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  To the Plantmeister—who always reads my first drafts with a critical eye for improvement.




  To Tim—you know who you are.




  To the folks at Cupertino—this book was entirely written on an IPhone.




  And to the DC once again, still a bum but good wine takes time to mature.




  “I returned, and saw under the sun, that the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, nor yet favour to men of skill; but time and chance happeneth to them all.”




  Ecclesiastes 9:11, Holy Bible, King James Version




  * * * *




  This story is set sometime between 2005-2009.




  Chapter 1




  Scrimple was just sitting down to eat his cheese sandwich and read the morning’s Bangkok Post when his secretary Noi knocked on the door and told him there was a man in reception asking to see him.




  He turned the chair towards her, away from the pleasant view across Lumpini Park, and asked who the man was.




  “He say he’s your friend from Hong Kong before. Old man, about seventy, I think.”




  “No name?”




  The Thai girl shook her head.




  Scrimple frowned. Normally people would make an appointment to see him. He couldn’t imagine who this might be. A financial adviser perhaps, trying to bluster his way into a meeting that would not last very long? “Send him in,” he said.




  When Noi, showed the old man in, Scrimple gave a low gasp of surprise. He couldn’t help himself. He stood up from his chair and felt his back stiffen, even if it had been over twenty years since this man had been his boss.




  “Surprised to see me, Scrimple?” former Assistant Commissioner Bottle said in the same hard, frightening voice that had always intimidated the young police inspectors he commanded.




  “Yes…” It was an effort but he managed to hold back the “sir” that wanted to come out.




  Bottle had become old but he still looked formidable. His silver hair was very thin now, combed across the skull. He wore a well-tailored dark blue light-weight suit, a white shirt and a Royal Hong Kong Police tie. His eyes were still frightening, appearing to bore into a person’s soul to search out any weakness. He’d always been a short man but with a barrel chest. This had shrunk somewhat since the last time Scrimple had seen the man, officiating at a passing out parade at the Police Training School, shortly before his retirement in 1997.




  “It’s certainly a surprise, Mr. Bottle,” Scrimple said and indicated the chair in front of the desk.




  “You can call me Cliff. I’m not your boss anymore.”




  “You’re looking well, Cliff. Retirement’s been kind to you.”




  “It’s all about keeping yourself busy. Pottering around doing nothing is the way to an early grave. I have business interests. I still run and play squash every day. Doesn’t look to me as if you are doing much exercise.”




  Scrimple smiled. Bottle had always been a man of the highest standards. “I get the occasional massage. That keeps me fit.”




  Bottle snorted in disapproval. “I suppose you’re wondering how I found you,” he said, “and why I’m here without an appointment?”




  “It’s not that hard to find me. I only left the Force five years ago and I’m still in touch with some of the lads that have stayed on.”




  “You didn’t think you’d ever see me again once I got my pension papers, eh, young man?”




  “I didn’t think much about it… Cliff.” Once again he stifled the involuntary desire to use the word “sir.”




  “Looks like you’re doing well for yourself here. You were never much of a copper but running an office like this seems to suit you. What have you got here, twenty staff?”




  “About that.”




  “Mostly pretty girls, I see.”




  “Girls usually have the better education level to deal with the buyers from overseas.”




  Bottle gave a grunt. “That’s pleasing. They pay you well?”




  “I’m on an expat deal. Got a nice flat off Sukhumvit. And I own a holiday place down in Pattaya. I get a bonus every year as long as I’m meeting my budget.” Scrimple was pleased to tell his former boss how well he was doing.




  “Ever get married?”




  “No. A bit too much temptation around here to settle down.”




  “Well, the girls here aren’t too fussy,” Bottle said with certainty.




  There was a gentle knock on the door and Noi brought in two glasses of cold water and placed them on silver coasters on the desk. Bottle said no more until the girl had closed the door behind her.




  “So you’re wondering why I’m here?”




  “I suppose it’s not to reminisce about the old days in the Force?”




  “It’s not. I do that with people who are my friends and whom I respect.” Bottle fixed him with a strong look.




  Scrimple shrugged. Bottle wasn’t making it easy.




  “The fact is, I need your help, lad. You’re not the most qualified to help me but you are the most convenient.”




  “Is there…” Scrimple paused for effect, “anything in it for me?”




  “Isn’t helping your former boss good enough? Have you become that mercenary now?” Bottle flared up.




  “That’s not what I meant. But if you want my help, then kindly be more pleasant about it.”




  “All right. I’m sorry. I can’t help it. I never liked you and I’m not happy about having to come to you. I don’t want to be hiding that.”




  “I never liked you, Cliff. But…I suppose, I respected and feared you. That was your leadership style.”




  “It’s how we did things in those days. They were rougher times then.”




  “That’s true.” Scrimple took a sip of his water. “What can I help you with?”




  “You may recall that I have been married to a Hong Kong lady for many years. We never had children. For reasons that are not important to you I’ve decided to buy a condominium in Bangkok but I don’t want to be seen purchasing it, nor do I want it in my name. Not until I tell you. I’d like you to buy this condo for me and just hold it for some time.”




  Scrimple stared at the old man in astonishment. Bottle reached behind and picked up the fat leather briefcase he’d arrived with. He placed it on his knees and snapped it open to reveal bundles of grey thousand Baht notes.




  “The condo is on the thirtieth floor of a building on Sukhumvit Soi 21. All the details are here and this is ten million Baht which should be more than adequate. I’ll pay you two hundred thousand Baht commission in cash. When we meet again, just give me the balance of the money and copies of all the relevant documents. And whatever you do, don’t lose this briefcase. It’s of sentimental value to me so take damn good care of it.”




  Bottle snapped the briefcase shut and slid it across the desk towards Scrimple, being careful not to touch the glasses of water.




  “Will you do it, lad?” Bottle said.




  “I don’t know.”




  “Three hundred thousand Baht.”




  “It’s for a girl. Isn’t it?” Scrimple asked.




  “It might be. But that’s neither here nor there.”




  “Can’t you just put it in her name?”




  “I want the place in your name until I give you further instructions.”




  “That’s a lot of cash you’ve been carrying around with you,” Scrimple said. He glanced over at the safe standing solidly in the corner of his office. No way would he wander the streets around Silom with a briefcase full of cash like that.




  Bottle said tersely, “I still know how to handle myself. You do remember I was a founding member of the Hong Kong Aikido Association along with Collier? Those skills don’t leave you just because you get older.”




  “Yes, sir. I do remember.”




  * * * *




  He’d locked the briefcase in the safe. Only he knew the combination and the spare key was kept by his direct boss in the Hong Kong office. The money would be secure there for a few days until he decided what to do with it.




  The chances were he’d go ahead and do Bottle the favor but he needed a bit more time to think about it. On the surface there seemed nothing wrong or illegal about it, yet all that cash was a mesmerizing sight. Scrimple wondered where it had come from.




  It was six o’clock and the girls had mostly gone home except a few in the shipping department. He waved them good-night and took the lift downstairs. A few minutes walk and he was in his local pub, a place called O’Reilly’s. It was full of the usual tourists and a few regulars who nodded at him. At a corner table sat two men nursing tall dark beers. Scrimple joined them and ordered a Kilkenny.




  “See the match last night?” Declan Brady said.




  “Yeah, what a shit call by the ref on that last one,” Scrimple said.




  “Blind as a bat,” Liam McNulty said. They talked soccer for the next fifteen minutes. By that time the waitress had brought them another round.




  “Had a visit from my old boss in the Royal Hong Kong Police today,” Scrimple said.




  “Were you pleased to see him?” Declan asked. He was a stocky, dark-haired man with a broken nose and a tendency to get violent when he drank too much.




  “Can’t say. It was a complete surprise. I hadn’t seen him in about ten years. He was a complete ball-breaker of a boss in the old days.”




  “Any special reason he looked you up?” Liam said. He pushed the heavy prescription glasses he wore further up his nose. He looked like a computer nerd, which was exactly what he was.




  Scrimple didn’t hesitate. “No, nothing. Heard I was here and he was in the neighborhood.”




  “It’s weird when people who’re not really your mates do that,” Liam said.




  “Yes, it was weird seeing him again,” Scrimple said.




  “I’ve got to go,” Declan said. “Meeting this new girl I’ve been seeing.” He downed the rest of his beer in one and dropped a five hundred Baht note on the table.




  “See you tomorrow, lads,” he said then got up and left.




  “How’s the project coming along, Liam?” Scrimple asked.




  “It stops and starts. The trouble is these local programmers are just not up to speed on Ruby.”




  “Who’s Ruby when she’s not at home?”




  “It’s a programming environment, not really a language. Mostly they use PHP here but this project is being done in Ruby on Rails.”




  Scrimple shook his head and rolled his eyes in mock confusion. “Sounds like Ruby’s had too much yaw-baa.”




  “You’re not far wrong, mate. Half the programmers are up to their eyeballs in the methamphetamines so they can stay awake all day to do the work. They get paid by the line they code. It’s like piece work but in the high-tech world.”




  “I’ll stick to selling furniture and garments from crappy old world factories.”




  “They’ll all be gone from here in five years and you’ll have to go and live in Bangladesh,” Liam said.




  “The hell I will.” The fact was, that Scrimple had no idea where he was going to be in five years. He had no particular plan and was hoping things would keep on as they had been. But the world was changing and it was no longer cheap to make products in Thailand. China dominated the world of manufacturing. If his company were still happy with him in the next few years it was most likely to be Shanghai, Qingdao or Chengdu where he’d end up running a similar office. That wouldn’t be a disaster but Bangkok was a cushy posting and had a certain quality of life that was hard to emulate. Between sanuk and sabai, there was an abundance of fun and well-being for the single, middle-aged man with money.




  He thought suddenly of the encounter with Bottle. It was hard to imagine the old disciplinarian shacking up with a young, nubile Thai girl but that’s what it looked like and he wouldn’t be the first or last to do so. Pattaya, an hour and a half outside Bangkok was a resort over-run by retired pensioners who feasted like vampires on the flesh of fresh country girls.




  “Are you going back to work later?” Scrimple asked Liam.




  “In an hour. Got to make sure those yaa-baa-crazed code crunchers aren’t writing the latest Trojan by mistake.”




  “I’m a Durex man myself,” Scrimple said and waved the waitress away who had come to check if they wanted another round. He gave Liam some bank notes and went out on the street.




  * * * *




  Back at home he sat in his old rocking chair on the balcony and smoked a cigarette. He’d long ago given up on the red Marlboros and his brand now was Mild Seven, the one with the charcoal filter. There were so many Japanese in Bangkok that the cigarettes could be found in every corner shop. The problem with Marlboro was that they made their product under license in different countries and even though the box looked the same the contents tasted different. The ones made in Indonesia were especially vile. With Mild Seven at least you got a quality imported product and you knew where it had come from.




  He rolled the cigarette between his fingers as he watched the smoke curl away. Bangkok, like all great cities, was never quiet but up here the night sounds were muted while the smell remained the same mixture of smog and lemongrass.




  It was about nine o’clock when his mobile phone rang.




  “You left a voicemail for me. This is Jim Bellows.”




  “Jim, this is Scrimple. Long time no see. How’s business going?”




  “A bit slow with all the political and economic problems. You have any customers you want to refer to me?”




  “Sort of. I’m in the market to buy a place. Came into a bit of money. So I thought it would be an idea to invest it here.”




  “Good choice. Great time to buy,” the property agent said.




  * * * *




  Jim Bellows was bald, absolutely genuine and perpetually smiling. He ran a small property agency with five staff but handled special customers personally. The reason Scrimple had called him was that they too had served in the Royal Hong Kong Police together.




  “It’s just come on the market. Half the flats have been sold. Reliable developer and they move the paperwork really fast,” Jim was saying as they stepped into the lift. “Any particular reason you want this floor and this flat?”




  “Lucky number for me. And I want the view in this direction.”




  They stepped out onto the thirtieth floor and Jim jingled the bunch of keys in his hand until he found the right one.




  “You should come over for dinner sometime. Meet the wife and the kids,” Jim said. “Us ex-coppers should keep in touch more often. I just saw Bill Jedburgh last week. He passes through town every once in a while.”




  Scrimple frowned. He knew Jedburgh from the Force but it was another time that they had met which would always stick in his memory.




  “He’s got a house down Rayong way, hasn’t he? Near Julian McAlistair’s place, right, a few hours past Pattaya?” he said.




  Jim nodded. He turned the key in the door and pushed it open. They stepped into a white painted, unfurnished living room with ceiling to floor windows giving onto a fine view of the city.




  “Three bedrooms, two bathrooms, a thousand five hundred square feet,” Jim said. He flicked on the light switch then found the remote control for the master air-conditioning unit.




  “I like it,” Scrimple said, walking over to the windows. He gazed out onto the Chao Praya river in the distance for a moment then turned to follow Jim who had gone to check out the master bedroom.




  “What’s that?” Scrimple said, looking over Jim’s shoulder. There was a red mark on the wall, like a fingerprint.




  Jim turned and shook his head, then opened the bedroom door at the end of the small corridor.




  “Fuck me sideways,” Jim said quietly and Scrimple stared with horror.




  Lying on the wood parquet floor was the body of a young woman. She was naked and her throat had been cut from ear to ear.




  Chapter 2




  The police arrived within twenty minutes. They were brusque and accusing in their manner. The bedroom was sealed off and men came with cameras and fingerprint kits.




  Scrimple and Jim were left under the watchful gaze of a uniformed officer who stared at them with cold eyes while he fingered the wooden butt of his service revolver. It was not hard to guess that the Thai cops assumed the crime had something to do with the foreigners even though the logic was flawed.




  Finally a senior detective superintendent arrived who spoke good English. He introduced himself as Khun Somchai and they sat down on the folding chairs that had been provided.




  “You are the men who found the body?” Somchai said.




  “Yes, I am Jim Bellows, I’m a property agent and I was showing this apartment to my prospective customer. I picked up the keys from the landlord’s agent this morning.”




  “You don’t live here?”




  “No, it’s an empty flat. Most of the building is still empty. Neither of us has ever been in this flat before.”




  “You are sure?” the Thai cop said. He was tall and gaunt with a serious hawk-like face. He wore a jacket, dark slacks and a dark shirt with no tie. Clipped to his top pocket was a warrant card identifying him.




  “Khun Somchai, both of us are former police officers from Hong Kong. We are reputable business people here in town,” Scrimple said.




  The detective gave him a strange look, nodding thoughtfully. “You have nothing to do with this dead girl?” he said.




  “We have no idea who she is,” Scrimple said.




  “But why did you come to this apartment?”




  Scrimple looked him straight in the eye and said, “It was just by chance. I like this building and I wanted this floor for the view.”




  Somchai said, “We will bring you to the police station and take your fingerprints. I will take both your passports. For now, I will not arrest you.”




  * * * *




  It was half past three in the afternoon by the time Scrimple got back to the office. His staff were used to him being out, sometimes visiting factories or attending customers from England.




  He closed the door to his office having told Noi he didn’t want to be disturbed. He took the briefcase out from the safe and counted the money again as he had done in the morning. The notes were neither crisp nor particularly old. He checked the serial numbers which were in no special order. Without equipment he couldn’t determine if the money had any invisible markers on them. He tried a few notes at random and held them up to the light but found nothing.




  Bottle had left no phone number or any other information on how to contact him again. Scrimple cursed himself for being dazed by the old man’s visit. It was partially because of this that he’d not told Jim or the police the real reason he was interested in the flat. It would appear strange and create more suspicion. One had to be careful enough with the Thai police who loved jumping to conclusions where foreigners were involved. There were plenty of young Westerners locked up for drug trafficking in the jail just outside of town, some of them probably not as guilty as the police and courts wanted to believe.




  The first thing now was to make the money disappear. If the police came and searched his place that amount of cash would be questioned. If there was anything wrong with the money, he didn’t want to be caught holding it until he’d figured out what was going on with Bottle and why the dead girl had been left in that exact flat.




  From the cupboard he pulled an old Adidas sports bag, unzipped it and filled it with the cash. He put the empty briefcase back into the safe.




  He called Liam McNulty.




  “Are you going down the Big P this evening?”




  “I hadn’t planned to but I’m open to suggestions,” the Irish computer programmer said.




  “It’s Friday so a weekend in Pattaya sounds like a good thing.”




  There was a brief pause at the other end of the line. “All right,” Liam laughed, “you’ve twisted my arm. You’re just trying to save the bus fare aren’t you?”




  “I’m not that much of a skinflint. I can afford a taxi.”




  “If Declan wants to come along as well are we good to all stay at your place?” Liam asked.




  “Of course. That’s what it’s there for.”




  “You’re not worried about us bringing girls back and shagging them on your sofa?”




  “It’s Pattaya, Liam. People expect that.”




  “Just checking. We don’t want any misunderstandings.”




  “Well, house rules are: No Stains. The maid doesn’t like it.”




  “All right, we’ll leave at six thirty. I’ll pick you up from your place. Traffic will be a bugger so we should count on two hours.”




  Scrimple didn’t think there would be a problem with the police. They’d taken his passport so he couldn’t leave the country and if they wanted him for further questioning they’d call his mobile phone and he’d be back in no time. Many people went out of town for the week-end so he wouldn’t look suspicious.




  He spent the next two hours on his e-mails and made a few calls to Hong Kong and London.




  * * * *




  Liam’s company provided him with a Toyota Camry. They got onto the flyovers and passed through the various toll booths, went by the new airport complex of Suvarnabhumi and hit the outskirts of the seaside resort by twenty past eight.




  “Smells like sex,” Declan said, having rolled down the window to toss his cigarette out.




  “Smells like motorbike fumes,” Liam said as he turned by the Dolphin roundabout. Scrimple’s apartment was in a luxury development leading onto Wong Amat beach which was in the northern part of town. It was a few years old and he’d bought it before property prices had began shooting up. Now they were trending down again. He used the place regularly, at least twice a month and for the longer holidays unless he decided to go somewhere out of the country. Last year he’d toured the Southwest of the United States for two weeks on his annual leave. The steaks had been good. He’d brought a girl along but they were no longer seeing each other. She’d found a richer, younger banker and Scrimple didn’t want to compete.




  The apartment had three bedrooms and in layout was generic, similar in many ways to the condo Bottle had wanted him to buy, except that it had a large balcony with a view of Pattaya Bay. Now at night the lights twinkled in multi-colors and spoke of seedy pleasures along the beachfront bars.




  The furniture was simple, purchased from a store called Index. Several hardwood sofas with big fabric cushions filled the living room which was separated from the kitchen by a counter-top. There was a glass-topped dining-table that could seat six, and the bedrooms had big walk-in closets and generous king-sized beds.




  “Make yourself at home, lads,” Scrimple said, distributing the spare keys he kept in a kitchen drawer. He told them the password to the downstairs electronic door.




  Liam was examining the fridge. “You’ve got a great part-time maid. Beer, milk, cheese, ham, butter. What more does a man need?”




  “Bread, cereal,” Scrimple pointed out where they were. “I’ve got to go see a bloke and sort something out for a few hours. I’ll call your mobile and catch up with you. Where do you think you’re going to be?”




  “There’s a new go-go bar off one of the so is on Walking Street,” Declan said, “The Hot Dog Club. We’ll start off there. Liam here might want to sneak off to Soi 6 later. We’ll have to restrain him.”




  Scrimple laughed. Soi 6 was the side-road with lady-boy bars. It also boasted a lot of normal bars but it was hard to tell the difference in the gloom and after too many drinks.




  Having dropped one overnight bag in his room and brushed his teeth he left a few minutes later with the other overnight bag—the one with the money.




  * * * *




  Fifteen minutes on the back of a motor-cycle taxi and Scrimple found himself in Jomtien, at the other end of town. It was much quieter here and there were more condominiums similar to his.




  The motorbike guy turned off into a small square which held some open air beer-bars. Scrimple paid him a hundred Baht and went into a travel agency which was still open. Sitting at one of the desks was an attractive older Thai woman. She had a lot of gold around her neck and on her fingers and a bit too much make-up around her cheeks. When she saw Scrimple her face creased into a smile of pleasure.




  “Khun Inspector, how are you. You haven’t been to see me for a few months,” she said waving him to come and sit.




  He took the Adidas sports bag from his shoulder and placed it on the floor. “I’ve been busy working, Nari.”




  She laughed knowingly. “No, busy with young girls and no time for your old friend like me.” She spoke excellent English but with a strong Thai inflection that could be so attractive.




  “How are the tourists?” Scrimple asked.




  “They are getting older at one end and getting younger at the other end. It’s low season now. They should be coming back in a few months.”




  “I want to buy you dinner and ask you for a small favor,” Scrimple said. He placed the bag onto her desk and tapped it. It was sturdy PVC with a hefty zipper. He’d attached a padlock that required a key, to ensure that the zipper could not be opened.




  “There are some confidential papers in here and I don’t want to leave them in my home or in my office safe. They are private. Can you put them in that big safe of yours that you have in the back and I’ll collect the bag in a few days?”




  She looked at him and he knew that she had detected part of a lie but was not going to challenge him on it. She nodded, and picking up the bag took it into the room behind her shop. A safe the height of a man stood there. Scrimple politely turned away while she twisted the dials and opened the heavy door. When she was finished, Nari locked up the front of her shop and they walked out of the back, directly into the kitchen of a restaurant.




  The cooks greeted her respectfully because she also owned this establishment. Coming out into the dining area, she chose the best table, the right distance from the air-con and close enough to the door so one could see the people walking past outside.




  “You don’t like too spicy, Khun Inspector, eh?” she said with a wink.




  “Just normal.” Scrimple glanced around the place. It had about twenty tables and maybe half were occupied by tourists eating the standard Thai dishes that all the restaurants served. There were groups of men, Western men with their Western wives and Western men with their Thai girlfriends. The atmosphere was relaxed and muted pop music played in the background.




  “You have to stop calling me inspector one of these days.”




  “I always think of you as my inspector,” she said, a faint wistful air about her. “When I was young and you were young.”




  It was twenty years ago when they had met in Hong Kong. She had just arrived on a six-month contract to work in a dancing girl bar in Wan chai and he was an off-duty inspector trying to forget his problems in the bottom of a beer glass. It had been a few months after the incident with Mabel and he had been pretty messed up. Much of that had been the fault of his District Commander at the time, Chief Superintendent Bottle.




  The hot spicy soup arrived and Nari laughed at him saying it was especially mild for him. The other dishes came and Scrimple drank several glasses of Singha while Nari had water. After a while he told her about Bottle having come to visit him and how strange it had been to see the old man again. He did not say anything about the money, buying the flat and the murdered girl. There was no reason to burden Nari with those issues. She had other matters on her mind, running a string of businesses around town which included two small guest-houses, a dive-shop and several of the ubiquitous girlie bars.




  She had done exceedingly well for herself and deserved everything she owned, while never losing the common touch that made her so endearing.




  “He was a bad man, your Mr. Bottle,” Nari said. “No heart.”




  “No, he was a product of his time. Tougher and with a huge need to get on and survive.”




  “You want the mango and sticky rice?” she asked.




  “Do you mind if I smoke?” he said, nodding.




  “No more smoking in the bars in Bangkok, I think?” she said.




  “It’s a pain but it helps you cut back.”




  “The only thing that helps you cut back, Khun Inspector, is this,” she said, tapping the side of her head.




  “Yes.”




  “You’ll be here for the whole weekend?”




  “I think so. I’ve got two friends down with me. We’ll relax a bit. I’ll try and drop by again before I return to Bangkok.”




  “I’ll take care of your papers. They feel like they are worth a lot of money,” she said with a knowing smile.




  * * * *




  It was about eleven by the time Scrimple left Nari. He called Liam and Declan but only got their voicemails so he went directly to Walking Street where most of the nightlife was located.




  A cacophony of rock, pop and hip-hop music assaulted him as he made his way down the street, dodging groups of foreigners who were ambling around taking in the sights. Outside many of the bars stood pretty young Thai girls in mini-skirts and platform boots waving at the passers-by, encouraging them to come in and see more.




  Scrimple found the side-street where the new bar was located. He doubted that Liam and Declan would still be there. In fact it was most likely that the reason their phones were turned off was that both had already bar-fined and were horizontal somewhere with young ladies of the naughty night.




  There was nothing special about the Hot Dog Bar except it was new and all the fixtures and fittings were glossy. The diminutive, brown girls in bikinis were all cloned in the same villages of up-country Isaan and the music was middle-of-the-road Americana.




  He took a stool by the bar and looked up into the crotch of a girl with long legs and frizzy, black hair. She smiled down at him and rotated her hips in an exaggerated motion. He winked back and ordered himself another Singha and a Jack Daniels shooter from the waitress who had snuck up next to him.




  Pensively he smoked his Mild Sevens, watched the parade above him and sipped alternatively at his drinks. There were no new insights from his subconscious. He still had no idea what the Bottle business was all about. If the old man wanted to set him up for whatever reason he would not have left all that cash with him. Nor was the evidence of Scrimple and Jim Bellows finding the body very compelling. The Thai police would draw the right conclusions hopefully.




  It was much more likely that it was Bottle who was being set up and Scrimple had stumbled into it.




  Perhaps Bottle had an inkling of what might happen and sent Scrimple out as a decoy. That made a lot more sense.




  He sent a text message to Liam asking him where they were, then ordered another round. A pleasant buzz was beginning to settle in around his brain and that was just what he wanted.




  Fifteen minutes later there was no reply from the guys so he finished up the drinks and walked out. He headed on down towards the end of Walking Street where it joined the Arab area. His destination was an outdoor bar with an excellent live band who played all the great rock classics tone perfect. The lead guitarist could have given Eric Clapton a run for his money.




  Scrimple found an empty high table and stool just as they were launching into “Brown Sugar.” He switched to vodka and tonic and lit up another cigarette. For some time he got lost in the music, then started getting mildly annoyed that he’d not heard from Liam and Declan yet.




  “Can I come sit with you?” a voice said behind his elbow. He turned quickly having not noticed her approach. His first reaction was to say no, but once he glanced at the girl, he changed his mind.




  “Sure, take that stool,” he said.




  She had pale brown, near white skin and gentle eyes that matched her smile. There was something vaguely Eurasian about her and Scrimple assumed she was a product of a mixed marriage. Her hair was cut short with one side slightly longer than the other.




  “My name is Pim. And yours?” she held out a hand with long, elegant fingers. The nails were done in a dark, red color.




  He told her and asked her if she would like a drink. She asked for a gin and tonic. He was surprised at her approach because this bar was not known for working girls. Nor did she look like one. There was an understated elegance about her that puzzled him.




  “Are you on holiday?” she asked.




  “No, I work in Bangkok. And you?”




  “I work in Bangkok too.”




  “Oh, yes?” He was not sure if he should ask more. It could be that she was a regular middle-class girl who just happened to enjoy picking up foreign men. It was a bit of a fantasy but it did happen. “And how long are you in Pattaya for?” he said.




  “Just the weekend,” she said. “Do you like the band here?”




  “They’re great.”




  They talked for a while about which old songs they liked. He felt she must be in her late twenties but couldn’t be sure, her musical taste was a decade older. Scrimple could still not make up his mind if she was trying to pick him up for money or was simply being friendly.




  “You don’t have a boyfriend here?” he said.




  She shrugged. “Used to. A French guy. He was an asshole.”




  “They usually are.”




  “Hah. That’s what he always said about the English. And where is your girlfriend?”




  “I’m not,” he paused, “really into serious relationships.”




  “I don’t think any of you fallings are. Even the ones who end up getting married.”




  “That’s a generalization. There are some very decent blokes out there.”




  Pim nodded. “Maybe.” She finished her second gin and tonic.




  “You speak really good English. Where did you learn that?” he said.




  “I did my Bachelors at Chulalungkorn University, then did a Masters at the London School of Economics.”




  Scrimple was lost for words. He’d only managed a poor degree from a red-brick university. Pim was looking at her mobile phone, a fancy Nokia model.




  She said, “Hey, it’s been nice chatting with you. I’ve got to go. See you around some time, okay?” She gave him her hand to shake and slipped off the stool.




  Scrimple stared after her as she disappeared up Walking Street. For a while he’d been a little bit in love but that must have been the alcohol dulling his senses.




  He realized he was tired from the eventful day. After meeting Pim he felt no urge to meet any other girl that evening. The notion of casual sex with a strange dancing girl held no appeal at all.




  Having walked back to Second Road he found a half-empty tuk-tuk that was going up to Wong Amat. He held on to the handle bar above him as the driver accelerated and decelerated up the road. Opposite him sat two Russian men and their busty, blonde wives. Next to him sat a drunk Australian with a moderately attractive lady-boy. The way the man was looking at the trans-sexual, it was unlikely that he knew what he’d picked up. He’d find out sooner or later and his life would never be the same again.




  Scrimple got off at the end of the road near his condo and walked the last two hundred yards. It cleared his brain a bit and he waved at the security guard who was sitting behind his counter. The guard gave him a strange look and turned away.




  He took the lift upstairs wondering if he’d find a full-blown orgy going on in his flat.




  It was when he put his key in the door that he had the first notion something was wrong. His nose picked up the faint smell of cordite, a smell that would always remind him of one of the worst days of his life.




  When he stepped into the living room, it was like a double déjà vu. Sprawled across the sofas were the bodies of Liam and Declan. They had both been shot several times in the chest and face. They were still wearing the same clothes they had worn earlier.




  Liam’s unseeing eyes gazed up at the ceiling, an expression of horror on his face. Declan’s eyes were rolled up, only the whites visible.




  Scrimple stumbled a few steps and managed to vomit, mostly into the kitchen sink.




  Chapter 3




  For five minutes Scrimple sat on the floor of the kitchen staring at his shoes. He couldn’t face standing up and seeing the bodies of his friends.




  During his time in the police there had been many dead bodies, but usually they were old men and women—nobody he knew.




  There was one time though when he’d walked in on a friend who’d killed himself with a gun and that event had screwed him up for a long time. Now, he couldn’t believe that it was all happening again. And somehow it was connected to the re-appearance in his life of Assistant Commissioner Bottle.




  Scrimple reached over and pulled open the door of the fridge, grabbing a full bottle of mineral water. He rested the cold plastic against his forehead, then took a few swigs of water. His mouth tasted vile from the vomit. After drinking half of the bottle he began to feel better. Mentally he was sober as a judge but there was still a lot of alcohol sloshing around in his blood.




  What was he going to do? He could call the local police. He should call the police. But then, sooner or later, the Bangkok police and Superintendent Somchai would find out and things would get complicated.




  He could hardly walk out of his flat and leave the bodies there. They would start to decompose and smell. The neighbors would get curious and the security guards would get suspicious.




  He could hardly dispose of the bodies. There were cameras in the lifts and all the public areas. What was he going to do?




  Wrap up each body in a carpet and sling it over his shoulder then dump it in the rubbish room? What a ridiculous thought and not fair on the memory of his friends.




  Was there anyone who could come and help him clear up the mess and make the bodies disappear?




  There was one person, perhaps who could pull it off. Two in fact, but he wasn’t sure the phone numbers still worked, nor did he want to get in touch with these men again. That would be like opening a Pandora’s box of infinite horror.




  He would have to deal with this by himself. For another ten minutes he sat on the floor and finished the rest of the mineral water. Then, with a huge effort of self-control he stood up and walked to the front door which he’d closed but not locked. He turned the lock and slid the bolt across.




  Gingerly, he approached the two bodies, bracing himself as he stared at the gunshot wounds, the blood spatter, the entry and exit points. He imagined someone coming to the door. Liam opening it and letting the person in. A conversation, perhaps wanting to know where Scrimple was. The guys hadn’t known. Then suddenly: a gun was produced, threats and bullets flying.




  It was the last thing the two Irish lads would have expected. Yet, what was it all about?




  Was it about the money or was it about the dead girl in the apartment?




  * * * *




  By now it was after two in the morning. Scrimple had decided on a plan. He needed some time to think and find out what was happening. If he called the police and waited for them to come, they would arrest him and ask questions later. Their first assumption would be a gangland killing. Some argument between drug dealers. They would think that Scrimple and the guys had been involved with the Russians or crossed onto someone else’s turf. Because only with drugs or other gang stuff did you get this kind of extreme violence.




  It would be hard for Scrimple to talk his way out of it. Not impossible, because the evidence would point away from him and there should be witnesses who had seen him much later than the time the killings must have happened. And then there would be the video tape from the security cameras. But all that would take time and then Somchai from Bangkok would get involved.




  Scrimple needed to be away from that. He went into his bedroom, picked up his overnight bag and then left the flat. He made sure to pull the security bolt out so that the door couldn’t close properly. Anyone pushing against it would find it open.




  The security guard downstairs was asleep. Scrimple stepped out of the building and made the phone call:




  “Hello, can you speak English? Yes, I want to report a murder. Two murders. This is the address…”




  After he had told the police everything they needed to know, he walked back up to the main road and waved down an empty tuk-tuk. It brought him down Beach Road again until he reached Soi 8, where he knew a cheap hotel. He checked in, paying cash, five hundred Baht for the rest of the night. It was the sort of place that mainly did short-time rooms, so there was no need to show a passport.




  The room smelt of disinfectant and the bed was lumpy. He took a long cold shower after which he felt much better. He considered calling Nari but it was late and he didn’t want to wake her up. She lived in a house on the outskirts of town with two servants and a driver who doubled as a bodyguard. She would be fine, because he was sure nobody could know that he’d visited her and left the bag with the cash in her safe. Who could have followed him on the motorbike taxi as it weaved through the traffic? And who could possibly know of the relationship between Nari and Scrimple? Nobody did. He’d never talked to anyone in Bangkok about her.




  He’d have to go and visit her tomorrow morning of course and warn her just in case. Or perhaps he would have to simply take the money back and hide it somewhere else. Without the money she was no longer involved.




  Whoever had killed Liam and Declan was after Scrimple and the money. That sounded logical.




  What he really needed to do was talk to Cliff Bottle. How the hell could he find the old man?




  * * * *




  The telephone rang. The ring tone on his mobile was a jazzy tune and it felt too jaunty for this time of the day. He’d been charging the phone in the socket at the foot of the bed.




  Light was seeping through the curtains. He threw back the musty brown blanket and reached for the phone. It was a number he didn’t recognize.




  “We know you are somewhere between Soi 6 and Soi 12,” a voice said. It was a Hong Kong Chinese accent, spoken by someone whose English was fluent. There was something familiar about the voice, but Scrimple couldn’t place it.




  “Who is this?” he said. “How do you know where I am?” Even as he said it, he knew the answer. On his mobile phone it always showed which was the nearest cell tower he was connected to. Somehow they had some technology that could locate his mobile but only to the general area of the cell. It was still too close for comfort.




  “You have something that belongs to me. I want the briefcase with the money and we’ll leave you alone,” the Chinese voice said.




  Scrimple snorted with disgust. “After you killed my friends in cold blood? You want me to trust you to simply hand the money back?”




  “Do you have a choice? You are wanted for murder by now. You are not in a position to negotiate.”




  “The security tapes from my building will show it wasn’t me who killed Liam and Declan.”




  There was a laugh at the other end of the line. “There are no security tapes.”




  “Of course there are.”




  “Take your chances, Scrimple. We took all the tapes out and bribed the security guard. He could identify us but I don’t think so. He got enough money and we know where his family lives.”




  “Bastards.”




  “Yes, Scrimple. I know. Now what about the briefcase?”




  “I don’t have it.”




  “Who has it?”




  “It’s in a safe place.”




  “You saw what we did to your friends. They would not cooperate. They wouldn’t tell us where you’d gone.”




  “They had no idea.”




  “Okay. It doesn’t matter now. I want you to meet us in an hour at the go-kart track opposite the Bangkok Pattaya Hospital. Do you know where that is?”




  “Yes.”




  “Bring the money and we let you go. Then you can find a way to explain the rest to the police.”




  “Did you kill the girl in Bangkok?”




  The line had already gone dead. Scrimple tossed the phone on the floor in frustration. He had a mild hangover despite all the mineral water he’d drunk. He rummaged in his overnight bag and took a couple of locally-made Tylenol.




  What the hell to do?




  He didn’t have much time. If the police were after him they would circulate his picture on the news and eventually someone at the hotel or on the street would recognize him. There was only so much he could do to disguise himself. There were thousands of fat, middle-aged foreigners in Pattaya but all it took was for one person to report him and claim whatever reward money the police would be posting.
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