers.




    “I’ll do fine like this. Trust me.”




    She blinked slowly in the hope that upon opening her eyes, he would be wearing an Armani suit and a pair of D&G loafers, but she was kidding herself.




    “Let’s go,” Joe grabbed his keys and opened the door. He asked her to lead the way and followed those never-ending pins down the hotel stairs, through the lobby, and out of the hotel onto the street.




    Outside, a deaf mute market trader held a conversation with a suit-pusher. The mute and the tailor used their own series of pantomimes and exaggerated gestures like Parisian street artists. The mute told the tailor the story of a python coming up through a drainage outlet attacking a street kid.




    Joe hailed a yellow and green taxi. Inside, the persistent smell of thousands of fares driven around the Zone. Alcohol and cheap perfume. Second-hand cigarettes. They crawled slowly through the Sukhumvit traffic and took a left at soi Ekamai. The restaurant stood inside the mouth of the soi. They were just outside the Zone. The Zone was that strip of twenty blocks from Nana, down to Washington Square where the tourists exercised their fantasies in beer bars, cathouses, and massage parlours. Outside the Zone, there were places you could take your family, if you had one, and you wanted to take them there.




    Joe didn’t, and he wouldn’t if he had.


  




  

    SEVEN




    THE RESTAURANT was set back from the main road behind a large parking bay. The white building sparkled, lit by the fairy lights that hung around the entrance porch. They stepped out of the taxi and approached. Gravel crunched underfoot as they walked through the double doors.




    Almost empty.




    “The cream of society hasn’t made it here yet,” Joe said.




    She got it, but didn’t smile.




    They took a table in the far corner near the bar with a view across the restaurant. A dozen teak tables were as evenly spaced as mortician’s slabs. Two of them occupied by Japanese executives dressed in London pinstripes. A network of brass pipes, air-conditioning ducts, white plaster – some of it flaking from the walls where watercolours on rice paper hung; oriental butterflies hovered and exotic storks waded. Lotus flowers blossomed from aqua blue lily-padded ponds. Tropical lizards languidly lounged under the shade of flowering trees. For some, it passed as paradise.




    He asked her what she was drinking. She said beer. He ordered her an Asahi, and for him, a soda water, no ice. The waitress wore a purple kimono with her hair held up by two wooden pins. Joe rattled off an order of seafood and meats. She wrote it all down and hovered back to the kitchen.




    “You surprise me, Joe. I thought you’d be a drinker,” she said, “you have a drinkers face. Don’t all detectives drink?”




    “Never met one that doesn’t.”




    “But you don’t?”




    “I used to. I had to quit.”




    “I can see it now. A lot of expats drink, isn’t it so?”




    “It’s the tropics. Either the drink brought them to the tropics or the tropics brought them to the drink. Never figured out which one it is. The thing to do here is to not sweat over the little stuff.” The waitress returned with the drinks and poured the golden liquid into her frosted glass. “Do you have a name?” He asked.




    “Carina. I was born in Denmark. Copenhagen. I moved to England for university. I came to Thailand two years ago for teaching English. I first taught in a government high school and then I took on students privately…”




    “I see,” Joe said. All he could see was a classroom full of drooling schoolboys. “Tell me about the deceased.”




    “Wait. Where are you from?” She asked.




    “All over,” he told her. “I’m too uncouth to be considered European and the Asians won’t have me. I grew up on a diet of American books and cinema. I’m international. My mother was a Gypsy and my father was a Jew.”




    “What does that make you?”




    “A tight-fisted, thieving bastard, with a sense of humour. Tell me about the girl.”




    “I’m sorry about your parents.”




    “It was a long time ago. Spill.”




    “She was one of my students. Did you see the news bulletin?”




    “I don’t watch the news. Tell me about it. She was found swinging? Sounds legit to me. Lots of folks do the dance here. Difficult for someone to set up a hanging and frankly, pointless in this country. You could shove them off a bridge or out a thirtieth floor window and grease a few palms. This is Thailand, honey, life is cheap. I can’t see anybody taking the time and care over a set-up like that. Why do you think she was pushed?”




    “Instinct,” she said.




    “Instinct is reason’s retarded little cousin. The one that nobody plays with. I’ve instinctively made some bad choices. Instinct led me to some dark places. Lost me some good friends. Judgements are a better way to go, but even then, you can’t be sure...”




    “I knew her. We were close, very close... A ‘sleeping dictionary,’ I think they call it.”




    Joe waited for her to continue. She didn’t, so he asked: “Who killed her?”




    “That, I do not know. She was such a sweet girl. I cannot think who would want to kill her. After she left, something strange happened.”




    “Yes?”




    “A black dog came to my home.”




    “What’s so strange about that? Thailand’s full of strange black dogs.”




    “A black dog is a universal omen of doom,” she said.




    “So is a glock 17. Forget the dog. Forget the doom. The dog and the doom have about as much bearing on this, as the pictures on the wall of this restaurant have on the food we are about to eat. A distraction and nothing more. You said you were close? Listen Carina, I will be blunt with you here; sleeping with someone doesn’t mean you know them any better than the next person. Maybe you weren’t close. The guy who sold her fruit from the market that day, or the woman who did her hair in the afternoon probably has a better idea what went down that day. They were close. Closer. This is life. The more time we spend with someone in a bubble of lust, the less we know them for what they really are. If there’s love involved, then the waters are even muddier. I would take a bet that your image of her and the real her, are two different people. People with different hopes, dreams and aspirations. People who were not working with each other’s interests at heart. Enemies. They killed each other: suicide.”
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