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    Takeoff




    It’s dark out there! Strange, there was a full moon rising when we began our pre-flights.




    With eyes straining I peer through the windshield. A chuckle, a smile; my wish has come true. A pea-souper has descended to blanket all.




    I settle back into my seat thankful for this fortuitous change of condition. Most grateful for the shroud that renders us invisible to the prying eyes of any Tom, Dick and nosey parker who happen along.




    It’s calm now but soon the cool night air will reverberate to the sound of four Rolls-Royce RB211 engines running full bore. A peace shattering crescendo. First I must instruct the pilot-in-command to proceed.




    At full throttle, with engines winding up to maximum revs, enormous pressure will build on the aircraft’s brakes. I’m expecting vibrations to ripple through the airframe. The undercarriage will groan under the strain. Only when 59,000 pounds of thrust is available from each of the four engines will I send word to the ground crew to switch on the runway lights. Even through this fog I expect to see enough of our defined path for the roll to begin. And then, once again, it will be game on.




    Unrestrained this modified Boeing 747-200 with its cargo strapped on tight will roll down the tarmac as it has never rolled down tarmac before.




    As we accelerate the wings will start to bite into the night air. We’ll attain lift, enough to defy gravity, then rotate speed, but the pilot will keep the nose planted. Only at runway’s end will he pull back gently on the yoke and allow the aircraft’s rubber to severe ties with the tarmac.




    Anxious moments will follow as the great jet lumbers into the night sky. Foremost on all our minds: will it, can it stay aloft? As the knots and altitude increase, and the pilot is confident the controls are responding to his commands, harboured fears should dissipate. It will be a long, steady climb to fifteen thousand feet. Our route will take a southwesterly heading out over the Atlantic where we will make a sweeping U-turn and assume the identity of a US outbound flight en route to Germany.




    Last week’s rehearsal for tonight’s flight created a moment’s confusion for air-traffic controllers; we raised a few pulses; though, at the end, as traffic controllers drew a conclusion and calm returned, was I satisfied we were viewed as nothing more than a glitch. Tonight I’m expecting to pull off the same move without a snag. Later, on the correct flight path, we will once again switch identities for our run to Bahrain.




    With our heading established we will engage the autopilot and cruise for the remainder of the flight to the Arabian Gulf. We expect to land an hour before the crack of sparrows on a coastal airstrip southeast of the island. There, our cargo will be unloaded and salted away where it will forever remain for the client’s eyes only.




    For me, and I’m sure all involved feel the same way, that desert touchdown cannot come a moment sooner. I’ll walk down the steps and embrace the warm fluid air, thankful, relieved, thinking of nothing but how I’ve managed to pull off the impossible.




    There will be one last thing I must do before heading home to Bangkok and that, as well as collecting the balance of my fee, is to claim the sweetener I was promised should I choose to accept this commission. Played to my Achilles’ heel they did when they made me that offer. They say fools rush in. Well that would be me. Anyone of sound mind could see it was a mission impossible. And even I have to confess, there’s been many an occasion since embarking on this journey when I started to wonder if I was short of more than a few marbles. Yet, here I am on the home stretch, or will be once this seven-four-seven takes to the sky.




    All we need now, as we sit here anxiously, is one piece of information to come across the airwaves. The commercial flight from Heathrow, the one whose identity we intend to assume for our flight to Bahrain tonight, is waiting on a takeoff slot. Once we receive word that they have permission to push back, we’ll start our engines and depart these shores.




    The outbound from the States is on schedule and Bahrain is ready for our arrival. The ground crew here are eager for us to leave and I cannot blame them for that. From the moment we roll they must begin the task of erasing the last traces of our presence here, after which, they too will melt away unseen.




    Anxious moments for all. I’m not a nail biter fortunately, for strapped into the co-pilots seat, with my headset patched directly to the control tower at Heathrow, boy I’m nervous as hell.




    To get to this position, the beginning of the end, has taken a year. The planning and preparation throughout has been relentless, and the money spent, not mine I’m pleased to say, more than I dare tell. Another eight hours and it will all be over.




    The asset now attached and strapped to the seven-four-seven has been in my possession for two weeks and its disappearance and possible whereabouts are all folk talk about these days.




    And going by the print in the tabloids; the police, they would have you believe, are chasing their tails, clueless, though I know different. That wily old adversary, Inspector Jack Bale of the Yard knows. Indeed, he came within a hairs breath of nabbing me this morning. A close call that. Too close for comfort. Across hill and down dale he chased me, though I managed to shake him.




    Even now, focused on the evening’s flight to the Arabian Gulf, in the back of my mind, a nagging thought lingers. Should air-traffic control at Heathrow fail to release that commercial flight soon, then it might well be game over.




    Now, more than any other time in the mission, we are at our most vulnerable. We might not even leave the ground.




    The camouflage that rendered us invisible as we beavered away for tonight’s flight has been stripped away. That leaves us exposed. We have no means to dart for cover, no fallback plan to follow should things come apart. The fog, unexpected, helps a lot, but come what may, sometime within the next thirty minutes this aircraft has to roll down our runway and take to the skies.




    Ah, there’s something now! Ugh, not what I want to hear! I guess that’s how the luck runs. I turn to the pilot. ‘The tower’s delayed the push back from the gate by twenty minutes.’




    Captain Shakib just grunts an acknowledgement. He tends to keep himself to himself. I respect him, especially for the prowess he displays in the air.




    Timing is everything, so, until I know we can synchronise with the key player, our only option is to continue sweating it out on the ground.




    I release the straps on my seatbelt and stretch. Twelve months of my life have gone into this project so what’s another twenty minutes? Neither here nor there, I suspect.




    As I look back, it’s almost a year to the day when Janette, the lady who brokers my commissions, set out her stall. I soon told her that she must be off her tiny rocker even to contemplate such a heist.




    And perhaps I shouldn’t lose sight of the fact, we’re not done yet. Theory suggests we’ve nothing to fear, we’re good, but then again, we might fail to lift this payload. A fitting end perhaps; to crash and burn in the field over yonder. Or maybe we attain some semblance of flight only to discover we have no control at all. In that scenario our best option would be to strap on parachutes and prepare to bail over the ocean.




    Whatever our fate I’d be the last to grumble. My time on this planet has been . . . rare were the dull moments. I can depart this world without regret. Sure, there are things I could have done a little differently, and one or two that perhaps, with the benefit of hindsight, I ought not to have involved myself. Then there’s this gig. Was I right to attempt such a large-scale robbery . . . I guess I’ll know the answer soon enough.




    Eighteen months ago my career took a new turn. Long story short: I was supplying military aircraft parts, munitions and weaponry with the odd luxury car thrown in for good measure to what the world perceived as being a democratically elected government.




    In reality I’d become an arm’s dealer for a morally bankrupt bunch. Even if the money paid made it seem like an okay gig it was not one of my better decisions. Then this job came along. Now I’m back doing what I do best; fulfilling the desires of the rich and famous. Obtaining the objets d’art, the toys, the trinkets that even their money cannot buy. And I like to think I’m good, damned good actually. And that, despite the illegality of what I do, makes me feel good about myself and life.




    The only thing I fear is the thought that one day I might have nothing to do. And once delivery is made, for the first time since starting work for Janette there’s nothing waiting for me in the wings.




    A new chapter: unemployment, boredom, ugh! No doubt I’ll find something to amuse. If not I could always write a book.




    Hmm, as I fast-rewind, retrace my steps over the highs and lows, run through the twists and turns to the beginning of this gig I can see there’s material enough, and then some, to compile an unbelievable piece of fiction. And we’re not done yet.


  




  

    ONE




    At two in the morning Bangkok’s roads are no less busy than any other time of the day. I’d allowed for that. Indeed as much care had gone into selecting the route out of the city as pulling the caper itself.




    And so far, despite a couple of minor hiccups such as taking twice as long to disable the alarm only then to discover there was barely enough juice in the tank to drive off the forecourt let alone to a petrol station, I have to say, things are pretty much in keeping with the plan.




    Both those incidences raised the pulse but I’d kept my head, mindful that I can abort at anytime.




    Borne out of experience, dealing with problems as they arise comes naturally. Though, to discover this model, in addition to the standard alarm and immobiliser, came equipped with the optional volumetric system and tilt sensor was a nasty surprise. My research, exhaustive as it was, failed me there. Least my talent for overcoming the impossible stood me in good stead, avoiding what might have been an anxious moment.




    The fuel situation was a hindrance, one that I could have done without. The intention was to drive to the fuel dump I’d prepared for the occasion without first having to stop at the side of the road for a splash from a jerry can. It was a good job I had the sense to bring one to the party.




    Anyway, I can’t grumble. Overall the boost was a complete success. And what’s more, the eighty-litre tank is now brimming with Gasohol ninety-five, the right foot’s on the pedal and we’re cruising at one-twenty. kilometres! I’m suitably attired; suit, tie, though the jacket is laid out across the rear seats. Occupying the passenger seat, also dressed for the part, Niang my partner in crime. For the unsuspecting we should appear to be returning home after a night on the town.




    As always, Niang has a multi-faceted role; tasks to perform, several bit parts to play. Now she monitors the numerous police frequencies. She uses an earpiece and listens to the buzz over the airwaves. So far there’s nothing that grabs her attention.




    I’m not expecting trouble, least not this soon. Nor do I expect a tug from the traffic boys. A fancy set of wheels in this town tends to suggest the driver wields some clout. There will be few in law enforcement prepared to risk an outburst of verbal and threats of retribution by flagging down an expensive car without due cause, but if they do, then so be it. She knows how to deal with those situations. If her good looks and charm fail then I’ve cash on me. Enough to buy ourselves an out from any situation that might arise.




    I snatch a glance at her, then to her legs. Even after all these years in each others company I still take pleasure in admiring her form. She likes that. I know she’d be rather disappointed, perhaps even a little worried if I were no longer to take notice.




    ‘My darling, you drive car.’




    She’s right; I should be concentrating on the road ahead. I do that, but it’s not long before I start to recall how this gig came to be . . .




    My commission: to locate and procure an Aston Martin V8 Vantage to quite strict specifications and then deliver it to a prearranged drop-off point.




    As luck would have it, one of the elite car sales outlets that flourish in Bangkok had the very model. Because of a tight schedule, the delivery phase of the plan calls for a drive, under the cover of darkness, to Phuket.




    For the last six months I’ve been busy scouring the globe, covertly sourcing aircraft parts for the Sri Lankan government. Not an easy order to fill, damned hard work actually. Endless hours spent crisscrossing the skies, continent after continent, pursuing leads. Numerous clandestine meetings, too many to recount, and the wheeling and dealing, enough to make me curse on more than one occasion. No, no matter the remuneration I’ll not accept another commission from a government of the Third World. That I met my obligations was nothing short of a miracle. And when it was done, to say I was relieved understates the true feelings that swept over me. Short lived though as my broker sprang a last minute surprise.




    I hate that, last minute additions to a client’s order. I turned the job down, flat out refused. Janette, she’s a lovely lady to talk with on the phone. We’ve yet to meet. My mind’s eye paints her in vivid detail. Beautiful, soft and sensuous . . . ugh, hard as nails when it comes to business; anyway she insisted I meet the order. The sweetener, the promise of a much more lucrative deal for a private customer, to which, I explained in no-uncertain terms, I was not interested. For a while there things between us became a little intense.




    I caved in the end. When all’s send and done, even if she doesn’t say, I do owe her. She could have chastised me for the tirade of vitriolic abuse I’d spouted about the stupidity of her client but she didn’t. Instead she soaked it up, saying nothing. She knows when I’m blowing off steam, knows when to let the verbal in one ear and out the other without so much as a word in anger. That the client was prepared to risk the success of the initial order was not lost on her. And it was not lost on me that my fee would come out of her pocket. Not that I’d lose any sleep over that, not with the mark-up she applies.




    For reasons that are beyond my understanding, the vehicle has to be smuggled into Sri Lanka. Consolidating it with that shipment of military hardware is how they propose to do that. Janette knows the risks and I do know she would have listened and noted my concern. That she’s chosen to go against my advice and proceed would be a decision not taken lightly or one made in haste.




    I’d acquired a tidy sum from sourcing and accumulating that hardware, a million US plus expenses, so nicking an Aston Martin when I could be enjoying life frivolously with Niang was somewhat of an unwelcome diversion. Then, I’m lost without something to do so it wouldn’t have been too long before I was itching for another job.




    Whilst preparing the gig, Janette let slip that the Aston Martin will be a twenty-first birthday present for the son of a prominent politician. That snippet of information did not sit well with me and I was all for pulling out. Boy did I scold her. Again, Janette becalmed my anger but not before I’d once again reprimanded her for accepting such work. I don’t need to know, don’t want to know such details. In my line of work it doesn’t pay to spend time and thought working out what the endgame might be for the objects, things, equipment I source for folk. I just count the commission paid, bank it, spend it, and then move quickly onto the next caper. I have to confess; in this instance, appeasing the corrupt mind of a father, who it seems knows no bounds when it comes to spoiling his son, is not something I can be proud. The people of Sri Lanka, should they dare speak out, might have something to say about that too. The Sri Lankan press would likely have a field day if news of such a vehicle leaked into the public domain.




    Though, after thirty minutes of driving this car, and it is a sheer joy to drive, the boy’s going to be a lucky son-of-a-bitch. I hope the brat is mature enough to appreciate it. He’ll probably never know just what strings daddy’s had to pull to obtain it for him. The odd thing though, from what I’ve seen of the road system in Sri Lanka, for the life of me I’ve no idea where the boy’s going to drive it. I guess, he’ll have to sneak out in the dead of night and turn the Galle Road, starting from Temple Trees stretching along the Galle Face Green as far as the roundabout that leads to the Intercontinental and Galadari Hotels, into his own personnel racetrack. The brochure for this model boasts a top speed of one hundred and eighty miles per hour. That’s near on three hundred klicks. Catch me if you can he’ll be thinking as he stomps on the pedal only to have the rear end step out. Skittled lampposts come to mind.




    Yes . . . umm, not that I’m the sort to wish ill on folk but there’s a part of me that hopes he does just that. Sure, it would be a pity to see craftsmanship of this ilk destroyed in such a reckless manner but then, from the moment I handover the keys in Phuket, this car’s future is as good as doomed. I love these F1 style paddle gearshifts. My Alfa Romeo has a similar system and they too are brilliant.




    As I attune myself to the vehicle and settle into a comfort zone with the driving I come to realise this car is fully-loaded. It appears to have installed every option available. Nice. I’m thinking, when I’m through with this caper and my time is mine . . . yes, I can definitely see myself splashing out for a similar set of wheels. Not in Thailand though. My Alfa Romeo does just fine on these roads. A pad in Switzerland, perhaps, and a nice set of wheels to match. But that’s for later . . .




    Now we’re cresting the brow of the Kanchanapisek Cable Stay Bridge and heading for the tollbooth. Nothing to worry there; just pay the toll, smile for the camera and be on our way.




    As we leave the ring road for the Rama 2, a sense of wellbeing sweeps over me. Hua Hin, our first port of call is an hour and a half’s drive away. With every minute that passes the risk lessens though I’m not about to lower my guard. The unexpected can rear its ugly head at anytime.




    With dawn the best part of three hours away, we’re on schedule for our planned lay up. Niang has found a suitable house tucked away in Heights 2—a gated community not far from the Hua Hin bi-pass—that’s just perfect for our needs. It’s about ten kilometres from Pranburi. It belongs to a friend of one of her girlfriends. There’s a guard at the gate of the estate but on our dry run, we found he paid us no attention and let us pass without as much as a by the by. The house has a double garage where we can park the car out of sight, and a swimming pool in the garden. The plan is to lie low; spend the day relaxing before setting off on the final six hundred kilometre sprint later in the evening.




    I turn to Niang; she removes her earpiece and smiles.




    ‘Anything?’ I ask.




    ‘No. I listen police many but they not speak you ali-baba car. Have problem on Param Gow, near airport. A big lorry have accident. Big traffic. Car not move. And Khlong Toey have big fire.’




    Every little incident helps. I’d given a lot of thought, even going so far as to draw up some plans for creating a diversion to focus police attention elsewhere. I decided that course of action was unnecessary. There’s enough going on in this city of a night without my help.




    We have passed the city limits now. I tell Niang to stop monitoring the police frequencies, suggesting she put on some music instead.




    Whilst she fumbles through her clutch purse for her iPod I congratulate myself. I’m good but I didn’t realise I was that good. It’s hard to imagine someone having the gall to drive an Aston Martin off the showroom forecourt in the dead of night, and from under the nose of the security guard, but that’s what we’ve done. It’s even harder to understand why, an hour later, the police are not on the scene. But then this is Thailand. There’s every chance now the car won’t be missed until the showroom manager turns up for work in the morning. And that won’t be much before ten, if then. Interesting . . .




    The dulcet tones of Gnarls Barkley fill the cabin. I glance at the radio console. Niang has worked out how to connect her personal iPod into the dash socket. I tame the volume using the controls on the steering wheel. I look at Niang. She looks at me.




    ‘What!’ she says.




    ‘Nothing! I was just thinking, this song, you me. Both crazy, wouldn’t you agree.’




    ‘I think you crazy.’




    ‘Me!’




    ‘My darling,’ and then a pleasing smile that in an instant turns to a deep frown, ‘I think you not think. You drive car better.’




    She’s right. I tune out the ambience and focus on the road ahead. Our getaway is not a given and I cannot afford any slip-ups that might tilt favourable odds of success into failure. The lack of police activity suggests we’re ahead of the game. The idea that the police are deliberately keeping the incident off the airwaves crosses my mind but I dismiss that as unlikely.




    I weigh up the odds, do some sums, try to identify the risks should I decide not to lay up as planned and drive through in one hit. Non-stop it is possible to make Phuket sometime just before lunch, even earlier if I exceed the speed limit.




    At the very least I’d want the signboards to Surat Thani in my rearview mirror before the balloon goes up. If we can go further, to the single lane twisty stretch of road between Tap Phut and Phang Na, that all the better. Ideal is to reach Phuket and be shot of the car before the all-points is posted. Realistically that’s unlikely.




    There’s one hurdle in the path of this idea to drive south in a stolen car, the checkpoint as you arrive on Phuket island. I’ve driven through that more times than I can recount during past forays to the island. Day and night, I’ve yet to be stopped. A cursory glance, if that, is all the police give as you drive through. Strategically placed cameras aimed to capture numberplates are my concern. Will that surveillance be enough to register the Aston Martin’s true identity and raise a red flag? And if that happens, how will the duty officers react?




    I’ve recognised early in the planning that the Phuket checkpoint is the one weak link in the operation. Despite the imposition of a time limitation to put this commission together, Niang and I have gone over and over the route, identifying the stopovers, the refuelling points, the trouble spots. We’re not worried. We have a solution that ensures the vehicles ID, numberplates and paperwork stand up to scrutiny. I’ve factored into the plan the notion that the police will post a nationwide all-points bulletin on the stolen Aston Martin. I’m expecting the police at the checkpoint to be on the lookout, even to stop the vehicle. What I have not considered is to pass through the checkpoint in daylight.




    I decided to err on the side of caution. We’ll adhere to the plan and lay up until sundown. That puts us on the Sarasin causeway just before midnight.




    Niang remains silent, her focus directed to the road ahead. I sometimes wonder what’s going through her mind as we make off with the loot. I know she enjoys the work, and after, when it’s over, in the clear, the lovemaking invariably moves to another level. Maybe she is thinking about that. My train of thought drifts . . .




    I snap to, now is not the time.




    There’s no shortage of lorries plying this stretch, from eighteen-wheelers to lesser trucks, I need to pass them all though thankfully, for the most part, the outside lane is reasonably clear. I can maintain a comfortable one hundred and twenty klicks. At this pace the 4.7 litre V8 engine is just a few revs above idle. Even so the exhaust note is music to my ears; my right foot is itching to floor the pedal. Unleashing four hundred plus horses however desirable is not wise, least not on these roads. Amongst others: potholes, dogs, wildlife, motorcyclists without lights. To meet such things on unlit roads at any speed takes wit and skill to negotiate safely; for most, driving becomes a lottery of chances. Besides, I’m aiming to keep a low profile and this set of wheels, neither through looks nor sound, can ever be called a blender.




    For the next one hundred kilometres I keep my right foot in check and drive, sedately. Niang I discover from a snatched glance is dozing. Can’t say I blame her. It’s been a long night; a busy week, preparations. But that, in our line of work, is not unusual.




    The last five years have been quite hectic. Flat out actually. Together Niang and I have been places, seen the world as we filled orders for those who held the desire to own things even their money can’t buy. Least not legally.




    The Sri Lankan gig has turned me into an arm’s dealer and I must confess, even with such a lucrative payday, I’m disappointed with myself. Okay, I wasn’t dealing in weapons as such but the aircraft for which I’ve sourced parts, they make daily runs to the north of the country. They say they’re bombing and strafing rebel positions but in reality, with numerous claims of civilian casualties surfacing, it’s indiscriminate murder. I should not have become involved. If this next commission Janette is talking of putting my way fails to cater for the whims and fancies of the wealthy-beyond-imagination elite, of which, there’s no shortage, I’ll be turning it down. In other words, I long for a return to the bread-and-butter work. Like nicking Aston Martins! Right . . .




    And then my telephone beeps once at which it begins to vibrate. I snatch it from the console, glance at the number. Talk of the devil. I take the call. ‘Janette, I wasn’t expecting to hear from you so soon. . . . Bang on schedule. . . . Surely you jest. . . . As a matter of fact I have given thought to that idea. . . . No! Listen, Janette, I’m not throwing caution to the wind. We’re sticking with the plan. . . . I’m sorry but that’s not my problem. . . . Well I suggest you call your client; explain the hard facts. . . . Look, my deal with you was for delivery tomorrow evening. Kata Beach at two in the morning. . . . Yes, well I’m still seven hundred kilometres out but you know that. . . . Leave it out. . . . Then I’ll dump the car here, now, and head back to Bangkok. . . . I’m deadly serious. . . . Then I suggest you listen. No, better still, call me back in, hold on a minute,’ I looked at the clock on the dash, checked the trip counter. ‘Call me in forty-five minutes. . . . Janette, please listen, I’m doing a hundred and forty on an unlit road. Our scheduled stop is forty minutes away, call me then.’ At that I hang up and sling the phone into the passenger foot well, catching Niang on the shin.




    She stirs.




    ‘Sorry, Niang, I didn’t mean to hurt you.’




    ‘My darling, you have problem?’




    ‘No. Yes, it’s Janette. She’s being a pain. She wants us to deliver the car by seven o’clock tonight. The boat to Sri Lanka is arriving ahead of schedule. The skipper wants to sail on tonight’s tide. If we stick to our original plan, then it will be midnight, possibly later, before we make the drop. Of course we could leave Hua Hin earlier than scheduled, or not stop at all.’




    ‘My darling, please, me speak you not drive car daytime. If police look car we have big problem. Now you tired, me tired. You sleep. Tonight you drive car.’




    ‘Niang, I agree, you’ll get no argument from me.’




    ‘My darling, please you promise we go Hua Hin then you not drive car more.’




    ‘I promise.’




    To give Niang her due she complained bitterly when I first told her about this gig. She thought the idea of stealing the car from Bangkok was just too big a risk and one that she’d rather not take. I was unable to convince her otherwise yet she’s agreed to work with me. Unconditional love is a powerful thing.




    Until now, there’s not been another word said about the matter. I understand her concerns. Thankfully, as always, she’s playing her part to the full. Calling off the deal and then dump the car is a sensible option.




    That would cost me my commission. As well I’d likely lose the job Janette has lined up for me the moment I’m done here. The payday for that, she’s told me, will go far beyond anything I’ve earned to date. She’s yet to detail the gig. I won’t allow two jobs to run concurrently, and she knows that. It could be anything. A big pay out as good as guarantees it won’t be an easy job but then, all her jobs are a challenge.




    Perhaps that day, that inevitable day when Janette and I are destined to part ways has arrived. Accepting this job and then fostering it onto me has broken just about every rule we agreed to abide by when starting out. Now, should I accede to her request, I’d be bending another rule. And it’s not as if I’m facing financial difficulties. I’ve more than enough money to meet my needs for a long time to come. But then, Niang does like her shopping expeditions.




    As we approach our destination on the outskirts of Hua Hin, Niang retrieves from her purse the remote control that will open the garage door. And as we pull into the drive, she aims the device and sure enough, the door begins to open.




    Inside, I kill the engine and exit the car. The garage door is already closing behind us. I stretch, flex and then lean in and retrieve my phone. Niang has placed it on the central console. I’m lucky, she could easily have hurled it back at me.




    Niang set the lock on the garage door and then goes to open the back door to the house. I check the car interior for anything we might have left behind. I decide to leave the radio receiver she’s been using to eavesdrop on the police in the passenger foot well. As I step back I glance at the dash clock and then, after closing the driver’s door, I follow her into the house. Two minutes and Janette will be on the horn.




    And she is. I flip the phone open and then snap it to my ear. ‘Yes. . . . I see. . . . I’m pleased to hear it. . . . I’m not promising anything but I’ll do my best. . . . If I can then let’s say we just leave it as you’ll owe me one. . . . Look, let me clear this gig and then I’ll call you. . . . The minute it’s done.’ I close the phone.




    Niang is sitting on the foot of the stairs watching me.




    ‘What lady Englan speak?’




    ‘Janette, she says hi.’




    ‘Hi, ugh! I not happy she. Why she want speak hi?’




    Niang, you don’t worry. She has sorted the problem. We’re sticking to the agreed plan. We leave for Phuket just after sunset tonight.’




    ‘I think she speak you about another job.’




    ‘Yes—’




    ‘Another job! . . .




    ‘You know very well she has another job lined up for us once we’re done here.’




    ‘Yes, you speak me.’




    ‘Then?’




    ‘My darling, you shower. I want you come bed.’




    Now there’s a surprise! ‘Niang, before you hit the sack can you listen one more time to the police radio.’




    ‘Okay. I go car.’




    ‘I tell you what; bring the set into the house. Oh and after you’ve done listening to the police, if it’s all clear then check the TV. You never know, there might be something on the news.’




    Whilst she’s retrieving the radio set, I head for the bathroom where I’ll enjoy a soothing soak in the tub. After that I plan to sleep as early as possible for as long as possible. Niang, well she can turn the sleep controls on and off at will. Now I can only hope she wants to sleep.




    ‘My darling, police Bangkok not speak for car,’ she tells me just as I ease between the sheets.




    ‘That’s good news. Okay, Niang, I sleep. You not disturb me, please.’ I settle in, ruffle the pillow and then close my eyes. We’re safe for now and should remain so until we break cover this evening. I expect news of the missing car will become public by daybreak and then . . .




    I wake with a startle to Niang’s pretty face silhouetted in the dim light inches from mine. She’s looking deep and longingly into my eyes.




    Then, I feel the cool air from the air-conditioner blowing across my naked torso. I raise my head slightly. The duvet is no longer where it should be and Niang; well she is kneeling, her slender legs astride mine, the weight of her upright body resting on my upper thighs.




    The initial shock is soon lost. I look up and focus. From deep within, through her eyes, comes a longing gaze; through pursed lips, a sultry smile. Combined, this visible emotion clearly defines her intentions.




    Leaning forward she gently kisses me on the mouth. It is such a brief kiss yet, at my response—the merest quiver—I can tell that she takes pleasure from it. She kisses me again, firmly, planting her mouth onto mine, seeking with her tongue, parting a way between my tense lips to forage deeper, deeper.




    As I began to relax I detect she senses I’m finding the experience pleasurable. In an instant she turns up the heat. Her two hands holding my head firmly, working her lips harder; her tongue exploring my mouth, probing, probing, forcing to the back of my throat, barely allowing me the chance to breathe; her long black hair, untied and loose falling forward, shrouding us both; her breasts, small but firm, bobbing above my chest, swaying, teasing, tantalising, nipples hard, brushing my skin so lightly; tongue, now firmly against mine, stirring my emotions. I felt myself rise.




    Vacating my mouth, Niang raises her head and sits back, bolt upright. Tossing her head she creates momentum enough to remove the canopy of hair that covers her face. Stroking it back she proceeds with deft hands to gather and tie it in a bun. Done she leans forward, once more, presses her lips to mine to which I respond. It’s a brief moment, barely a kiss as she retracts and homes in on my right earlobe. Soon I feel the tip of her tongue foraging, exploring. Another brief encounter at the end of which she whispers, ‘My darling, television have story for car.’ At that, before I have time to absorb the information she plants her mouth onto mine and forcibly deep throats me.




    Her hands move along my body, her kissing and touching became more intense. I switch to autopilot. At that point my mind splits and the two avenues of thought disconnect. My hands search, feel for every detail, mapping out the smooth contours, moving across her firm buttocks squeezing their rounded form, exploring further, stroking her thighs, her inner thighs, seeking, approaching, finding, caressing the softness concealing her innermost sanctum, fingers gently manipulating, delicately parting, easing, probing, passing through to her warmth: Six hundred kilometres to drive before we reach Phuket, the handover to the client’s representative in the early hours of tomorrow morning, what if . . .




    Working gently, my fingers massage until her dampness came: How big, how far, how serious is the police response . . .




    As she went for the coupling, I feel a wave of emotion coursing through my body. Clasping her forearms I push her away.




    She looks at me with a surprised yet sad expression. ‘My darling!’




    I avert my eyes from her soulful gaze. But only for a moment, and then I look at her again. ‘I’m sorry, Niang. I know you like to get off on danger but . . . ’




    She sits back, bolt upright, settles on her heels and gives me another soul-searching look. ‘I not understand. Okay, is not problem. You no want is okay. I not mind.’ A smile appears and then she moves to my side and snuggles up against me.




    I lay there lost in thought: the evening ahead, the long drive south, and what might lay in store for us now the news has broken.




    ‘Tomorrow you make love me. You okay?’




    ‘ . . . . Sorry, Niang, did you say something?’




    ‘Nothing, my darling.’




    ‘What time is it?’




    She rolls over the top of me and, with an outstretched hand, picks up the alarm clock from the bedside table and hands it to me.




    ‘Ten fifty-five, is that all!’ I exclaim. I want it to be three or thereabouts. ‘Put the TV on, let me see the news you mentioned.’




    It took thirty minutes for the story to feature. Even as Niang points to the set, I recognise the showroom forecourt; and there’s the Mazda MX5, still occupying the spot belonging to the missing Aston Martin; police pouring over it, in it, around it. In the foreground, slightly left of the screen, putting his best side forward, an excited reporter commentates. Niang translates the commentary in real time. The audacity of the theft has everyone stunned. It’s an inside job, suggests one police officer when asked to comment.




    I was hoping they would arrive at that conclusion. A carefully placed lead in the Mazda; an incriminating document tucked away on the hard drive of the manager’s computer; a money transfer, a bill of lading; enough to have the police believe the car has been containerised and sent to Laem Chabang Port for export. If they’re smart then they’ll soon find they’re on a wild-goose chase but not before the deal at my end is done. I don’t usually set folk up like that but in this instance, within the timeframe available, it was my only option.




    The news moves onto another subject. I lay back, contemplating the situation. I can already visualise the splash across the front page of tomorrow’s newspapers. For us, one way or another it would be over before the print hits the streets.




    An hour before sunset I set about transferring the petrol from the Jerry cans to the Aston Martin’s fuel tank. For good measure I check the oil and water, and give the tyres a once-over. We are good to go. Our next scheduled stop is twenty clicks further down the road from Surat Thani. A drive I’m expecting to take four hours.




    Upon my return to the house I find Niang monitoring the police frequencies. By the expression on her face I realise something’s wrong.




    She looks at me and then removes the headphones. ‘My darling, big problem.’




    I remain calm, expecting a knock at the door. ‘What’s the matter?’




    ‘Police arrest man work garage. Speak him steal car. Speak him sell many stolen car.’




    A sense of relief surges through my veins. I sort of half felt sorry for the man until Niang began to explain that the police have found several stolen cars on the forecourt. Not only was the manager under arrest but the owner too. The way Niang tells it, it sounds as though some of the imported cars on the showroom floor have listings on police files in the UK and Europe.




    This sideshow of Janette’s is all moving in a direction I’ve not even thought to contemplate. Now I understand why this car comes fully loaded. This vehicle was earmarked for a specific customer before it was spirited to Thailand. By taking the Aston Martin it appears I’ve inadvertently interfered with an international crime syndicate. It’s funny how some things work out.




    So why did they call the police? What were they thinking? I can only assume someone lower down the pecking order, someone not in the loop, having discovered the Aston Martin missing from the forecourt, picks up the phone and reports the theft without first informing his or her superiors.




    Niang interjects my musing to say, ‘I think we can drive to Phuket. We not have problem?’




    ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We stick to the plan.’ She might be right but I’m not about to drop my guard. ‘I suggest you dress now and let’s close up here.’




    The police might well have taken a line of investigation that allows us a free ride on the long drive south. However, with such a bold in-your-face approach to deliver this car, the one thing I cannot get away from; it’s rare to see the likes of the vehicle we’re driving on country roads. It’s only going to need some bright spark who, having seen the earlier news, puts two and two together and actually comes up with four. That’s a risk. I’m confident Niang and I have it covered.




    Now though there’s a new problem, one that I never even considered as a possibility. If the garage I’ve nicked the car from has links to international organised crime then there’s a likelihood the owner has local underworld connections. There is a strong possibility he’s fronting for folk in high places. Mafioso types; guys who don’t take kindly to losing their goods let alone their livelihoods. The next six to eight hours might be a lot more dangerous than I’d first thought.




    At Surat Thani I take a detour along a country lane that eventually brings us back to the same road. I turn right to take us back in the direction of Bangkok and a few kilometres later pull into a petrol station. It’s all just a ruse; something I hope will suggest to the teenage pump attendant that we’re heading for Bangkok.




    Another ruse is having Niang dolled up in a designer number—short on the hemline low on the top—with heels and a creative hairdo. That appears to be working fine. The kid’s attention is riveted to her as she walks across the forecourt to the toilets. There is zero interest in the car. I find that a little odd. It is rather unusual to come across a teenage boy who takes no interest whatsoever in a nice set of wheels, though to choose between Niang and an Aston Martin. I chuckle to myself. The kid would have to be light in the shoes to ignore Niang. There again, perhaps he is. After all, he might simply be admiring her taste in fashion and accessories.




    With the tank topped and paid for I drive over to the toilet area and park. I take a moment then return to the car. Niang is still in the shop. I stroll around the vehicle, stretch my legs, my arms and make a few neck rolls. It’s a nice car to drive but in cruise mode the suspension needs a better quality road surface. We have another two hundred kilometres to go and the highway on some sections will be a little rough. Despite that, I expect the car will come into its own. Indeed I’m looking forward to the twisty winding section that lies ahead. My concentration will sharpen on the single lane carriageway. If traffic is light then I’ll have an opportunity to give the Aston Martin its head. And, if I’m not too reckless, then we might gain some time and arrive ahead of schedule. I catch sight of Niang; she is coming out of the shop carrying a coffee for me.




    By the time I’ve finished the coffee we’ve spent fifteen minutes at the petrol station. To my surprise the car draws no attention. Niang on the other hand . . . umm, time to go.




    Just as I’m settling back into the driving seat, my telephone comes on song. I look at the clock on the dash, ten ’o clock, then to the number registered on the display. It’s Janette. I answer. ‘. . . . I’m with the plan. . . . Best estimate, two hours to the Phuket checkpoint. . . . Of course I have it covered. . . . No, I’ll call you.’ At that I close the phone, insert the EMC unit into the ignition slot and then press the engine start button.




    ‘My darling, you okay.’




    ‘I’m fine. The customer’s waiting our arrival at Kata. ‘With a bit of luck, three hours and we’re done with this job.’ At that I reverse out of the parking bay. There’s a short detour to take before we are once again on the Phuket bound track.




    As we cross the Sarasin causeway to Phuket Island I give Niang a nudge. ‘Two minutes.’ I slow to a sedate pace allowing her to check her make-up and hair, and by the time she returns the compact and lipstick to her handbag, we’re in the queue for the checkpoint.




    The vehicles ahead of us are flowing through unhindered but then, my heart notches down a beat, several in fact, as the police flag the pickup truck in front of us and have the driver pull to the side.




    ‘I think no problem,’ Niang tells me.




    We drive through at snail’s pace and draw no attention. I accelerate, sedately, taming the throaty exhaust. Niang and I both look at each other; there’s an expression of deep relief set across her face, mine too. Can it be that easy?




    I keep an eagle eye in the rearview mirror. Nothing. On rounding the first of several left and right hand sweeping bends, I accelerate and gain speed.




    All that effort put in to prepare ourselves for a cross-examination! By paying no heed to the presence of the checkpoint when drawing up our plans would have been a surefire way to guarantee a welcoming party. But then that’s sod’s law!




    Anyway, we’re all but home and dry and thirty minutes ahead of schedule. That, in part, was down to the sheer power and agility of the Aston Martin, and my driving. I prefer, actually I enjoy driving in the dark. It concentrates the mind, allows me to drive on the limit. And that’s how I drove those last one hundred kilometres.




    As Niang slept I took the opportunity to stress the chassis, compress the suspension, and load the tyres every which way. And it was exhilarating. We made good ground. Let an Aston Martin of the leash and boy there’s a ride to be had.




    That was then, now for the final leg. Our intended route to Kata takes us via the road to Laguna, along the winding coastal road through the beach towns of Surin, Kamala, Patong and Karon. The handover will take place in the car park at the foot of Peach Hill where beach goers park their vehicles. Why the client wants to conclude business there, I’ve no idea.




    I’m not expecting trouble. The reception committee, whoever that might, have no reason to believe I’m anything other than just a courier. All I do is park up, leave the EMC unit in the slot, and with the exchange complete, walk away. Janette deals with the financial arrangements. The only other thing I must do is make a phone call. Let Janette know I’m about to arrive and she’ll do the rest. And that I’ll only do when I’m ready.




    Niang’s quiet. She’s taken to listening to the police frequencies.




    ‘My darling, have some problem. I not understand but many police go Patong.’




    At that point we’re approaching the traffic lights for the turn to Laguna. The coastal road is not the only route open to us. Straight on at the lights and then, a few kilometres further, hook a right. That sets us up for a southerly approach to Kata.




    ‘Niang, I need to choose; straight on or go as planned via Patong.’ The lights change to red giving us a couple of minutes in which to deliberate the situation. One hundred and fifty seconds according to the numerical display now counting down the time before the lights will change in our favour.




    ‘My darling, I solly, I don’t know.’




    I watch her and keep one eye on the traffic lights, as she flips frequencies. At each change she listens some more but it’s clear, she’s not gleaning anything concrete.




    ‘I think you not go Patong.’




    The lights are about to go green. I make a decision. A lot goes into building a plan so I’m always reluctant to deviate, but if there’s something going on in Patong then I should avoid it. Patong can be a bottleneck for traffic at the best of times. With hoards of tourists roaming the streets who knows how clogged the roads might be. And there’s never a shortage of cops in that town.




    All the way from the lights to Kata, Niang keeps me updated on the situation in Patong. A problem in the bay has culminated in an explosion, a huge fireball apparently. A large crowd has gathered on the beach.




    Before going to Peach Hill we have to make a stop in Karon where we have a room prepared. There we will split up. Niang will change into suitable attire for the final phase of the mission and the journey to the airport. Transportation stands in the car park. Her task during the drop is to act as my eyes and ears in case of unexpected trouble, and whisk me from the scene sharpish like if there is indeed trouble afoot.




    As we approach what we have dubbed Three, Niang removes the headset of the police band radio receiver. She collects her knapsack from the rear seat and from within, retrieves an earpiece, which she sets into place. With it secure she turns on the transmitter. I do the same with a similar set. That establishes radio contact between us. We also have our mobiles for backup should we suffer loss of signal. She disconnects the police receiver and headset and stows it inside the bag. I drop her at the gate of the apartment block.




    As she walks along the short drive toward the front entrance, I let rip with a wolf whistle. There is no deviation, no hesitation to her step, but by contorting her right arm behind her back and with a quick twist of the wrist, she gives me the finger.




    ‘I love you too,’ I tell her.




    ‘Please, my darling, you be careful.’




    ‘Sure.’ At that I drive away. ‘I’m moving into position at Two,’ I say. It will take her five minutes to reach her position and be ready so I park in a side street out of site. Niang has to be in place before I make my move. I ease on a pair of driving gloves and then began cleaning the interior of the car.




    First I check the passenger seat and carpet for long black hair. Long straight locks make a Thai girl but they can shed. I give the floor mats a good shake and then wipe the interior surfaces. I follow the same procedure on the driver’s side including the fuel filler and bonnet release. After that I turn to the exterior door handles, boot and petrol cap. I’m thorough, and when satisfied I’ve covered my tracks, I discard the cleaning wipes in a waste bin I can see a few metres further along the footpath.




    Niang’s voice comes through my earpiece. She is now arriving at the rendezvous and will be in place at One within two minutes. ‘Game on,’ I tell myself. Ten minutes and all being well, we’re done.




    ‘Confirm when in position,’ is my reply.




    At that I dial Janette’s number. ‘We’re on,’ I tell her upon establishing the connection. ‘Five minutes.’ I terminate the call without waiting for a response.




    Niang confirms she’s in place. I push the EMC unit into the slot and then press the starter button for what I expect will be the last time, least in this vehicle, and drive to Peach Hill. When this is done and the dust’s settled, I will buy one of these for myself.




    On the hill leading down to Beach Road I pass Niang, she’s kerbside as expected. I turn off the road into the parking area and park, switching off the engine. For good measure I wipe down the steering wheel, gear select, paddles, keys and gave the interior a further once-over. Done I exit the vehicle leaving the EMC in the ignition slot and walk to the rear of the car. There is no sign of a reception committee. There’s no sign of anyone for that matter.




    ‘Niang, do you copy.’




    She acknowledges and I then ask. ‘Do you see anyone?’




    There’s a moment’s quiet before she calmly tells me a man and a lady. Not Thai people, she went on to say. The lady is talking with the man. Now she tells me he’s walked away. The lady has yet to make a move. As Niang tells it I believe this couple are not involved in our mission.




    ‘Did you get a good look at them?’ I ask.




    She tells me the light is not so good but the man is quite distinctive and she would recognise him if she were to see him again. Niang then confirms the woman is now walking toward me. I prepare.




    I stand my ground. ‘Niang, keep your eyes open, this looks like it.’




    I judge the moment to turn and face the lady. She doesn’t come close to fitting the mould of the person I’d formed in my mind.




    In this light I figure the woman to be in her mid thirties, light coffee complexion. A headscarf—as worn by ladies of Muslim faith—removes any trace of hair. A dark shade of red lipstick and an over use of eyeliner around the eyes and eyebrows creates a harshness to her facial features. Her attire is a little unusual, least for Thailand. A dark heavily embroidered silk Salwar Kameez, in this light it could have been purple. With this lady it’s the way the embroidered cuff of her plain baggies came together at the ankle and interacted with the heels of her open-toed shoes. That does it for me . . .




    ‘Mister Smith.’ She holds out her hand. I accept readily. The accent and the outfit clash; clearly this lady is from my neck of the woods.




    ‘That’s right. But you’re not—’




    ‘No, I must apologise. Due to a small mishap there’s been a change of plan.’




    The microphone is still open allowing Niang to listen in on the conversation.




    I fear the worst. ‘A mishap! And that would be?’




    ‘The person who was to accept the car from you has been detained by the police in Patong.’




    That news triggers a series of defence mechanisms within. I take a step back and then scour a full three-sixty degrees.




    Niang is on the ball. She anticipates the situation, does a sweep and then reports I’m in the clear.




    ‘I understand your caution, Mister Smith, but you have no need to worry. The only problem, I cannot drive. And as there’s no one else, I must ask if you would kindly drive for me.’




    Niang’s voice comes over the earpiece loud and clear; in no uncertain terms she tells me not to agree. Taking note of the words and tone she’s using, I translate that to mean; “go tell this lady to take a running jump”.




    I keep the intensity of Niang’s tone but rework the text. ‘Look, my job is to deliver this car. I’ve done that. My part is complete. Now the car is officially yours. What you do with it is entirely up to you. I suggest you don’t leave it standing here any longer than is necessary.’ At that I walk past her. I pause as a courtesy to tell her, ‘You’ll find the ignition ECU is inserted in the starter button. Just push it in, press the start button and the engine will roar into life. Take it easy with the accelerator, she can be lively.’




    ‘Thank you for the instruction, Mister Smith, but please, I need your help. The ship will sail within the hour with or without the car. That must not happen. You only have to drive to the beach. There’s a landing craft just offshore. The minute I send a signal they will beach the craft and the car can be loaded.’




    I must confess I’d given a lot of thought as to how they might ship the Aston Martin but never in a million years did I envisage a landing craft on a public beach.




    ‘The trouble in Patong that’s occupying the police this evening, is that—?’




    ‘I’m afraid so, Mister Smith.’




    ‘Then something must have gone very wrong with your plans.’




    ‘I don’t know the details, Mister Smith. I do know we need to move this car and soon. So, will you do that for me please? It’s only a few hundred metres. A few minutes, if that, is all it will take, please.’




    I stand my ground. Niang’s words of warning resonate. I shrug my shoulders, tune Niang out and turn to face the lady. ‘What the heck,’ I mutter under my breath before saying, ‘Very well then.’




    ‘Thank you, thank you so much.’




    At that she walks away from me. She produces a walkie-talkie, into which she speaks softly. She’d concealed that well.




    There’s a crackled response that I cannot understand. With the conversation done, she turns to me and says, ‘Okay, we can proceed.’




    We return to the car, ‘Please,’ I hold the passenger door for her.




    I’m not happy about this and I cuss under my breath as I make my way to the driver’s side. Niang’s not exactly quiet on the matter either. I ignore her remarks. There will be a scolding and a scowling, and some tears perhaps, but that’s for later.




    Inside, with the engine running, even though I know the area well, I ask her to point the way.




    ‘You go to the road, turn toward the shore.’




    I followed her instructions.




    ‘Now straight ahead. Over there, that entrance takes us to the beach. You can drive onto the sand.’




    A snatched glance tells me she’s serious.




    ‘Turn off your headlights. The crew from the landing craft will set a track for you to drive on.’




    ‘Of course they will,’ I mutter. It’s the dead of night but even so holiday folk, foreigners and locals alike, are bound to be about. It might be an overcast pitch-black sky as far as the horizon and beyond but driving a car onto the beach, in many ways, is a risky move.




    I want to warn Niang, but for the moment I prefer to let this lady believe I’m alone. ‘I hope your team know what they’re doing. You’ll need to keep an eye out,’ I say hoping it dawns on Niang it’s her with whom I’m talking.




    Niang, advising I’m still in the clear tells me she’s attuned to the situation.




    As per instruction, I drive onto the beach; the condition of the sand a complete unknown. Bogged to the axles is a scenario that comes to mind. Rest assured if that happens I’ll not be digging it out, I’ll be long gone. From a previous visit to Kata I know local fishing and boat-hire people launch and retrieve their vessels from this beach but then, their vehicles, I suspect, are better suited for such unstable terrain.




    And then, in front of us, two red lights pierce the darkness. The glow allows me to see two shadowy figures, crew I assume.




    ‘Mister Smith, please stop. I’ll get down here.’




    I hit the central locking. ‘You can get down once we’ve loaded the car.’




    I note her lack of response but my focus is directed towards the way forward. Any further thought of her desire to flee and leave me to it is lost in an instant. I align the vehicle with the two lights and prepare to drive between them. The dim glow they provide is not enough. I’m not taking any risk. I blip the headlights. In the flash I capture the picture and imbed it into the grey matter.




    It’s all very reminiscent of a war movie; fifty or so marines storming the beach would set the scene nicely.




    I drive forward, slowly. A sharp judder through the steering column tells me the front wheels have mounted the steel ramp. The noise generated as the car traverses the temporary roadway is considerable. And then we are in the well of the boat. I blip the headlight once more and then flick the gearshift to neutral. I stop the engine. I’m done here. If it’s not parked to their liking then the crew will have to reposition it. I exit the vehicle and walk back along the ramp to the beach. I give no heed to the lady, she can fend for herself.




    The crew scurry in the darkness of the night preparing the vessel for a quick exit. I’m guessing, but it seems as if they might have done this before, on numerous occasions no doubt. Then much to my surprise the lady appears at my side.




    ‘Thank you, Mister Smith.’




    I say nothing. Then, in a panic, Niang warns me that trouble is on its way. A police motorbike with two cops has stopped at the entrance to the beach.




    I turn on my heels, the landing craft, door raised, is slipping silently back into the water.




    ‘Take off your shoes, and your headscarf,’ I tell her as I remove my driving gloves. I kick off my shoes, whip the socks from my feet and stow them in the shoes. The shoes I clasp with my thumb and forefinger of my left hand. ‘Give me your hand.’




    ‘Why?’




    ‘Don’t worry,’ I tell her as I grasp her hand. ‘I’m not getting fresh with you. There are two policemen watching the beach. I don’t think they have seen us but I don’t want to take a chance. The only plausible reason we can possibly have for being out here at this time of night is if we’re lovers out for a stroll after a night out.’




    ‘I have not seen any police.’




    ‘Trust me, they’re there. Right where we drove onto the beach. And our tyre tracks are bound to be visible. Tide is going out so there will be evidence of our activity. We’ll walk along the sand to the south and leave the beach at a place where we’re less likely to be seen.’




    A probing flashlight, two flashlights, tracing the tyre tracks of the Aston Martin are now dancing across the sand toward the shoreline.




    ‘I think your guys are about to be rumbled.’




    I feel a tenseness building. She’s worried. If something doesn’t occur to distract the police within the next sixty seconds then the game will be over. There’s no time, I must break cover and speak to Niang. I let go of the lady’s hand and walk a few feet away. ‘Niang, can you hear me. . . . Good. I need you to create a diversion with the two police officers. Once you’ve done that head along the Beach Road and wait me at South Kata. By chance we lose radio contact return to Three and await further instruction. Don’t get caught, and be careful.’




    ‘Oh, you have radio!’ says the lady. She’s still wearing her headscarf. I decided not to repeat my request for her to remove it.




    The 500cc engine of Niang’s Suzuki comes on song. The roar of the screaming engine as it races along Beach Road, Niang redlining the revs before changing up a gear, I suspect, can be heard for miles. The two flashlights darting their beams across the sand suddenly swing to the road. She stops beside the police motorcycle, and then I hear a crash as metal hits concrete. I smile to myself. That’s my girl. That should generate a lot of anger and a response from the local constabulary. Having pushed the cops’ bike to the ground she opens up the throttle, spins the rear wheel and tears along Beach Road. As a diversion it’s done the trick; the two police officers are already scurrying back to their motorbike.




    ‘Backup,’ is all I say as a late response to the lady’s comment about the radio. I turn to her. ‘Come; we should leave the beach before we come under suspicion.’




    Once more I take her hand to create the illusion we’re a couple merely strolling along the sand.




    Ten minutes later, almost at the exit I have in mind, I look back along the beach. There are more shadowy figures now. More police it would seem. All taking a keen interest in the tyre tracks in the sand that lead to the water’s edge.




    It’s not going to take them long to realise that a vehicle has been taken from the beach. I’m sure they’ll summon the coastguard. The pilot of the landing craft and the captain of the mother ship have their work cut out if they’re to avoid detection and detention. But then that’s not my problem.




    As we climb the concrete steps, leaving the beach for the street, I catch sight of Niang leaning against the Suzuki. She’s looking in our direction. In the glow of a street lamp she presents a striking pose: butt against the saddle, feet on the road, helmet clasped with both hands. I speak through the transmitter and tell her to remain where she is. We walk over.




    ‘The Thai girl, she’s your backup! I’m impressed,’ is the lady’s comment.




    ‘That’s, my backup, my bodyguard, my—’




    And then, much to my surprise the lady turns and walks away.
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