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    All characters and events depicted at American Embassy Bangkok 




    are fictional and are not based on real people.


  




  

    The Kissinger Detail




    October 1973




    Tel Aviv, Israel




    To diplomat Axel Trink, a life-long bachelor who had spent most of his free time in the company of hookers and belly dancers, Jo Bateman was an angel. In the Hilton Tel Aviv penthouse “control room,” he made a final test of the base station and said to Jo, “Our job is to set up a temporary radio network for the use of State Department security, code-named SY, to guard Henry K and his entourage. The SY agents will carry small handheld two-way radios with surveillance kits—along with their weapons.”




    The cloak and dagger aspect of her new job filled Jo’s face with intrigue. “I’ve got a lot to learn in the Foreign Service,” her skittish voice admitted.




    Axel had been infatuated with the rookie telecommunications technician from the moment he had picked her up at Ben Gurion International that morning. She had an hour-glass figure that bore not an ounce of fat, and wore a white pants suit that fit her perfectly. He gave her a coy smile and barked into the two-way security radio, “Mother Goose, this is Grumpy Dwarf, over,” and waited for the SY chief to respond.




    Over the next few days Axel and Jo became an inseparable pair. He taught her the nuances of State Department telecommunications during twelve-hour work days and rewarded her with nightly visits to the eateries along Tel Aviv’s Dizengoff Street. Jo, with those golden-brown curls hanging like the gardens of Babylon, stood a good deal taller, but he never sensed it was an issue with her. She learned fast and surprised him daily with her technical knowledge of the temporary radio systems they had installed around the city.




    One evening at a sidewalk café he casually asked her about OC’s mission. She laid down her beer, swallowed and then spewed out the regulations verbatim. She paused, took a deep breath and said, “The Office of Communications, within the Department of State, is responsible for providing facilities to afford protection in transit of classified information transmitted electrically and via diplomatic pouches.”




    Axel stifled his impulse to laugh. “Wow! I’m impressed,” he said, awed at how this fair maiden had the wherewithal to recall the words of the mission verbatim. Those blue-sky eyes, the coy flawless face, the whole package boasted I’ve got more.




    “The regulations don’t tell you OC is also responsible for providing security radio support during Secretary Kissinger’s visits abroad. Meanwhile, our regular job is to establish, coordinate, and support radio networks at every diplomatic mission for E&E, escape and evacuation. This job’s a lot more than the regs stipulate—I practically live out of a suitcase.”




    “Axel, I’m just so fortunate to have you as my trainer on my first international temporary duty.”




    He smiled. “We call it TDY,” pointing a thumb to his heart, “And this guy has had his share. I’ve filled up the pages of four diplomatic passports with entry and exit visas.” He didn’t tell her he had had his wrists slapped a few times during his six years with the Foreign Service. He equated his wrongdoings to the electronic files on the new computer systems he had read about in Popular Mechanics. They could simply be erased.




    Let’s see ... the first time was for cheating on those travel vouchers...




    Midway through the detail, Axel and Jo ran into Russell Blake at the embassy. Russell, a security officer, like Axel attached to the American Embassy Cairo, acted as security liaison between the SY agents from SECSTATE and the American Embassy Tel Aviv. The embassy policeman invited both of them to dinner, and they agreed to meet in the Hilton lounge.




    Before Jo arrived, Axel pulled the tall, fair-haired diplomat off to the side and explained his feelings for the junior officer. Russell laughed. “Don’t worry, Axel, I’ll try not to exert too much charm over Miss Bateman.”




    Axel reminded Russell about his Egyptian friend in Alexandria, who wouldn’t wait long for Russell’s Mercedes 450SL. He had convinced the security officer to buck embassy policy and sell the car on the Egyptian economy for roughly three times what it cost, before Russell’s reassignment. Unbeknownst to Russell, Axel stood to reap a sizable share of the profit.




    Jo arrived wearing a radiant smile that could have replaced the Hilton’s chandelier. Her black silky dress caused Axel’s heart to flutter and turned the heads of passersby. Russell beamed and adjusted his shoulders to show off his beige silk jacket. Axel had to admit, the guy had a certain debonair charm about him.




    Russell had ordered a limo to chauffeur them to dinner at a five-star restaurant, and Jo was so impressed that she was visibly struck with excitement. Axel cursed himself for not planning ahead, since he was wearing the same leisure suit he had put on this morning.




    After a few glasses of wine Jo loosened up and seemed fascinated by Russell’s “war stories.” Axel was quite taken back by the change in her behavior. The Israeli customers at the next table had glanced over a few times after Jo’s outbursts. Russell encouraged her show of emotion and seemed richly entertained by her effervescence. Jo was quite clearly blown away by how fabulous the meal was. The suave security man stirred the air with his index finger and the waiter hustled over and poured more wine.




    Afterwards, Axel escorted Jo up to her room at the Hilton.




    “Axel, you’re so sweet. What’s this?”




    He backed her into the door of room 117 and held out the carving in his hand. “I worked on it during my spare time. It’s a remembrance of your visit to Tel Aviv.”




    She clutched the heart, made from the olive wood of trees found on the hills above Jerusalem, to her breast. He had sacrificed hours of sleep to carve the intricate patterns on the heart along with Jo’s name and the date of the security detail.




    The bewildered look on Jo’s face could only be erased by his kiss. He moved in for a special moment, but she surprised him.




    Josephine Bateman burped.




    The garlic odor flooded his senses.




    “Axel, I’m so sorry,” she blurted out. “I don’t know what to say.” She gave him a quick peck on the cheek, opened the door and ran into her room.




    “Good night, Jo,” Axel called after her, his heart pounding.




    “Good night, Axel, dear,” she said before the door slammed shut.




    Axel accepted the burp as just an accident. He leapt aboard cloud nine and floated down the hall. He wanted to shout, “I love Jo,” for everyone to hear. Perhaps he would sing it into his handheld radio for all the SY agents to hear. Better yet, he would confess to Henry Kissinger and Golda Meir of his love for Josephine Bateman.




    The detail wound down and Jo twice refused his offer for lunch on Dizengoff Street. This baffled him, given her “kiss” and his priority message to OC, a glowing report on Jo’s outstanding performance. She had managed the installation of a second radio repeater atop one of the hotels that enabled the special agents to communicate over their security radios when Kissinger’s entourage traveled to a coastal resort.




    On the last evening Axel quaffed a few beers at the Stanley hotel bar before walking over to the Hilton hotel flower shop. He made a pit stop at the restroom, combed his hair over the bald spot and smiled. Jo wouldn’t be able to resist him tonight. He might even get her into bed.




    He walked down the seventh-floor hallway of the Hilton with an extra bounce in his step and whistled Jim Croce’s tune, “Bad, Bad Leroy Brown.” Rounding a corner, he saw Jo’s room number, paused, and took a deep breath. As he approached the door, a sense of foreboding overcame him. He put his free hand against the door, half expecting it to be warm from a raging fire within.




    Although the door felt cool to his touch he felt a slight tremor. He leaned forward and heard two voices laughing on the other side. Instead of knocking on the door, he laid the bouquet of roses down on the welcome mat, steadied his wobbly legs, and listened.




    Jo’s playful laughter ran up the inside of the door. A slow-moving sensuous fog from deep within her throat crawled down the shaking door.




    “Oh, darn,” Jo’s voice called out.




    “You spilled the wine,” the unmistakable voice of Russell Blake said in a giddy tone.




    “Not the wine. Look, Axel’s heart fell on the floor.”




    “It’ll mend,” Russell said.




    He heard them laugh, and then Jo’s voice cooed, “Axel’s such a sweetheart, but he gives me the creeps sometimes.”




    “Just don’t tell him about us,” Russell said.




    “Are you kidding?” Jo said, her voice making a gurgling sound.




    The door began to shake again.




    “He’s bound to find out sooner or later,” Jo’s husky voice declared.




    She was right there, against the door.




    “Oh Russell, do you love me?”




    The door rattled in its frame. “I love everything about the Foreign Service,” Russell’s voice quivered.




    A pause left Jo an opportunity to question Russell’s reply but Axel only heard a long sigh synchronized to the cadence of the creaking door. He endured the torture until the two gasped in unison and the door threatened to leap from its hinges.




    His world crumbled in ruins, he picked up the roses and marched down the hall. He stuffed the bouquet into a trash barrel near the elevator and gave the receptacle a swift kick.




    You’ll both get yours, but let’s start with Russell, who’s about to run into unforeseen difficulties selling his Mercedes S-Class on the black market in Cairo.


  




  

    CHAPTER ONE




    Seven years later in Bangkok…




    On Valentine’s Day, Axel Trink weighed the conversations in the President Hotel lobby. The fate of the Moscow Olympics took precedence over Thai Prime Minister Kriangsak’s teetering government, although both lost out to the rumor that the French ambassador’s wife had returned to Paris—pregnant—after an affair with a Thai movie star.




    He paced the lobby’s red carpet, waiting for his boss, Josephine Bateman; the same Jo who had played him for a fool in Tel Aviv. The Office of Communication’s rising star, OC’s top bitch, had cajoled him into the media and telecommunications conference, hosted by the Thai Ministry of Tourism.




    Jo flew through the lobby revolving door. Her legs pounded the red carpet and she held a cigarette wedged between her index and middle fingers, another bad habit she had acquired in the Foreign Service. She wore a pink blouse and her pasted-on rosy cheeks and red lips accented her fair complexion and blonde hair like “Happy Valentine’s Day!” on a rich white cake. Despite two assignments in the backwaters of Africa, the seven years since Tel Aviv had treated her kindly. The few pounds she had gained had been strategically distributed about her hips and breasts. The bumps in the road, too, had been diluted in a face not unkind, not untruthful; just neutral.




    “Axel, I thought you might not show up.”




    Her still youthful, enthusiastic voice occasionally modulated at an unduly pitch. For him, it translated into fingernails grinding on a chalk board.




    “Well, Axel?”




    “Jo, I’ve got more important things I should be doing. I had to cancel an appointment at the deputy chief of mission’s residence to install his new radio.”




    Her cheeks stretched and lost their patience. “Axel, I know you have issues working for me, but that’s the way things are.”




    His face twisted at her words. “The way things are? Hey, I didn’t get promoted again. I could get selected out of the Foreign Service.”




    “I promised you I’d look into it, Axel.”




    Her time would come. “Sure, you don’t have anything to worry about. You’ve been in the Foreign Service half as long as I have and you’ve already made Regional Communications Programs Officer.”




    “I’ve worked hard for this position, Axel. We both know you had problems during your previous assignment.”




    He chuckled. She worked hard, on her back in hotel rooms.




    “The incident in the Middle East must have held up your promotion.”




    Everyone had heard he had gotten caught smuggling porno tapes through the diplomatic pouch. He absorbed Jo’s holier-than-thou stare.




    She took a quick puff on the cigarette and said, “We’d better go inside,” before she ground it into sand in an elephant’s head.




    They sat down in the back row of the conference room. Axel yawned at the keynote speaker. The president of Thai International Airlines, Thai Inter, bored the audience in slow English. Eighty to ninety professionals, both Westerners and Thais, waited for the buffet Thai culinary artisans were creating behind the rows of chairs. Jo, of course, listened to the speaker as if he was addressing the United Nations.




    “Axel!” Jo said, her voice as hot as steam from an iron.




    “Just resting my eyes.”




    The room exhibited a quiet elegance. The Thai chefs, in black licorice bow ties, had arranged exotic flowers and fruit, not to overwhelm the senses, but to arouse interest; like a short-dressed leggy woman stepping out of a low sports car.




    “Listen up, you might learn something.”




    “Okay, boss.” He yawned and looked up at the Thai Inter logo banner on the wall. Its orchid shape formed an artful lavender uterus surrounding a crimson womb.




    The Thai Inter executive summed up the impact of telecommunications and how tourism flourished in Thailand because of the temples and the unique culture.




    “He failed to mention the main reason for the tourism boom is the sex trade,” he whispered loud enough to incite a few chuckles. Jo’s cherry blossom cheeks reminded him of her burp outside her Tel Aviv Hilton Hotel room seven years ago.




    The applause came none too soon. “Bring on the buffet,” he said.




    “Okay, Axel,” Jo said, as they walked toward the buffet tables. “The reason I asked you to come to this conference was to meet the general manager for Motorola Bangkok. He’s a seasoned professional who wants to show us their new radio equipment. I want you to evaluate it.”




    “Sure, I can meet with him.” He watched the patented Josephine Bateman smile prepare to defuse a heated conversation between two middle-aged Thai gentlemen. A gorgeous Thai girl stood next to the two men and fended off awed glances from the male participants.




    “Hello, Khun Pramoth,” Jo said.




    One of the Thai men, handsome and fit, turned and offered a welcoming expression. The older man’s face hid anger.




    “It’s Khun Josephine, my doubles partner.”




    “This is Axel, my associate at the embassy.”




    He shook hands with a man who owed much of his success to a thoughtful face. “Jo tells me you have a pretty fair backhand.” He beamed a smile past him to the girl.




    Pramoth shook his hand and said, “Do you play tennis?”




    Jo had mentioned the newspaper editor frequently. “Not anymore.” He released his grasp and raised his hands as if he were in a Southern Baptist church. “These are reserved for my passion.” He made eye contact with the girl. “I’m an artisan of wood.”




    The beauty surveyed his hands and then gave him a look of ironic disbelief, as if the real passion in his hands were to strangle puppy dogs.




    “An artist,” Pramoth said, and Axel thought he detected a similar incredulity. The newspaper man returned his attention to Jo. “You two must join us at the buffet.” He gave a short bow toward his friend, enemy, business partner, or all of the above. “This is Tan Sukit, Minister of Military Affairs.”




    Several heads turned behind them. Axel knew the powerful minister ranked only a notch or two below Prime Minister Kriangsak Chamanan. He guessed Tan Sukit was part Chinese. The man stood nearly six feet tall and with his sinister smile, looked quite unlike most Thais.




    Despite his high-profile job, Tan Sukit appeared uncomfortable in the public domain. The high-ranking official searched the floor and looked up only when his stunted nose, not round like an Asian but squared-off, bovine, sniffed out an opponent. After Jo shook the minister’s hand Axel offered him the Thai greeting, a wai, but his cupped hands fell to the floor. This might have been construed as bad manners had Axel not been a farang, a foreigner.




    Pramoth’s face suddenly fought off a small doubt. “This is my daughter, Khun Supaporn.”




    Jo shook her hand. Axel returned her wai greeting the correct way, cupping his hands together at his chest. “Sooo-paah-porn,” he said. Her naughty-sounding name flowed through his lips as if he were whistling in the dark in the red-light district. He looked into eyes that defined femininity, placing the city of Bangkok at the top of the charts for “exotic states.”




    Jo bit her lip and Pramoth offered a guarded smile for Axel’s tribute to his daughter and herded Jo to an empty table.




    Axel followed Pramoth’s lead and pulled out a chair for Supaporn and sat down between her and Jo. She had inherited her father’s thoughtful face but when she smiled it lost part of its authenticity. Axel chalked it up to her youth but despite a girlish attitude, he felt sure a woman resided within. She dazzled the table occupied by twelve attendees, mostly men. Orchids wilted in her presence.




    Eight such tables with different themes ringed the rear of the hall. Jo whispered into Pramoth’s ear. The newspaper editor’s thoughtful stare clashed with Tan Sukit’s sinister smile.




    Pramoth edited his daughter’s reactions to the attentive stares of the male participants at the table. Jo was as taken aback by Supaporn as Axel—she had been overshadowed. The girl, perhaps she had not reached her twentieth birthday, had such beauty and poise. A yellow silk dress covered her up pretty well. Earlier, Axel had noticed the outline of her hips and breasts and was sure an equally perfect body resided underneath. She held a soft smile on her face with one eye always slightly raised above the other. This gave her look the added dimension of showing interest, whether or not the intent was there.




    The Thai waiters in starched white long-sleeve shirts placed attractive bowls of salad with vegetables carved in the shape of fruit in front of them.




    Supaporn sat in silence, the centre of attention of every man within twenty yards. Axel searched for a few choice words within his unraveling napkin. “Are you in school?” he blurted out.




    Supaporn raised a starched napkin and gently grazed her luscious lips. She turned toward him and said, “I graduated from Bangkok’s Chulalongkorn University last summer.”




    “What did you study?”




    She surveyed the table and gave an approving smile before she answered into the salad bowl, “I majored in journalism.”




    “As I mentioned, I’m an artisan,” Axel said. “I study wood carving in my spare time under the master craftsman, the Tan Ah Jian, here in Bangkok.”




    “I see,” Supaporn said, her voice barely audible. Then she lifted her head and added, “Thai people respect those who study the arts. Perhaps you should also become a monk. Many Thai men do eventually.”




    “Perhaps,” he said.




    He wanted to say more, to tell her how incredibly beautiful she was, but one never spoke to the queen after she had bequeathed her blessing.




    When lunch ended, Supaporn had affected Axel like a dessert so utterly sweet it could do harm. Pramoth should have been a politician. His good-byes were praises and his agreement to meet Jo tomorrow night for a doubles match despite their scheduling conflicts was a diplomatic concordat, a treaty. Supaporn turned heads as she and her father proceeded toward the lobby. The Thai Minister, Sukit, abruptly ended his conversation with another politician and trailed after them.




    Behind him, Jo had cornered the Motorola rep and craned her neck in different directions, looking for Axel, who ducked and bobbed and weaved through the crowd until he escaped to the lobby and the main entrance.




    Outside, he saw the back of Supaporn opposite a huge round white pillar. He surveyed the area and inched his way around the base of the pillar as if it were a narrow ledge atop a skyscraper. Diplomatic incidents resulted from such intrusions. Tan Sukit had the power to have him declared Persona Non Grata or “unwelcome” by the host government. Foreign Service officers loved to whisper the shortened form at cocktail parties: “So-and-so got PNG’d out of such-and-such a country for snooping on the president’s mistress.”




    Axel, too smart and too crafty to ever get PNG’d, nevertheless eavesdropped intently.




    “She was the last person to see my son,” he heard the powerful Tan Sukit say in Thai, the man’s voice an angry quiver. “Three days ago.”




    “Surely you are not implicating my daughter?” Pramoth said in a controlled voice. “If my memory serves me correctly, the last time your son disappeared, you found him several days later in a Singapore hotel with an airline stewardess.”




    The sudden silence concerned Axel. He took a step and leaned around the pillar.




    Supaporn ran in the direction of the intersection.




    “Now see what you have done,” Pramoth said.




    A limousine drove up and a man in a military uniform opened the rear door. The minister said to Pramoth, “Let her go. I want you to come with me. Khun Somsaek’s troops were ambushed at the airport. He may have trouble delivering the remainder of the white powder.”




    Axel listened while he watched the graceful Supaporn cross the intersection and enter the famous open area shrine named Phra Phom.




    “My newspaper can be a powerful voice,” Pramoth’s voice calmly stated.




    “Don’t threaten us,” Tan Sukit said. “I’ll see to it you lose her for good if you don’t remain quiet about this.”




    Axel listened intently but he couldn’t hear Pramoth’s response.




    And then he heard the minister say, in a lowered but gruff voice, “The fate of Prime Minister Kriangsak Chamanan’s government rests on your shoulders, too.”




    “Get in,” the minister said, his sharp voice cutting through a brief silence.




    After the limo sped away, Axel ran like a kid chasing the ice cream truck after the wounded Supaporn. No one ran in Bangkok—it was just too hot and muggy—and so people watched him.




    The Phra Phom shrine, occupying a small corner of the Erawan Hotel property, buzzed with activity. Visitors offered colorful flower garlands, lotus, incense and candles just to fulfill a wish. Supaporn had joined citizens of Bangkok and curious foreigners lined up at the entrance to pay homage to the Brahman deity. Axel had prayed there regularly on his short trips from the American Embassy for breakfast at the nearby Little House Restaurant, or beers at the Three Sisters bar, where he practiced speaking Thai with the bar girls, among other things. The mama-san had known his father, who had been assigned to the American Embassy attaché office over twenty years ago.




    The golden god Lord Brahma sat in the center of the four-sided open shrine. His four faces saw everything, including Supaporn. His busy hands held a book of the Hindu scriptures, a scepter, and string of large golden pearls. One hand settled across his breast.




    Axel stood outside the hallowed grounds and watched the proceedings through the black wrought iron fence. In the foreground, colorful Thai dancers knelt between two huge gold elephants and prepared gold temple adornments on their heads. In the background Supaporn waited to pray, “Like a rice plant waits for rain,” as the Thais say.




    When her turn came, she lit incense sticks and placed them in the sand at the base of the Brahmin lord. She prayed and her cheeks glistened. A European tourist—no, a professional photographer—stood next to him and zoomed in on her tear-laden face with a Nikon telephoto lens. He snapped off several shots.




    “You’re lucky,” Axel said.




    The man smiled as he lit up a cigarette. “I have just captured the queen of Asia,” he said with a thick German accent.




    Axel watched an old woman selling lottery tickets. Her rooster claw hand reminded him of his mother’s arthritic condition. Years ago she had taught at the American school and regularly treated her students on field trips to Phra Phom and other Thai temples, including his favorite—the Wat Arun temple on the Chao Phraya River.




    After they had reached the top of the Wat Arun temple she would turn to her sixteen-year-old son and say, “This is the center of the universe, Axel, and you are part of it.”


  




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    Wat Arun Temple—a violet silhouette against the polluted crimson sunset—stood alongside the Chao Phraya River. The twenty-story structure symbolized the center of the universe in Hindu-Buddhist cosmology. On the uppermost structure, the Hindu god Indra resided over the kingdom on a three-headed elephant beneath a Hindu thunderbolt.




    On the other side of the Chao Phraya River, Bangkok, the City of Angels, ignored the god Indra, the eventide and the balmy heat and steered an angel of its own to an unholy place.




    She stood in the shadows until the DARLING MASSAGE PARLOR sign lit up at random intervals behind her. Axel leaned against a jagged alley wall, baffled as to why this beauty should waste her time on this seedy stretch of New Petchaburi Road.




    Her eyes darted between the side door of the massage parlor and the front entrance, where a group of Thai village girls who had escaped to the big city loitered in pink silk gowns and white high-heeled shoes. Three Asian men, led by a menacing character in sunglasses, gawked at the stilted flamingoes on display. Behind them a large white banner proclaimed, “BE MY VALENTINE,” in red letters. The enticing lights glowed soft and fuzzy with a pink singularity for this special night.




    The hostesses pulled at the stockiest of the Asian men with hands like an octopus; small painted fans glittered in the Bangkok night. His two comrades smiled their approval as beautiful Siamese eyes—skewed bamboo slits, sharp and purposeful—searched through the darkness for their ticket to stardom.




    Axel bit his lip when Supaporn reacted to a nod from the man wearing sunglasses and slithered through the massage parlor side door. A collage of colored lights reflected in the stocky fellow’s sunglasses. He raised his hands and surrendered, allowing the hookers to pull him and his two comrades into the Darling Massage Parlor’s den of sexual pleasures.




    Axel sat on a stool at the massage parlor bar, next to another foreigner, who served as his shield. Supaporn sat alone. A huge panoramic window held a small bleacher of twenty or thirty girls dressed in pink gowns.




    “She is breathtaking, old chap,” the man said with a thick British accent belonging to a different era. A tan suit, probably tailored in London, fit him comfortably. Unlike Bangkok tailored suits, the Brit could gain a pound or two and these threads would forgive him. A folded white silk hanky in his suit pocket with a U&J emblem sewn in waved at Axel.




    “Yes, too beautiful,” Axel replied. “She will be a problem for some lost soul, I suspect.” Many of the men in the lounge had lent their eyes to the lovely Supaporn and she returned a glowing smile, allowing them their fantasies.




    The Brit held out his hand. “Jack Hawkins.”




    Axel shook his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Jack.”




    The Brit, still eye-balling Supaporn, said, “God forbid this son of a lawyer from Kent should have such a problem as her.”




    “Where did you say you’re from?”




    The Brit turned quickly and eyed him as if for the first time. “My address is in London but I like to think Singapore is home.”




    Gins & Tonic, Singapore Slings, the old British empire; the short, shy Brit belonged there. His dusty, sagging shoulders seemed to pull on his facial features. His bushy mustache, a down-turned banner on a funeral wreath, declared: “May He Rest in Peace,” except for his prominent nose.




    Axel chuckled. The man was a throwback to the ‘glory’ days of the British Empire. “So what are you doing in Bangkok?”




    “I’m a writer,” the Brit said, almost as if delivering an apology. “I’m doing a piece for the Thai Inter Airlines magazine.”




    He felt a kinship in the fellow’s short stature and slightly self-deprecating manner and speech. “A writer, huh.” A small tome sat next to the Brit’s hand on the bar.




    “Yes, well, I’m looking for a bar, café, or whatever. A place with atmosphere where a chap can relax and unwind after a long flight.” He nodded at the girls beyond the huge window and smiled. “Without the usual distractions.”




    “What are you doing here, then?” Axel asked.




    “A victim of a taxi driver’s scam, I’m afraid.”




    “You should be more careful.”




    “I happen to enjoy taxi driver scams.”




    You probably enjoy being tied up by your women, too. “Why don’t you head over to the Barrel Bar? Do you know the bar area, Patpong Road?” It wouldn’t hurt to make Jo Bateman’s private haunt famous.




    “Yes, thanks for the tip old chap. What are you drinking?”




    “Singha beer,” he said and pointed to the book. “Did you write it?”




    He lifted the old book, bound in rich, ageing leather. “It’s a book of quotes. A famous writer once said: ‘The ability to quote is a serviceable substitute for wit.’”




    He watched the Brit attempt to get the attention of the bartender with a finger so abused that it failed to rise above the bar counter. Unlike the farang who roamed the streets in search of what the mysterious Bangkok might have to offer, he reckoned this guy feared what he might find.




    “One Singha beer and one gin & tonic,” Axel called out to the bartender and then in a lowered voice said, “Are you writing a book about Bangkok, too?”




    “Why, yes, as a matter of fact,” the Brit said but his eyes remained fixed on Supaporn.




    He joined the Brit’s visual tribute.




    The bartender plopped their drinks on the bar top. “Happy and contented authors rarely write interesting books,” Axel said.




    “Yes, old chap, I’m afraid so.”




    For the first time tonight a smile emerged from the droopy face. He hoisted his glass. “Cheers.”




    Axel chuckled. “Cheers.”




    “What do you find so humorous?”




    “How Bangkok twists men around her finger.”




    The Brit’s smile abandoned him. He gave Axel a grave look. “So, what are you afraid of, mate?”




    Axel smiled. “Of becoming the victim. All of my adult life I have been dedicated to my work and family. Suddenly I’ve learned that I am a bastard child.”




    The Brit lifted his glass and said, “Break the ties that bind.”




    Anger forced him to change the subject. “I’m an artist, too.”




    “Really.”




    The Brit’s reply reminded him of the responses earlier today.




    “I would have thought you were some sort of technician or engineer,” the Brit said.




    He ignored it. “I study woodcarving with the Thai master here. I’m carving Thai elephants now.” He pointed to a teakwood elephant atop the bar and said in Thai, “That one has no artistic value.”




    “I’m sorry, old chap. I don’t speak Thai.”




    It figured. He snuck a peek at Supaporn underneath the Brit’s praying hands. Once again she shook her head after a request had been made for her services.




    What in the hell was she doing here?




    “She’s just a woman,” the Brit said, interrupting his private thought. “A famous writer once said: ‘Beauty is like ecstasy; it’s as simple as hunger. There is really nothing to be said about it. It is like the perfume of a rose: you can smell it and that is all.’”




    He planned to do more than smell it. “What is your book about?”




    The Brit gave him a solemn look. “My London lawyer gives up his career and runs off to a tropical island and surrounds himself with Thai cinnamon-skinned native girls, until…”




    “Until what?”




    “Nothing.”




    “What island did you choose?”




    “I’m afraid I’m still looking.”




    “Try Phuket Island, to the south. I’m planning to holiday there in April. I have a Thai girlfriend who runs a travel agency in Phuket City and her sister has beautiful eyes and cinnamon-skin.”




    The Brit forced his chin up, a Royal Navy submarine trying to surface during a storm. “I look forward to meeting her.”




    “Good luck with your book.” Axel said. The Brit, an educated man, had been taken in by the charade—a promise that this exotic land and its women would save his mundane existence.




    But then there was Supaporn.




    “What is it?” the writer asked.




    Axel looked over at the man wearing sunglasses and his henchmen. “I bet I know what you’re ashamed of.”




    A sobering look overcame the Brit. “What?”




    Part of the Brit reminded him of Jo. Axel said, “You’ve never been true to yourself.”




    The writer’s sideways glance revealed a glimmer of truth. Given his blue-collar appearance, Axel knew he wasn’t meant to evoke such profound thoughts. Such were the ironies of life.




    The writer bit the inside of his mouth and said, “You’re talking through your beer.”




    Axel found in the man’s eyes a recipe for disaster and had the sudden urge to get away from him, as if he had a fatal and communicable disease. He realized, though, that he had recognized something in himself.




    As if on cue the Brit sat his empty glass on the table and said, “Well, I have to be moving on.” He nodded toward Supaporn sitting alone at the bottom of the bleacher and shook his head. “She’s definitely too much for me.”




    “Wait,” Axel said. “What do you think she’s afraid of?”




    The condemned Brit dropped his heavy eyelids and said, “Her beauty, of course.”




    He rose up and Axel repeated like a street-hawker, “Don’t forget to drop by the Barrel Bar.”




    The Brit tossed fifty baht on the bar. “I may see you there one evening, old chap,” he said and patted him on the shoulder.




    Annoyed by the man’s gesture, nevertheless Axel blurted out, “I’ll definitely expect to see you at Phuket Island. You don’t want to miss the Songkran Water Festival in April. Many of the women wear T-shirts that get wet.”




    “I will try to take you up on your offer.”




    “You forgot your book,” Axel called after him but the lonely guy walked straight out the door. The Brit wouldn’t miss the book, just like the world probably wouldn’t miss the Brit.




    Axel slipped into the empty lounge seat across from the man wearing sunglasses and his two ape friends. He ordered another Singha beer and the drink arrived before Supaporn once again turned down an offer. He wrung his hands together and in the process, spilled the drink on his Hawaiian shirt. “Dammit,” he said, and took a deep breath of perfume-soaked, smoky air.




    The man wearing sunglasses, his features round and hard like some of the weathered temples up north, gave the room a stare that would have made a tiger nervous.




    At the corner table, Axel hid behind the bar menu and stole a glimpse of Supaporn through the panoramic picture window. She wore the same gown as the others, but with badge number 117 pasted on her magnificent chest. Sleek and beautiful beyond belief, the light bathed her in valentine pink.




    The other girls primped and pawed at tangled hair, cracked nails, and blemishes. It confirmed the obvious—they were in the presence of a superior female. Number 117 sat with arms folded, exhibiting the perfect posture her inferiors failed to emulate.




    He fluttered the menu to conceal his face and exercise his sore hands. Last night, after four hours of tedious work his teacher at the wood carving academy had praised him. The Thai master craftsman, the Tan Ah Jian, had cleared his throat and said in Thai, “Khun Trink, I see much improvement in your work. But why do you twist your hands so? Is anything wrong?”




    “Anything wrong?” he mumbled to himself. Only that my bleeping hands will soon turn into bleeping talons like Mother Trink’s!




    Sunglasses’ dead eyes searched across the smoke-filled room before he said to his two underlings, “Tonight we will transfer the white powder and the C-4 explosives to the pet shop.”




    Heroin and C-4! They had Axel’s attention. He stared straight ahead, smiled and checked the back pocket of his trousers for his diplomatic passport. Number 117 turned and her curtain of black hair waved, setting off her light complexion. Her graceful shoulders—a rosy hue under the light—sloped to meet perfectly shaped breasts, larger than most Thai girls had. Her light skin and perfect features belonged to a girl from the northern city of Chiang Mai, the “New City,” built in the thirteenth century.




    A brief nod from Sunglasses and a wiry man scurried to the microphone. He had hollow cheeks, and his eyes were nearly lost in their sockets. He adjusted his ancient tuxedo bow tie with a claw, two fingers of which clamped onto a lit cigarette. “Number 117,” he whispered into the microphone, and pointed at a thin elderly Thai man at the table in the opposite corner.




    The thin man’s hand thrust into the air as if he had just won the Thai lottery.




    “Damn,” Axel said, banging his elbow on the table. “Lucky old bastard.” But the grim smile on Sunglasses’ pitted face confirmed that luck had nothing to do with it.




    The other girls wilted in the pink light on the other side of the picture window. Their licentious expressions turned into frowns. Number 117 lowered her head, and with soft-lit eyes and a sweet smile, she glanced surreptitiously at Sunglasses.




    When she got up, layers of silk fell over her hips, pulling at her firm breasts, and causing her nipples to bulge through the fine fabric.




    The curtains burst open and Supaporn strutted down the lounge aisle. When she sauntered toward him, Axel sank in his seat and memorized the bar menu. The scent of silk and expensive perfume added a new ingredient to the air. A hint of muscularity around the back of her shoulders and calves boosted her confidence, as if she needed it. In the opposite corner the jovial old Thai fellow welcomed her like a junkyard dog eyeing a piece of raw meat.




    The waiter, a pallbearer who had arrived too soon for Axel’s funeral, emptied another bottle of Thai beer and left a trail across the table. It no longer concerned him whether or not some Asian beers contained formaldehyde. He would die before he allowed his hands to shrink into wretched talons, incapable of grasping an object, much less creating an image with a knife. When Supaporn exited through the door with the old man, Axel tossed the bar menu and tried to squelch his image of what would occur next.




    “Choke Fan, do you think she can persuade the old man?” he heard the goon next to Sunglasses say in Thai to their leader, out of earshot of the waiter and the other patrons.




    Choke Fan pushed his sunglasses against the bridge of his nose and smirked. “She could convince a cobra that its venom was harmless.”




    They chuckled. The other goon, the one with the face of a Boy Scout said, “Ah but Choke Fan, do you think the girl can use force, to make the old man talk?”




    Choke Fan grunted. “She’s never failed me. Besides, our leader threatened to kill her father if she didn’t cooperate.”




    “He believes she was involved in the disappearance of his son,” the Boy Scout said.




    “Supaporn didn’t do away with his pussy playboy son—I did.”




    Axel straightened up as did the hairs on the back of his neck. They were talking about the minister, Tan Sukit.




    Again, the three men cackled among themselves.




    Opportunity knocked and he would bide his time. At the right moment he would step in and rescue Supaporn and, who knows, perhaps the government of Prime Minister Kriangsak Chamanan. Jo and company would have a difficult time explaining why the name Axel Trink hadn’t been at the top of the promotion list.




    Choke Fan and his goons suddenly tired of their frolicking around.




    Axel had had enough. He caught the host’s attention, reached a hand toward the ceiling and turned his thumb in.




    The host hustled over to the microphone. “Number 4,” he howled in Thai and pointed his decrepit boney hand at Axel.




    “To the memory of my brother Liu Fan,” Sunglasses said. “Cheers.” The three men made a toast with their Mekong whiskeys.




    Number 4 walked out of the shadows and wai’d him with cupped hands and a brief stoop. “Sawasdee ka,” she said in the Thai traditional greeting.




    Axel grabbed her hand and gave it a tourist shake. “Howdy, my name’s Smith,” he said. The girl had probably not yet seen her sixteenth birthday. “You’re a sweetheart,” he said. “I’m going to have a great story to tell my buddies back in Phoenix.”




    He tossed a fifty-baht note on the table, grabbed his beer, and got up just in time to hear Sunglasses comment to his two comrades in Thai, “Stupid American chose the worst girl in the house.”




    Without looking behind, Axel danced a cha-cha-cha to the rhythm of number 4’s hips into the heart of the Darling Massage Parlor.


  




  

    CHAPTER THREE




    Once inside the cubicle Axel turned to number 4 and said in Thai, “I just want a massage.” A quiet reserve replaced her youthful giggles. She prepared the hot bath, dutifully now, as if her husband lounged beside her.




    The brute named Choke Fan had called it right. This girl had no talent, even for a massage. His thoughts couldn’t leave number 117, Supaporn. He handed number 4 a five-hundred Thai baht note, about twenty U.S. dollars, and sent her on her way with a gentle pat on her bottom.




    Noises in the next room had aroused his curiosity. He climbed atop the massage table alongside the wall and used his Swiss Army knife to notch out a square in an old broken window, covered by several layers of wallpaper.




    The old Thai geezer languished in the bathtub, his eyes singing with contentment, and sprayed 117’s chest. Her hard nipples seemed attached to invisible wires that tugged those fabulous breasts upward. She stood above him, hands on her hips, like Superwoman.




    Su-pa-porn. The popular female name in Thailand sounded like a character from an X-rated American movie. He took a deep breath and watched her channel the water over her hips until it flooded into her private parts and trickled down her superb legs. A gentle mist caused the Thai man’s eyes to flutter.




    Axel wondered if Pramoth had any idea about his daughter’s extracurricular activities.




    She squatted, performing an aerobic exercise, and brushed her magic across the old man’s face. She touched the tip of his shriveled organ with her index finger and it tried its best to unravel like a drunkard’s New Year’s Eve kazoo. Then she lifted an athletic leg high in the air, and planted it on the floor outside the half full tub of water.




    Axel swallowed hard and rearranged his crotch.




    A worried look captured the old man’s face. “Wait,” he said and pointed to his belongings. “My medicine, I have a pain in my chest.”




    Supaporn’s smile soured and her eyes confessed sorrow. She dried off and plugged a radio cassette player into a wall outlet.




    The old man’s eyes opened wide when she shoved a tape into the cassette player and began to dress.




    The cramps in Axel’s legs didn’t diminish the pleasure of his view of Supaporn. She stepped into her panties, and with a slow twisting motion gradually drew the scanty linen up toward its rightful position. When the waist band got caught up around her thighs she gave a naughty pout and helped it up with the smooth palms of her hands. Her jeans required a sinewy stretch and a considerable amount of tug and pull. The gyrations, more enticing than any stripper Axel had ever watched even distracted the old Thai man’s heart pains for a moment, although his face had paled.




    Axel suddenly felt an odd sense of power. His eyes alone penetrated into the privacy of the sealed room. It allowed no light or conversation from the world outside. He chuckled. People created these artificial private worlds, believing the gods wouldn’t notice the drama of their ultimate frailties—being human.




    Supaporn pushed the cassette’s “PLAY” switch and buttoned up her gold blouse.




    He forced an ear close to the hole in the window. His right eye strained to catch the action.




    “Hello, this is Choke Fan,” the tape crackled in Thai. “I am Liu Fan’s brother. Did you know he had a brother?” A full few seconds of laughter followed.




    The man’s coconut shell skin paled even more, his lower lip quivered; panic-stricken eyes longed for the door.




    “I didn’t get to repay you,” Choke Fan continued. “You know, for turning my brother in to the police. I know you spied for the Americans, the DEA agents.”




    The tape’s hideous laughter, contained in the small room of secret sexual goings-on lent a grotesque sideshow atmosphere to the scene. Axel remembered now—an article in the Bangkok Post from several days ago. The Thai government had hung the drug trafficker, Liu Fan.




    The old man splashed water in an effort to rise out of the tub, but Supaporn revealed a stiletto from inside her bag and pointed it at his heart. “I don’t want to hurt you.”




    He sank back into the water, gasping for air.




    Supaporn set the bag down, removed the tape from the radio cassette player and tuned in peaceful Thai music. The man’s shivers came in waves that peaked with the gritty chatter of his teeth. She took a towel and cleaned the counter and everything she had touched.




    “I had no choice!” he pleaded. “The police in the narcotics division…the Americans…the drug enforcement agents…they threatened to torture me!”




    Supaporn stepped into her shoes and shook the man’s lies out of her hair. She threw the damp towel in the hamper and stuffed the number 117 and the pink gown in her bag.




    The frail old man’s eyes prayed to be elsewhere. Axel believed he was having a heart attack.
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