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    Prologue




    Phitsanulok: October 17th 1461




    Chao Fa Pithak stood above the river looking out at the dimly lit village huts that scattered the still night air of Phitsanulok. The village of Tha Thong had been chosen as the site where the King of Ayutthaya would erect his northern residence. Pithak surveyed the scene with a smile as the villagers were no doubt preparing for the festivities that the morning light would bring to their previously obscure existence. The sweet smell of boiling coconut joined hands with the aroma of tamarind cakes and spiraled together into the heavens. He envied them for their innocence. It was an existence that on occasion, occasions such as tonight, that he longed for.




    It was fate he supposed that brought him to this point. In a few hours, at the first signs of the morning sun, he would bury a king, an emperor as he was called in his land. Chao Fa Pithak had been given, as was his position, the responsibility of laying this renegade king into his final resting place. Apparently the restless prince had gone through this ritual before. He had been told the legend of the virtuous young ruler who had been put to the flame and usurped by his ravenous uncle. It was he who had conducted the thorough and rigorous interrogation of the captured Chinese officials who were returning the dead emperor back to his homeland from the far off Kingdom of Bumthang. The flames had not done their duty, so the legend claimed, allowing the daring prince to escape and plot his revenge for a future return. That return would not be forthcoming. Chao Fa Phitak was determined to cast the legend back to the mists of history deeply buried underneath newly consecrated Buddhist temple grounds. He truly hoped this final act would give the emperor’s spirit the peace it deserved.




    This morning marked the arrival of the king, his king, the great King Borommatrailokanot. It was an auspicious event for this small and previously insignificant enclave. This locality was chosen, ostensibly, as a perfect spot on the Nan River to house the King’s troops and fleet. And indeed, Tha Thong provided that. The political reason was obvious: to bring the Lanna Kingdom and it’s ruler in Chiang Mai back into the folds of the empire. They recently had begun to act in an independent fashion often at odds with the policies of the King of Ayutthaya, King Borommatrailokanot. Worse, as reported by one of the king’s spies in the Lanna court, they were planning an attack on Ayutthaya once the rains had cleared.




    If the choice of Tha Thong was practical it still had been met with great consternation and suspicion amongst the nobility and the ever powerful clergy. The nobles were of little concern however. They could easily be mollified by grants of land, positions at court, and the promise of lucrative marriage proposals. The clergy were another matter; though they were susceptible to the aforementioned enticements as well.




    The dilemma arose from the simple fact that when a king, according to tradition dating back to the kings of the Sukhothai era, was to move his court for any considerable period of time he indeed was required to move his whole seat of government. When doing so it had been customary to raise the royal court adjacent to the most prominent Buddhist monastery within the given district. If a suitably august monastery was not present then the king was obligated to build one of suitable grandeur. King Trailok would tomorrow enter the newly built Wat Chula Manee with the requisite ceremonial splendor reserved for such occasions. Behind the King would follow the Temple’s inaugural monkhood. This small group of monks, as was customary, was chosen by the king himself based on their learning, potential, and dhutanga (austere nature). His King had left the duty of selecting the appropriate individuals to him and the implication of the task was clear. The priests chosen must meet all the customary criteria, with one additional proviso: they must not have any connection to the monkhood established at Wat Phra Si Rattana Mahathat.




    Herein lay the problem. Wat Phra Si Rattana Mahatat, or as known to the commoners as Wat Yai (The Big Temple), had long since been recognized as the pre-eminent religious community in the northern reaches of the empire, and because of its ancient links to the Sukhothai Kingdom, perhaps the whole empire itself. So, in a very real sense, there was no need for Wat Chula Manee. And to house the newly established monastery with monks whom had no connection to the paramount spiritual establishment of the land brought an even more serious level of protestations. The gravest such complaint brought from the temple hierarchy was that the king’s policy could suggest that the leaders of Wat Yai were in fact not loyal to the king. He, Chao Fa Pithak, had firmly laid these fears to rest at a conference that was sensitively arranged between the top administration of the king and the temple’s governing committee. All due protocol was observed and, to show the respect the king had for Wat Yai, the proceedings took place in their Grand Hall.




    “Contrary,” Chao Fa Pithak had replied diplomatically to their complaints. “The great King Borommatrailokanat is indeed humbling himself in taking up residence in a lesser dwelling. He does so out of his deepest respect for the Temple’s leaders. Our King is very conscious of not wanting to disrupt Wat Yai’s all too important business.” Furthermore Pithak added, “The king merely wishes to adopt the simple and original monastic rules of discipline laid down by the Buddha.” He concluded, rather icily and to the chagrin of the assembled upper-level clergy, “The King also feels he would not be able to set properly into a tranquil state of meditation with the ever present commotion caused by the many ‘nieces’ and ‘nephews’ that seem to cling so closely to the temple grounds.” Pithak smiled as he recollected the bright shade of red he noticed as he exited the chambers.




    However, to further soothe feelings, he had arranged for the king to have an active and visible presence at the temple. In addition, he had released funds for Wat Yai to undergo a significant expansion. This last fact had finally calmed the flames of discontent and had put the clergy in a much more receptive mood regarding the king’s impending domicile in Song Kwae (the land of two rivers).




    In truth, the king had long been suspicious of the temple housing several spies from the Lanna Empire. One such spy had already been uncovered. More importantly, for what they intended to accomplish in making Phitsanulok the capitol of the empire, it was necessary to put as much distance between Wat Phra Si Rattana Mahathat and the seat of government as possible.




    Established in 1357 Wat Yai had long since been recognized by the kings of Sukhotahai, and later Ayutthaya, as the “Temple of Royalty.” Many kings had sought the solitude and comfort of the serene confines of the temple compound in order to contemplate proper government and seek counsel in an effort to develop policy in adherence to the teachings of Buddha. Some never left the comfort of the monastery and pledged to devote their remaining years to the cloister. Young princes were also sent to Wat Yai for their formative education. The hope was for these young men to emerge from the temple grounds armed with the proper intellect and temperament to rule a kingdom. And while this did not always come to pass, on several occasions such men did materialize. King Borommatrailokanot was such a man.




    Because of this close union between the temporal and the ecclesiastical Wat Phra Si Rattana Mahathat had long since entered into the duplicitous realm of state politics. And for this reason the powers that roamed the halls of Wat Yai were to be kept as far away as possible from the events that were to transpire in the coming early hours of this day.




    The horns from the approaching royal barges brought him out of his daydream alerting him that the king and his retinue were fast approaching. He went through the checklist in his mind to see if any details, even the smallest niceties, had been overlooked. He knew instinctively everything had been considered and prepared down to the smallest bit of minutiae. It was this organizational talent that had paved his way at court. Yes he had first come to the attention of the king for his valor in battle, but that could be said for many men at King Trailok’s court in Ayutthaya. His valor paled in comparison with his ability to carry out his duties within King Trailok’s early attempts to reorganize the social, military, and political structure of the growing empire. Through this policy he had risen to the upper echelons of the government. In fact, he was now the Prince of the Rear Palace. He had risen from the relative poverty of the lower nobility, but now an invitation to the office of Chao Fa Pithak brought fear from even those of the most exalted of births. Though he was not of the Royal line, he was married to the king’s daughter; many considered him to be the second most powerful man in the Kingdom. Still, he had no intention of moving any higher and, in fact, it was his unwavering loyalty and devotion that made him indispensible to the King and his heir, Prince Indrara.




    The powerful rush of the barge oars cutting through the river’s high waters was now faintly perceptible. He made his way down to the launch to be the first to greet the King. A special ramp had been constructed to lift the considerable amount of household goods which had been brought up from Ayutthaya. The first cargo to be unloaded would be the treasure gained from the unfortunate encounter with the Chinese Junk and its royal consignment five years before.




    At that time the Ayutthaya Fleet had arrived back to port from a victorious battle against the forces of Malacca. In its tow, the commander of the fleet had returned with a Chinese Junk filled to capacity with a highly valuable cargo which was overseen by a full retinue of crew and officials. It was the presence of the officials that first sparked his interest. They were adamant that no inventory of the ship was to be permitted and they should be allowed to set sail immediately. “Why would a mere commercial vessel be stocked with officials more suited for a state sanctioned visit?”




    The ship itself stirred no undue interest within Ayutthaya’s bustling waterfront as Chinese commercial vessels routinely entered and departed the busy port of Ayutthaya. Chao Fa Pithak was quite circumspect in not allowing any of the crew liberty to leave the vessel and quietly, under the cover of darkness, ushered the government officials into the prison he had constructed on the grounds of his palace. It was here that he first learned the story of the Chinese Emperor Jianwen. He was surprised at the ardent nature with which the Ming Emperors went to pursue their ‘lost’ prince. The officials claimed it was the top priority of a Ming Emperor to retrieve the lost emperor’s soul. The succeeding monarchs referred to the royal obsession as their “Ming Inheritance.”




    This was of no concern to Chao Fa Pithak however. He quickly realized the dire circumstances this incident could cause his king in terms of Ayutthaya’s peaceful and profitable relationship with Ming China. Ayutthaya was a tributary state of the Ming Empire and King Borommatrailokanat had taken an oath of fealty to the Ming Emperor. Their actions could well be construed as disloyal.




    It was agreed by both King Trailok and Chao Fa Pithak that the matter needed to be dealt with efficiently and ruthlessly. The King needed to say no more and left the matter with him. The triumphant crew of the victorious battle was given a hero’s welcome and reward. They were subsequently sent out to battle less than six months later where their ship met a less glorious fate. It caught fire and perished in the South China Sea. The crew of the Chinese junk was summarily executed. The Ming government officials were given a choice: Death or the monkhood. The vote was unanimous. They would enter a life of meditation and solitude with the consecration of Wat Chula Manee.




    He was happy the gay and intelligent bureaucrats had chosen the latter and they became constant dinner companions during their ‘house arrest.’ Chao Fa Pithak learned much about the Ming way of life and the Confucian style of government they employed. Their stories about the Emperor Jianwen provided him with much compassion for the corpse which lay inside the solid gold casket he had hidden away in the darkest cellars of his abode. They also had provided him with invaluable information on how to properly inter an emperor. This fact had been a point of great concern for King Trailok and he wanted to observe all protocol and tradition as they secretly laid the Ming Emperor into his final resting place. The newly frocked monks had been of great assistance with all of the details and had come to a serene acceptance of their plight.




    So, it was with great sadness that he looked down deep into the bowels of the emperor’s grave as the reality of the situation dawned on the dumbfounded men as they hopelessly attempted to stave off the deluge of earth which began to topple on them. The secret of the Ming Inheritance would be finally laid to rest.




    Boston: July 10th 1998




    “The man lost his wife and child for Christ’s sake, murdered, and now you’re going to send him to the wolves. Fuck no! I won’t be a part of it I tell you.”




    They sat in a lush conference hall on the seventh floor of Boston’s Government Center. This group of men, five in all, represented the ‘powers that be’ in Boston’s byzantine halls of government. The Chief of Police, Sydney Jenkins, was going to lose one of his finest undercover officers, of that he was sure. But he was determined that this officer, Sam Collins, wasn’t going to be run out of the department in disgrace.




    “Look out that window Sydney, what do you see?” Graham Johns scanned the room slowly while letting the implications of his question linger. He had been given the nickname Gayham Johns as he was the only openly gay member of the United States Congress and, over the preceding decades, had amassed a considerable power base within the liberal establishment.




    “I’ll tell you what I don’t see Congressman, I don’t see one member of your district. That doesn’t exactly look like Beacon Hill to me Graham,” the Chief shot back.




    Johns waved the Chief off, “No, no, no my friend. The actions of Collins threaten the whole fabric of the city, and, yes, that does include my district thank you very much.”




    “Well they certainly are my people, my congregation,” Harlon Winters said clearly in a rising voice as if from the pulpit. Winters had made his name as a Civil Rights leader during the busing riots of the 1970’s. “And I’ll tell each and every one of you in this room, we’re on the verge of a full-scale race riot. I mean Chief, my brother, this detective of yours executed a defenseless man. A man of color who was doing much for the betterment of the community, a man, I’ll remind each and every one of you, whom people looked up to from the depths of the ghetto. A man…”




    “Shut the fuck up Harlon, and I’m not your brother, hell you never even grew up in Roxbury. This man you talk about, this pillar of the community you talk about in such exalted terms, was a Haitian drug lord plain and simple. Collins, as you all know, went undercover to infiltrate the Russian-Haitian drug network in coordination with the New York City Police Department, the FBI, and our very own department. He built a dossier, helped put criminals behind bars, made a fucking difference is what he did. But what thanks did he get? His cover was blown and that do-gooder you talk about burned Collins’ mother-fucking house down killing his wife and son. And you want to throw HIM under a bus.”




    By this time Jenkins had raised his intimidating six foot five and two hundred and fifty pound frame out of his chair and pounded his fist down onto the mahogany table for effect; “I won’t be party to the lynching of an innocent man.”




    Sam Collins stood on the sixth floor, outside the Chief’s office, and looked at the growing crowd below. He was grateful for the stormy weather otherwise the crowds may have reached the tens of thousands. The summer of 1998 had been unusually bleak seeming to reflect the growing discontent in the city. A controversy Sam was directly in the middle of and one he was accused by some of creating.




    He lit up a Marlboro and continued to look out the window impassively. He knew his fate was out of his hands and he also knew his Chief was fighting like hell for him. But for Collins he had already lost everything, his wife, his son, his job; the three things which had defined his very soul only one short year ago. What they were fighting over was cosmetic; would he be allowed to retire with full honors, a full pension, or would he be unceremoniously thrown to the wolves as another example of a racist rogue cop. He had his champion in Chief Jenkins, but the crowd below also had their champions in the room. All in all, Sam just didn’t care.




    “Put that cigarette out,” said the neatly dressed and smartly groomed officer in a clipped tone. Seeing Collins walk towards him, cigarette in mouth, caused the young man to retreat into his seat behind the reception desk. Collins walked over to the desk, drew one last drag, and deposited the butt into the startled officer’s coffee cup. He then grabbed another Marlboro and lit it up.




    Jenkins strode briskly into the room prompting the officer to snap to attention from behind his desk.




    “I told him no smoking was allowed in the building sir. But all he did…”




    “Shut the fuck up boy! That man can smoke anywhere in this fine city, damn the rules. He’s like mother-fucking Red Auerbach as far as I’m concerned.”




    Turning to Sam he gave a big smile and wrapped his arm around Sam’s shoulder. “C’mon Sammy, into my office; and put that mother-fucking smoke out son, can’t you read.” Sam was constantly amazed at how many times Chief could fit ‘mother-fucker’ or some variation of ‘fuck’ into a sentence. He also never failed to boost Sam’s morale.




    Inside the Chief’s office Sam fixed both men a cup of coffee.




    “So how’d it go upstairs Chief?”




    Jenkins lowered himself into his chair. “I don’t know Sam, honestly. I do know I’m getting too old for these wars, but at least I know this one is worth it.”




    Sam handed him the coffee and said, with genuine sincerity, “Thanks Chief, but I think you care more than me.”




    “Oh you care, trust me on that Sam. Maybe not now, and nothing that is going to transpire today will replace what you lost. But trust me, you’re a fighter, and one day you’re going to rebuild your life. Retirement with full honors will help build that bridge and, more importantly you’ve earned it. And I believe in receiving what you earn in this life, nothing more, and not one mother-fucking thing less.”




    Sam smiled to himself and actually thought Chief was going to make it through his sentence without a ‘fuck or ‘motherfuck.’ “So what happens next?”




    Jenkins leaned over his large desk and pointed at the grandfather clock which stood at the opposite corner of the room, “In thirty minutes we march up there and you state your case. Hit ‘em with both barrels do you hear? I think we’ll be fine.”




    Sam leaned against the wall which was adorned by portraits of Boston’s power-brokers from the recent, and not so recent, past. He stared across the room at the legendary Mayor ‘I’m the Maaayor of the Chitty of Baawssston’ White. He ruled the city with an iron fist through the 1960s, ‘70s, straight into the ‘80s. They still talk about him with reverence and a hushed tone as if you half expected him to walk down the hall right into your conversation. The current Mayor, Edmund Foley, held the city in the same vice-like grip, though with less fear and decidedly less corruption. The petite receptionist smiled at Sam and politely said “Mr. Collins you may go into the conference room.”




    Sam took his seat and looked around the room at the five sets of eyes that bore down on him. There was Declan Powers, Boston’s District Attorney, a young up and comer who had his sights on something much bigger, and by bigger that meant Washington. He was a protégé of Graham Johns and would side with Johns, which meant Sam had two powerful foes. Joining them to make a trio of adversaries was Harlon Winters. He had earned the nickname Harlot Winters for his constant pimping of the ‘race card’ at any and all times. Still, he was a powerful voice in the African-American community and not somebody to be taken lightly. On Sam’s side was the intimidating figure of Chief Sydney Jenkins who one day would see his portrait gracing the halls of this building. The only voice that mattered, Sam knew, was that of Mayor Foley. The Mayor sat quietly in the middle of the conference table, directly across from Sam, with Winters and Johns to his left and Powers and Jenkins to his right. The Mayor leaned back in his chair, which seemed to be a cue for Powers to begin the proceedings.




    The District Attorney straightened his tie and adjusted his glasses before opening the thick folder which lay on the table in front of him. He surveyed the documents carefully, every once in a while lifting his head to shoot a glance at Collins, and then lowered his head back down into the dossier. Sam imagined Powers was rehearsing for that day when he would be presiding over a Senate sub-committee in front of the C-Span cameras. Finally the D.A. regally sat back in his chair and folded his hands on the table. He began in a very measured and considered tone, “Mr. Collins you’ve put all of us in a very difficult position today. I look at your file and I see a police officer, a highly decorated detective, who in many ways exemplifies what a law enforcement officer should strive to be. Yet, in one fit of revenge, you tore down everything that you built and everything we, in the law enforcement community, have been trying to establish in this fine city. Mr. Collins you are, whether we decide to move forward or not, guilty of murder. Now, of course, everybody will have their opportunity to speak. But first I’d like for Mr. Collins to answer this one question: Do you think you should be held accountable for your actions sir?”




    Sam was tempted to go through the histrionics just displayed by Powers; he even had his small folder, but chose to be more direct. “Thank you District Attorney. You brought up the issue of accountability and that is exactly what I would like to address. Did I kill a man? Yes I did, point blank in fact. I killed the man who murdered my wife and child…”




    Powers quickly cut him off, “Mr. Collins we’re not interested in any justification of murder, so please…”




    “Shut up Declan, let the man finish,” the Mayor said quietly and with finality. Powers sat back in his chair a little less composed.




    “Thank you Mayor, as I was saying, I did in fact kill the man in question. An eye for an eye they call it in the Bible, that same Bible you often reference Reverend Winters. It was clear that the District Attorney’s Office was dragging its feet, for reasons of politics, which I’ll address shortly.”




    Powers shot forward in his seat and heatedly slammed the table with the palm of his hand and pointed his finger at Sam. “There was no dragging of any feet,” he seethed. “This man, the man you murdered, was under investigation by the Federal authorities and I simply had to move with care and…”




    The Mayor simply held up his hand causing Powers to stop talking, if not seething.




    Sam cleared his throat, “Again, to continue. I will plead guilty to vigilante justice. But we all know this case will never go to court. First and foremost, as the D.A. will attest, the chances of conviction are fifty-fifty at best. Second, and probably as important, the Feds won’t allow my testimony to be aired in court. It’s that simple. So the question is: Will I be thrown off the force in disgrace and without pension, or, will I receive a hero’s send off? Let me give you some reasons for the latter.




    Sam looked around the room and received an encouraging nod from the Chief. He clearly had caught them by surprise and they were, to a man, interested in what he had to say. He opened his folder and produced several photographs, documents, and a tape recorder.




    “As I said, I want to address the issue of accountability that District Attorney Powers introduced earlier. And I do believe the ‘public trust’ should be foremost amongst our principles as public servants. So to that point, first, Reverend I have a photo here of your son, your heir to the throne and whom I believe has announced his candidacy for City Council. This photo was taken when I was undercover and conducting a drug transaction with our dearly departed friend. The recording will show that he, your son sir, was an active participant in the proceedings.” Sam slid the photo across the table towards Winters and said pointedly “Accountability.” Winters took the photo and looked at it grimly but remained silent. No doubt, thought Sam, Harlon was well aware of his son’s activities. If Winters was taken aback he showed no sign of it as his face remained passive.




    Sam then turned towards Congressman Johns. “Congressman, I’ve truly admired your career. You are, as my dad used to say, ‘an old-school Dem;’ your work on behalf of the have-nots in society and your sincerity and honesty about your personal life serve as a role model for all of us. So, it was with great sadness that I came across what some might consider ‘dirty laundry.’”




    Graham raised his hand and said “Collins, I don’t know where you’re going with this but you’re playing a dangerous game. A game I suggest you desist lest today’s proceedings go even worse for you. You are sitting here and, I’m guessing, thinking some tawdry bullshit will force us to cut a deal. Well son, you are playing a losing hand.” The Congressman spoke in a voice that suggested he was accustomed to having his threats heeded.




    Sam simply smiled and plowed forward. “Oh Graham, I doubt my life could get any worse than it is right now so let’s just play this out shall we. That is quite a little house you have up in Marblehead and, at five million, I guess it should be. Very secluded, private beach, well everything that five million should bring you in a coastal community. Anyway, it’s in your sister’s name, and seems all above-board to me. However, there is the question of your cabana boy. You know, the little Pilipino boy. How old is he Congressman?” Sam held the photo up for all to see, bringing a chuckle from the Reverend.




    “Hand me that photo Collins,” Winters demanded.




    Sam obliged.




    “You’ve outdone yourself this time Graham! Hell, screw eighteen; he doesn’t look a day over twelve.”




    Johns tried to pry the photo from the Reverend. “Shut the fuck up Harlon! And I’d be a lot more concerned about your crack-head son of yours. If word of that ever…”




    The Mayor again silenced the interruption with an absentminded flourish of his hand.




    Sam proceeded in a somber tone. “To be fair Reverend the age of Asian people is often difficult to reckon.”




    All eyes again shot to the Congressman who stammered, “He is well over eighteen I can assure everyone, and, well …”




    Sam shrugged his shoulders and continued. “Never the mind with that, and I think what goes on behind closed doors should stay behind closed doors. However, there is a question of immigration that may be troublesome sir; again, accountability gentlemen. Back to Mr. Powers; I’ve noticed you’ve taken a shine to your young daughter’s babysitter, whom I can assure everybody is over eighteen. She will in fact turn nineteen next month. Still, the relationship has developed into what some people might consider to be inappropriate.” Sam produced two more photographs which showed the District Attorney and the babysitter enjoying a poolside drink sans bathing suits.




    “Hell, let me see those too Collins!” Winters said with relish. “Mmm mmh, damn it Declan you’ve got yourself a fine FINE piece of ass there. True blond as well, yeah, look at the body on her; no way she’s twelve like the cabana boy.”




    Powers steamed as Winters leered over the pictures. “Give them over to me Harlon goddamnit! Collins you did a fine job of burying yourself today motherfucker! I’ll see you in the goddamn chair you stupid motherfuckin’ bastard. In the chair motherfucker and then I’ll go piss on your grave, piss on your grave, do you hear me!” The Declan Powers suave veneer of just a few moments before had transformed into the ranting of a person unhinged. Winters handed the photos to the Mayor who let his eyes linger on them before handing them over to Powers.




    Mayor Edmund Foley’s stare bore into Sam. “What a shame,” the Mayor thought to himself. If this fiasco hadn’t blown up into such a public uproar he’d have created a position for Collins in his own office. Tough, ruthless, rugged, and intelligent to boot; these were words to characterize Collins and they were characteristics the Mayor knew how to use to great effect against his opponents, which were growing by the day, even within this room, and certainly within this building. Collins was also honest, a fact which held great weight with the Mayor. But now, unfortunately, Collins was a liability, a big liability.




    The Mayor began to slowly clap his hands and laugh. “Mr. Collins, bravo, simply a virtuoso performance and you’ve left your audience speechless.” The Mayor slowly surveyed the room seeming to intimidate anybody who felt the urge to continue. “More importantly, in short order, you’ve seemed to carry the day. Anyway, the only opinion that counts in this room is mine. The Chief had me sold this morning but I needed to see you play your hand. You’ll get your full honors retirement. You’ll get the full retirement benefit package. Hell, we can even find some room, put up the American flag, and have a nice photo of the two of us smiling and shaking hands.” The Mayor, staring Sam straight in the eyes, leaned forward placing his elbows on the table and pointed his right hand index finger at Sam. He concluded with a low growl, “But you’ll get the hell out of my city. If I hear any of this shit, any little thing, I’ll squash you like a bug. Just ask your Chief if I can and if I will. So you’re going to walk out of that door, walk out of this city, and walk out of everybody’s life. Do you understand me?”




    Sam understood very clearly and, without a word, got up and left the room. His folder remained.




    The Chief relaxed back into his chair with a broad smile. “That Sam Collins is one motherfucker isn’t he. And I, for one, am going to miss the fuck out of that man.”




    New York City: June 10th 1999




    Jon Brochstein stared out his downtown office window, the same window he had stared grimly out of for more than seventeen years. The office was cramped, stuffy, and uncomfortable; the office was home. He had achieved advancement over the years but had always resisted the opportunity to move into a more luxurious situation. His job was cramped, stuffy, and uncomfortable; his city was cramped, stuffy, and uncomfortable; it befitted that his office should be cramped, stuffy, and uncomfortable. Hell, his life was cramped, stuffy, and uncomfortable.




    The people he gazed on below, the bankers, lawyers, vendors, gangsters, the whole lot, would be going through the same routines tomorrow. Jon Brochstein would not. He walked over to the wardrobe dresser he kept in his office-home and looked in the mirror. “I look like crap,” he mumbled to himself, “forty two going on fifty.”




    The job had taken its toll. Brochstein had come to work for the Federal Prosecutors office, Fifth District, straight out of Brooklyn Law School exactly seventeen years ago to the day. Almost all of the young men and women that had come to work for the Prosecutors office in 1982 had long since gone; gone to seek their fortune in private practice. Brochstein had had his chances, but stayed to fight the “good fight.” He had in fact received several offers recently as word spread that he was resigning his position. “Screw them,” he spit. “That’ll be the day when I defend those pieces of shit.” Looking around he clenched his fists and spit again, “And screw this office.”




    The majority of the past five years had seen Brochstein working on a task force designed to infiltrate and break-up the Russian-Haitian drug syndication that had taken control of the drug traffic on the eastern seaboard. “High octane juice,” Mayor Giuliani had said during one of the initial meetings. Members of the New York City and Boston Police Departments were trained to go undercover. They were joined by FBI personnel who worked the area south of Philadelphia. “High octane juice indeed,” Brochstein agreed. He led a team of prosecutors charged with turning the evidence into convictions. There were convictions, several in fact, including the number one and two honchos of the Russian mob. There was also plenty of retribution. John thought of the death threats on his life and the deadly package left on his doorstep. He thought of his good friend Sam Collins. What did Sam have to show for his intrepid undercover work which directly led to the arrest of public enemy #1 and the indictment of the top dog Haitian? His wife and son burnt to death in a house fire. At least the Haitians and Russians had the balls to exact revenge, but all Sam got was a lot of hand-wringing and “our hands are tied.” In the end, Sam took matters into his own hands and exacted his revenge. What reward did he get? He was run out of Boston, the city of his birth and the city he loved. The ironic thing about it Jon thought was that Sam’s act of vigilante justice had caused the northeast Haitian cartel to splinter greatly hindering drug trafficking past Hartford, Connecticut, at least temporarily. “FUBAR” he sighed shaking his head.




    “’Fucked up beyond all reality’ is right Jon.” Harold Wegweiser walked into the room and, moving a couple boxes out of the way, took a seat by Jon’s desk. Harold was the lead prosecutor in the office and had been for close to ten years. He ruled his office with an iron fist and a heart of gold. Harold filled two glasses with the Chivas Regal he had brought. “Fucked up that I’m losing my best prosecutor is more like it. Fucked up that I’m losing the man I thought I’d hand the keys to this office one day.”




    Raising his glass to Harold, Jon said, “I could never run this office Harold, not like you can. I’m one for the trenches, I couldn’t put up with all the political bullshit.”




    “Ah, politics! If you want to move out of this office, why not try your hand at politics?




    “I don’t know boss, you can only walk around the same block so many times. And honestly, my time is up. I need to get out of this city.”




    “And go where?”




    “Thailand.”




    “Thailand? Do they even have Jews in Thailand?”




    “A small community and they have just installed their first full-time rabbi,” Jon answered optimistically.




    “That’s something I guess, it’s always good for a Jew to have a rabbi nearby. Mine’s an asshole, but still.”




    Harold could always lighten the mood which is what made him such an adroit administrator of an office full of egos and ambitions. “I just need a change of scenery Harold. To be truthful, I’ve gotten my ass kicked the last couple of years and I need a break. Who knows, maybe a year or two away and I’ll feel as good as new and come back to the city and into private practice or, maybe, throw my hat into the ring.” He lied; he would never come back to this hell hole.




    Harold stood up and walked over to Jon for an embrace. “You know better than to bullshit this old Jew. Go live your life as you see fit. You don’t owe anybody a thing; a little gathering later?”




    “Over at Mantle’s. You better be there.”




    “For one drink, when do you leave?”




    “Tomorrow, I’ll fly out to California to visit a friend. Sam Collins, remember him?”




    Harold Wegweiser shook his head sadly, “Of course. Poor kid, give him my regards.”




    Jon walked back over to the window past all the packed up boxes of memorabilia to remind him of this shithole. He looked down sadly at the photo of his ex-wife which sat askew on his desk. She had walked away at the first hint of trouble, the first death threat. Though she had probably entertained the idea for some time as she realized he was indeed committed to the office and not using it as merely a stepping stone to a more financially rewarding practice. He threw the photo in the overflowing trash bin. “Screw her too.”


  




  

    Chapter 1: Pichit, Thailand. October 15th 2003




    The moon hung prominently in the sky in three-quarter repose. “A beautiful night for a walk,” thought the man in the front passenger seat. The lower north of Thailand was coming to the end of its rainy season and the nights were beginning to cool, but this was of little concern to the passengers inside the Toyota Fortuner as it wound its way through the hilly and deserted Pichit road. The road sign read “Bueng Si Fai 2 KM.” Recognizing the sign, the young Thai lady in the back seat, Nui, muttered softly “shit.”




    What Nui recognized was the famed crocodile preserve of Pichit. In fact, most Thai people may only know Pichit for two or three reasons. First, it is the smallest province of Thailand. Second, it is the home of one of Asia’s finest crocodile preserves. And it is also home to the Luang Por Phet, the bronzed encased Buddha Statue famed for its psychic powers. They were not here to have their futures read and, in any case, her and her boyfriend’s appeared very bleak at the moment.




    She looked over at her badly beaten boyfriend and started to sob. Matt squeezed her hand reassuringly and tried to give a smile. It was in that moment when Nui realized why she loved Matt so. Even in the most desperate of situations he could find a reason to smile or, at the very least, felt the need to ease her fears. Matt was a dreamer, a dreamer of big things and lofty pursuits; ambitions that had led them into their current predicament. She cursed the day her sister had given Matt the contents of the dead man’s possessions. The man, who had died during sex with her sister, was some sort of “superstar” Matt had explained and his eyes almost bulged out of his head when he saw what was contained on the man’s, a certain Mr. Macomber, flash-drive. And that was that, despite Nui’s uneasiness, they undertook to become treasure-hunters with often humorous, but now quite serious consequences. Matt squeezed Nui’s hand again and gave a gurgled whisper “We did it! I told you sweetheart.” And Nui returned his squeeze, and the love held within, and whispered in Matt’s ear “Yes my honey, we did it, it’s real, and when we escape we’ll go back for the whole treasure.” Nui knew there would be no escape, but she also knew Matt would be the dreamer till the end. Matt nodded with his broken smile and gave her a discreet thumbs-up.




    “Almost there Iskandar,” said the Thai driver in perfect English.




    “Yes my friend, and may I say Bravo for this exquisite idea. Almost like old times again Pao, us two driving through these mountains, and this time we truly will make a difference.” Pao merely responded with a slight smile and a nod. Iskandar turned to look at the young man and woman in the back seat. The man, a thirty something farang (foreigner) from Australia named Matt, lay badly beaten & slumped against his young Thai girlfriend. “Son, this really isn’t necessary,” said Iskandar softly in an almost grandfatherly way.




    The farang, Matt, responded through bits of broken teeth; “Man, I don’t have any info for you. Like I told you, I found, well I was given all this shit by this girl in Pattaya.”




    Iskandar casually waved him off. “I know, I know. This bargirl fucked a guy to death and took off with his belongings which included my flash drive. Well, she must be one hell of a fuck; still I don’t believe you could make heads-nor-tails of the information that is on the documents.”




    Actually Iskandar knew the story of the man screwing himself to death to be true. He had made sure the Viagra was laced. The man in question, Mr. Mark Macomber had become a liability. He had not, however, anticipated the girl absconding with Macomber’s belongings and eluding his men who were waiting in the Pattaya hotel lobby. That was water under the bridge as far as Iskandar was concerned however. His main apprehension now was retrieving the flash-drive, which contained two documents and two maps essential for his quest, and uncovering who was sponsoring Matt and Nui’s adventure.




    Matt’s girlfriend, Nui, nodded in agreement “Jing jing (sure) Matt stupid sure mister sure. So he cannot have this information for you right.”




    Iskandar laughed good-naturedly, “Actually it is you who seems to have the brains in this relationship. Thai whores can come in all shapes and sizes I must admit. But you could make no sense of this either, which leads me back to the question: Who is your boss? Who has been underwriting your adventure? Let me tell you what I know which may make your decision a bit easier. The girl who ‘offed’ my partner is none other than your sister Nui. I can only assume that she is in possession of my rightful belongings. Of course she’ll be not hard to find in Pattaya as, from what I’ve been able to gather, she’s become somewhat of a go-go superstar in sin city.” Looking directly into Matt’s and Nui’s eyes Iskandar concluded, “What I’ll do to her will make tonight look like a walk on a Phuket beach.” The last statement was delivered in an icy manner that sent a shiver through the vehicle which came to a sudden halt.




    “Here we are,” said Pao.




    The SUV came to a stop in front of a locked gate. The sign read, in Thai, “Authorized Personnel Only Past This Point.” Two men were waiting at the gate and the driver whispered something in their ears. They proceeded to roughly drag the girl and man out of the back of the car.




    Nui pleaded to the man called Iskandar, “No, no, no, you cannot do this to us.” Pao slapped her with the back of his hand and proceeded to club her with a thick fallen palm tree branch sending her careening into a small boulder that lined the entryway to the crocodile preserve.




    Nui lay sobbing on the ground beside Matt as Pao calmly turned to Iskandar to inform him, “My friend will be here shortly. He is very discreet and I will provide him with 10,000 baht for his troubles. I know you think I am cheap Charlie, but this is a big sum for this man as his monthly wage is around 15,000 baht. And we make his night watch easier as well. These two will provide a nice meal indeed for the crocodiles. Well, at least the farang will. If you not want to send her to the crocs, I could fetch a decent price for her from a brothel in Hat Yai. Anyway, my friend may not have to make his feeding rounds tonight.”




    Iskandar, listening absent-mindedly nodded in agreement. “In these matters it is best to leave you in charge of the details Pao. I trust you implicitly. Actually, it is nice to come back to Bueng Si Fai. I remember my wife and I used to drive down here for picnics before we wed. Those are wonderful memories for us indeed!” At that moment the gate quietly slipped open and a figure crept back into the shadows with neither word nor sound.




    Pao barked orders to the two men in Thai and they quickly grabbed Matt and Nui and pushed them roughly forward through the gate. Iskandar waved for Pao to bring Nui to him as he took out his mobile phone and placed a call. Nui was led to Iskandar who motioned for her to get on her knees. He un-zippered his khaki jeans and pulled out his member. Nui jerked her head back in revulsion only to be slapped violently causing her to fall to the ground. The act of violence seemed to heighten Iskandar’s ardor. He bent over and grabbed her by her pony-tail and lifted her back up, saying kindly, “Do me as if your life depended on it young lady.”




    Nui closed her eyes and took him in her mouth. Iskandar looked down satisfied as he talked into his mobile, “Tun Perak, good evening, I’m calling to let you know I’ve encountered a problem in Pichit. If it is not resolved to my satisfaction I’ll need you to go to Pattaya tomorrow. There is a certain go-go dancer I’ll need you to track down; be prepared for my call.” Putting the phone away Iskandar enjoyed Nui’s expert service, causing him to observe, “Sex is best when it is reduced to its most primitive state and nothing is more primitive than survival.” He looked down at her bobbing head and knew that he held her life in his hand. This thought of power and raw lust heightened his excitement and Nui brought him to orgasm in short order. Patting her on the head, he said “That may well have done the trick and, at the very least, got you a reprieve to my hotel room for the night. Let’s see if Matt is as compliant.”




    Grabbing Nui by her pony tail again he strode purposefully into the waiting jungle and came onto a small barb wire fence that ran along the water’s edge. Impatiently looking at his watch he said “OK, enough with the back and forth. Matt, please tell me young friend, to whom do you answer to?” Looking quickly over at Nui he continued, “What about you my young slut, surely you must want to save your sister. How much do you open your legs for 1,000 baht short time, 2,000 baht long time? How is 10,000 baht to open your mouth? You just used your mouth brilliantly a few minutes ago, why not simply tell me what I ask and we can all part as friends.” Nui wanted to spill the beans but she knew Matt was right when he said, “They’ll kill us all anyway.” She had to find some way to escape and, at the very least, save her sister.




    The commotion on the land piqued the interest of the crocodiles and a pair had already made their presence known.




    Seeing the crocs Matt shouted “You crazy cunt! I don’t know a goddamn thing and neither does she.”




    Hearing Matt’s insolence, Pao slapped him across the face and pinned his arms and body over a fallen tree stump. He motioned the two men to keep Matt down and produced a butcher’s hatchet and brandished it threateningly in the air. Matt’s eyes bulged as the hatched swiftly and cleanly shorn off his right hand.




    As Matt lay there in shock Iskandar picked up Matt’s severed hand and casually threw it over the fence to an awaiting croc and knelt down and patted Matt gently on the head. “Ok OK, please, PLEASE shall we ALL try to act a bit more civilized, everybody. Matt, for the last time who are you working for?”




    Matt looked up and gave Iskandar a bloody smile. “You may be a crazy cunt, but I’m one better mate, I’m a crazy Aussie cunt you fuck.” With that show of bravado Matt lunged at Iskandar with his considerable strength breaking away from his captors and tackling Iskandar into the barb wire. The Thai men, including Pao, jumped on Matt who had his left hand firmly gripped to Iskandar’s throat. The screaming and hysteria had gotten the crocs into a frenzied state and they hovered around the other side of the barb wire aching to join the fray. Sensing the opportunity to flee, Nui quickly bolted for the jungle brush. Pao seeing this out of the corner of his eye exclaimed “shit!!” Confident that Matt had been separated from Iskandar he set off after her.




    Nui sped through the jungle as if her life depended on it, and she knew it well did. It was dark and the terrain was studded with small and often jagged boulders. But it was no different than her village in Buriram where she was known as the fastest in the village boy or girl. “Buriram, Buriram, Buriram,” Nui kept saying to herself, but then she heard the blood curdling screams of Matt. “Fuck, they threw him to the crocs.” Nui started sobbing uncontrollably but then stopped to compose herself. “Tomorrow I will cry, I will cry for Matt tomorrow, because there Will be a tomorrow for me.” She then straightened herself up and continued her sprint up a small hill then down before crossing a slippery moss infested stream before hurdling up another yet bigger hill. She found herself, on the other side, by a road. The jungle must be home for tonight she thought and curled up by a big tree far from the road’s edge. She thought of Buriram, she thought of her small village, she thought of Matt, she cried.




    It quickly became apparent Pao was not going to be able to give chase as he saw she was slashing through the jungle at Olympic speed. “Those buffalo,” he thought and angrily walked back to where Iskandar was cleaning himself off. The crocs were heartily ripping into Matt and the Thai men were skulking off to the side.




    Pao busily checked on Iskandar while berating his inept help. “Are you OK Iskandar, are you OK?”




    Iskandar brusquely said “Yes, yes, and the girl.”




    Pao shook his head “No, I’m afraid I don’t move through the jungle as I once did.”




    Iskandar had pulled out his silencer and nonchalantly fired two shots with each bullet finding its way through the skull of the two henchmen. He then put his arm consolingly around Pao. “Oh don’t be so hard on yourself Pao. It is so difficult to find good help these days and, well, none of us move around as well as we once did eh. She is a spry little thing and, as Lou Reed sang all those years ago, “She does give good head.” I wanted to have a bit of a go with her before we tossed her to the crocs as well, but her day will arrive soon enough, and her sister’s as well. Not much into whores, but relieve the tension and all that. It’s been a busy day hasn’t it my friend.”




    Pao was grateful for the support. Iskandar had always been a supportive leader. Even in the darkest days of the Communist uprising, Iskandar was the reassuring voice inside the camp. Well if he finds that bar-girl, he’ll do more than have a go with her. He looked back as the crocodiles were finishing their meal and became even more enraged at the young lady’s escape. “Yes,” he muttered, “she’ll be begging for the crocs after I get through with her.”


  




  

    Chapter 2: Chiang Mai. October 16th




    Chiang Mai is ranked as one of the top retirement spots in the world. Set in the foothills of the Himalayas, Chiang Mai possesses a rare natural beauty. It is no wonder King Mengrai, the founder of the Lan Na Kingdom, chose this site to build his capitol city.




    The Lan Na Kingdom functioned as an independent state forming in the middle of the 13th century and continuing up until the early stages of the 20th century. Only over the past eighty years has the northern region of Thailand been fully integrated into the modern Thai Kingdom. Lan Na means “the land of a million rice fields,” and the former Kingdom comprised of a group of principalities whose southern boundary extended as far as Tak and the top part of the Sukhothai Kingdom. To the west, Lan Na reached the Salween River; to the east, it extended to the Mekong River; and to the north, Chiang Rung. The Kingdom was made up of autonomous or semi-autonomous states or principalities that varied greatly in size and influence. Western Lan Na was the most important area and included Chiang Mai, Lampang, Lamphun, Chiang Rai, and Payao. Chiang Mai acted as the capitol of the Lan Na Kingdom and in the present time is often referred to as the “capitol of the north.”




    Tourists, both Thai and foreigner, flock to the “Rose of the North” to enjoy such attractions as Doi Suthep (the world-famous Buddhist Temple), the famed Night Bazaar, and self-improvement activities such as Thai cooking and Thai massage. Sam Collins retired to Chiang Mai for none of those pursuits. Nor did he come to “CM” tied to, or chasing, a girl. And, in fact, that last pursuit may well rank as the number one activity for the retired “farang” living in these parts. No, while Sam enjoyed all of these things, especially the ladies, he came here looking for a semblance of peace in his life. Having retired to Chiang Mai in September of 2002 Sam found himself finally and firmly nestled in that peaceful oasis of life he had longed for.




    Sitting on his gated patio which overlooked and led down to a private entrance to the condominium swimming pool Sam smiled as a young mother played with her energetic toddler. Scenes such as these always evoked memories of his wife, Laura, playing with their young boy Christopher. Even though their deaths occurred more than five years ago, the pain remained fresh. A friend once asked him “How do you deal with it, I mean how do you move on?” Sam shrugged, “I don’t, at least not in the sense you imply. They are a part of me. Some people call it baggage but that makes it sound like such a burden. No, Laura and Christopher will always be with me, always a part of me. In fact, they are the best part.” And that’s how Sam coped with the little vignettes of life that he sometimes came across, such as the one currently playing itself out in the pool.




    Ob-Ap joined him from inside Sam’s town-house condo. Ob-Ap was a twenty-one year old fourth year medical student at Chiang Mai University. She was Sam’s partner in many ways, though it would not be quite accurate to call her a girlfriend. Their relationship fell into that category which is difficult to define in the western sense but that is quite common in Southeast Asian locales such as Chiang Mai.




    Sam had met Ob-Ap over a year ago at a party held by his friend Lido. Lido was a successfully retired software designer from Australia. His story was not unlike many one can find in Thailand of happily retired gentlemen. Lido, in Australia, trudged through twenty years of a loveless marriage in order to secure his only child’s university fund and stock away a bit of a retirement stash for himself. At the age of fifty, as a reward for his labors, he was knocked down by a massive heart attack and found himself on death’s doorstep. After a lengthy recovery he hopped out of bed, filed divorce papers, filed retirement papers, and booked the first flight out to Thailand. Sam always laughed at Lido’s comical retelling of the tale which usually was brought on by a bout of Hennessy.




    Well Lido’s luck did improve with his change of scenery. Not the type to sit around, he took a part-time job, money under the table, as a graphic design instructor at Rajaphahit University. Through his job he met a young architectural student named Pui. Pui, a friend of Ob-Ap, sought out Lido as a private English tutor. He was glad to be of assistance and soon the relationship developed into something more.




    So, in the same vein, Sam taught Ob-Ap English and prepared her for her TOEFL (Test Of English as a Foreign Language) exam and Ob-Ap did occasional housework and took care of his laundry. They often joined forces in the kitchen and, yes, they had become lovers. It was a relationship that worked in both their interests. For Sam, he was attracted to Ob-Ap’s intellect, vitality, and sexuality. Though he enjoyed to hang out at some of the beer bars on Loi Kroh, Chiang Mai’s red light district, he had no intention of settling down with a bar girl. She provided him with what could be considered a “home life.”




    For Ob-Ap, she was attracted to Sam spontaneity, curiosity, and his sexual magnetism. Neither was interested in a long term commitment; she had her eyes set on Medical School in America or England, and he had his eyes set on a retirement as a ‘single nester.’ Though, at the present, the relationship was beginning to develop in a direction neither had contemplated, and neither was sure they wanted.




    She noticed Sam’s state of contemplation and asked “What are you thinking Sam?”




    “Oh, nothing really, just a bit of day-dreaming,” he said with a smile. “Do you see the mother with her young child? They reminded me of my wife and child.” Sam didn’t say it with any sense of sadness rather he was direct and truthful. “That’s how you cope,” Sam told himself.




    Ob-Ap smiled, she appreciated Sam’s honesty and considered it a sign of strength. She knew he had lost his wife and son though had never pressed him for any intimate details. If and when he wanted to talk about it she would be there for him. Ob-Ap grabbed his hand, “Let’s go swim.”




    In fact Ob-Ap could not swim. Her village, in the north of Chiang Mai province, and skirting the northern rural province of Mae Hong Song, offered little opportunity for a young child to learn how to swim. But Sam had coaxed her into the water early in their relationship; Sam enjoyed almost all water sports and the reason he had bought his condo was its poolside feature. His raised eyebrow revealed his surprise to find her wearing her new bikini.




    She put her hands over her face, “You don’t like Sam, oh my…”




    Quite the contrary, Sam liked it very much. Ob-Ap’s slender and seductive body provided a stunning compliment to her intelligent and angelic face. “I’m just surprised that’s all. It took me four days of convincing to get you to wear on our last trip to Phuket.”




    “I know but today I feel a little sexy and tonight I’m lonely because you go out with Jon.” Actually, this was Ob-Ap being jealous. She knew that Sam and Jon liked to play at the go-go’s which she frowned upon a great deal. But Sam demanded his freedom, otherwise their arrangement wouldn’t hold up, so this was her way of showing her claws. “Why don’t you join us,” he asked as he lowered into the pool. “We’ll be going over to Bubbles around ten. How about you bring your friend Pan and we’ll make a date of it.”




    Ob-Ap brightened up, “Ok, maybe, tonight she will come over to study for next week’s final.”




    Sam was getting fully aroused cradling her in the water, something not unnoticed by Ob-Ap. “What time will she come over?”




    “About seven o’clock?”




    Sam looked at his watch which read six and immediately strode out of the pool carrying her straight into the kitchen and placing her on the sturdy teak kitchen table. Ob-Ap loved the impulsive nature of their love-making and she knew the tease of jealousy along with the bikini, especially the bikini, would bring on the desired effect. He quickly undressed them both and raised her legs wide in the air. Ob-Ap supported herself with her arms as her back arched and her legs spread. Sam loved how her breasts lay on her chest like two small bundles of bananas and slowly entered her eliciting a low deep moan.




    They had lost track of time, and by now had long since made their way up to the bedroom, when her phone started to ring. The ring, as if mimicking Ob-Ap’s orgasms, didn’t let up. Finally Sam came and slumped on top of his energetic student. She looked at the mobile and tried to catch her breath. “That was Pan, she left a message: ‘waiting at front door.’” They both giggled.




    Nights out with Jon, while exceedingly fun, usually were followed by a dreadful next day. The best remedy, he had found, was a good workout before the festivities began. Peering at the clock Sam saw it was coming on seven-thirty. He had plans to meet Brochstein at John’s Place around eight-thirty. Enough time for a visit to the condo’s fitness center. Ob-Ap emerged from the shower wearing only a towel causing Sam to smile wide. Retirement life, in a word, Perfect!




    Feeling refreshed from his early evening workout and frolic with Ob-Ap, Sam slipped into his usual attire of Gap cargo shorts and a Polo shirt and set out to John’s Place. A seedy night out with Jon always seemed to lift his spirits and, judging from Sam’s call to Jon, a seedy night was certainly on the menu. The air was beginning to cool slightly and Sam decided to take his Harley on a leisurely route to his rendezvous. Heading north on Huay Kaew Road Sam turned left onto the Canal Rd. towards Chiang Mai Airport. Sam enjoyed the whisk of fresh air flowing over his torso and through his hair. It also gave his Harley a chance to stretch its legs as it had been city bound for the last month or so. Whipping past Central Airport Plaza the Harley veered right onto the Super Highway heading towards Chang Khlan Road. Sam took a left onto Chang Khlan and followed it directly into the City center before taking a left past the Suriwong Bookstore and then banking a U-turn around the moat which eased him onto the moat road in the direction of Loi Kroh.




    Chiang Mai does not have the built up beer-bar and go-go scene such as Bangkok, Pattaya, or Phuket. Still, Loi Kroh provides a relaxed mix of entertainment including beer-bars, sport pubs, and a couple of go-go bars. Loi Kroh runs from the moat road on the north end south to the Night Bazaar. The north end of Loi Kroh is the center of the beer-bar action. Bars such as Ba Ba Bo Bo (Crazy Motherfucker) and Best Bar provide a nice mix of sex and rock ‘n roll, and if someone was in mind for drugs well that could probably be arranged as well. The atmosphere in these bars, about fifteen in all, is relaxed with the girls not being too pushy. Pulling up in front of John’s Place Sam quickly eyed Brochstein chatting up one of Loi Kroh’s finer young gals.




    “How’s Thailand’s favorite Jew doing’?” bellowed Sam.




    “Just fine Sam, just fine. Good to see you my friend, how you doing? Just getting myself acquainted with the Chiang Mai talent, may I introduce you to the lovely Mim who has promised to make my short stay a memorable visit.”




    “Mim, good evening, Sawadee Khrap (hello), I’m Sam.”




    “Sawadee Sam, sure know you; you friend Kiki,” Mim replied in an unusually high-pitched voice.




    “Ah yes, Mim, I do remember a night at Bubbles. Jon I’ll take you over to Bubbles later tonight; it’s a solid disco, good DJ, a lot of Cure and all that. Mim, would you like a drink? Jon’s going to buy a round.”




    “Sure, kap khun mak (thank you very much) Jon. I’ll go to bar. What you want drink?”




    “Seeing as I’m buying let’s go for a bottle of Johnny Red and two Heineken’s.”




    “You are in town for a bender I see.”




    “What the hell Sam. We’re living in the heart of paradise, may as well live large.”




    Sam smiled and knew all too well what Jon was talking about. After all the drama they had left behind in the States it was time to kick back and enjoy the best life could provide them.




    Mim went off to the bar allowing Sam and Jon to exchange a hug and sit down. They had first become friends while working on the Drug Enforcement Agency led drug-task force that was trying to permanently break-up the Russian-Haitian connection that was controlling the drug trade along the east coast of the United States. Sam’s crew, working out of Boston, went undercover to infiltrate the gangs and build up enough evidence and make enough arrests to guarantee successful prosecutions. Jon was a young but seasoned prosecutor, working out of New York, entrusted with making those prosecutions successful. Over a two year period on the task force Sam and Jon had developed a close working relationship. Just as important, they had developed a tight friendship as well. Jon was there for little Christopher’s, Laura and Sam’s son, Baptism and Sam was an usher for Jon’s wedding. For each, their friendship represented the glue which connected the past with the present.




    “Sam, I miss you,” yelled a tiny curvaceous young thing as she jumped on to Sam’s lap.




    “Kiki, you princess of the night, I took a peek but didn’t see you on the stage.”




    Kiki stood just a bit over five feet tall and weighed around one hundred and ten pounds. Her body was almost perfectly proportioned with not an ounce distributed in the wrong place. She came from a small village in Chiang Mai Province. At the age of twenty one she had been a veteran of the Chiang Mai scene for a little over two years. Kiki’s story was not an uncommon one. At the age of eighteen she found herself pregnant causing her boyfriend to flee. Once the child was born it was placed in the care of her grandmother while she left for Chiang Mai to earn money. With few marketable skills the only option available to her was clear. And that option was quite lucrative given Kiki’s “Tiger Beat” face, spectacular body, and truly vivacious personality. Her story in fact was quite common and played itself out every day over Thailand. What was uncommon, however, was Kiki’s savvy approach. She was a relentless saver and probably pulled in about forty to fifty thousand baht per month due to her work at Jon’s Place and her English ‘boyfriend’ who faithfully deposited fifteen thousand into her bank account on the first of each month. Of course she would send enough money back to the village to support her family, but the rest would find its way into her bank account. Her goal was to salt away enough money to build a small house and open a small business. A lot of the girls talk about it, Kiki was putting her plan into action.




    Once or twice a month Sam would get an irresistible urge for Kiki. She was the ‘other’ girl in his life. Sam had promised himself he wouldn’t get entangled in the ‘hooker’ scene. The last thing he wanted to do was throw away his hard earned pension on a string of bargirls, a fact he let Kiki know from the outset. Kiki was actually fine with the arrangement. Usually they would spend the afternoon at her well appointed apartment. She never visited Sam’s condo, and he never barfined her. Sam was her “off the books” guy which many girls like to have so as to have, Sam presumed, a relationship that wasn’t solely based on money. They truly enjoyed their relationship and understood the boundaries.




    “I just come now, I’m a little late, high season is here, but I’m so lazy. Is this your friend Jon?”




    Sam nodded, “Jon I’d like to introduce you to Kiki, the undisputed ‘princess’ of John’s Place.”




    “Hi Kiki, I’m Jon.”




    “Hi Jon, my friend Mim like you sure thing, She can take good care too, sure thing Jon. Saaammm, I not want dance tonight. Let’s get drunk and hang out. Mim will take care of Jon, and you know I always take good care for you.”




    “I tell you what Kiki, Jon and I are going to enjoy our beer and a bit of this Johnny Red. We’ll go over to shoot a couple of games of pool at Cozy Corner too.” Cozy Corner and Jon’s Place are actually one and the same, with Cozy Corner acting as the pub and Jon’s Place as the small go-go. “When you’re not dancing come over and I’ll buy you a couple of drinks. But in about two hours we’re off to Bubbles to meet Ob-Ap and her friend.”




    Kiki shrugged her shoulders. “Ok! Don’t forget, tomorrow my day off.”




    “How could I forget, three o’clock with pizza and videos,” Sam said as she bounced away into the go-go.




    Sam leaned back into his chair across from Jon and they fell into small talk which, predictably, led into a discussion of the next day’s epic game seven between Sam’s Boston Red Sox and Jon’s New York Yankees.




    “I thought we had you Sammy when we got up three games to one.”




    “I was none too confident at that point either, but It’s all wrapped up at three now and Uncle Mo is sitting on our bench.”




    “That may be so Sam but I’d rather have Auntie Mentum who is sitting right beside Joe Torre.” The two broke up in laughter over their wordplay.




    The great thing about Jon’s Place was that you could sit outside but still have a view of the stage. Sam looked over as Kiki and Mim took the stage and poured a shot of Johnny for both him and Jon. The sound system roared to life with Deep Purple’s Highway Star causing the girls on stage to grind on their pole. Kiki, clad in only small feather pasties which barely covered her nipples, and a handkerchief which barely concealed her well trimmed bush, quickly caught the eye of an elderly patron. She seductively sauntered over to him and gave Sam a knowing wink. Her bank account was just about to get a little larger Sam thought with a smile. It never took long for Kiki to reel one in. The music was pumping, the girls were rocking the stage, the whiskey was flowing, the high season was here and Chiang Mai was alive with excitement. Sam raised his glass in a toast. “Here’s to one hell of a retirement Jon, and no one deserves it more than us.”




    Jon heartily raised his glass in response “Here here my friend.” He connected eyes with Mim who returned Jon a ‘come here’ smile.




    “That friend of Ob-Ap better be a winner Sammy because Mim is going to be difficult to walk away from.”




    “Hey man, you’re free as a bird. If you want to pull Mim go for it. Anyway, you’ll be getting married to Ning in a couple of months so I guess it’s now or never.”




    “Yeah, let’s see how it goes. I really should try to calm it down. You know I want to be a faithful husband but, sometimes, it’s too difficult,” Jon said with a shrug while admiring his half full glass. “Man that Johnny tastes good which, to be fair, adds to the dilemma.”




    Sam thought to respond but there was nothing to add so he just relaxed in his chair enjoying the music, the show, and the good company.
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