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			Reviews

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

			Voicu Mihnea Simandan -The Bangkok Trader

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

			Tom Vater – Chiang Mai City News.

			“AUTHOR NEWMAN has an eye for detail”

			Lang Reid – Pattaya Mail.

		

	
		
			AUTHORS NOTE

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

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

		

	
		
			ONE

			3rd November 1994

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			The five baht coin was dated, 2455. 

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

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

			It was time for their secret. 

			Each secret was bigger than the last.

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

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

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

			The canals overflowed.

			The tears were ordinary. Secret tears.

		

	
		
			TWO

			3rd October 2010

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

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

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

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

			That was the idea.

			Ideas were like raindrops.

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

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

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

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

			Jump.

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

			Questions like:

			What was she doing in his bed?

			Monica. 

			Naked. 

			In his bed. 

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

			The last time of all.

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

			The kind of legs that couldn’t be bought.

			Long, perfect.

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

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

			He wished it wasn’t true. 

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

			But who was he kidding?

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

			It wasn’t his money.

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

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

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

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

			“Who is this Stephen King?”

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

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

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

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

			She was a worker.

			A showgirl.

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

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

			He drank it down.

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

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

			Tasted like hell.

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

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

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

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

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

			“What happened to the lady?”

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

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

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

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

			She just knew she wanted to see, it. 

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

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

			All cats were grey at night.

			Amateurs found real love, or so they thought. 

			Pros bathed in deception.

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

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

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

			Joe was on a roll: 

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

			“Maybe there is, Joe?”

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

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

		

	
		
			THREE

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

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

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

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

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

			It was a tough choice.

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

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

			Secretive. 

			“So what’s this secret?”

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

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

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

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

			A puppet?

			Please...

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

			“What about this secret?”

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

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

			She had gone.

			Her ghost remained.

		

	
		
			FOUR

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

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

			Bar lizards, and mongers.

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

			The man switched on his Sony netbook.

			Mr. Dylan :)

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

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

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

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

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

			Thanking you very big,

			Janey.

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

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

			You love it now.

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

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

			Ghosts were everywhere. 

		

	
		
			FIVE 

			10th October 2000

			DISAPPEARED.

			Simply vanished. 

			The streets of Bangkok destroyed her.

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

			Nothing.

			She had disappeared.

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

			His angel.

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

			And then he saw her.

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

			Two?

			Three?

			Five? 

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

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

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

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

			How she had grown. 

		

	
		
			SIX

			6th October 2010

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

			Dreams. 

			Nightmares. 

			Visions.

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

			How did ghosts dance?

			Viciously insane. That was it. Insane. Vicious.

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

			She was gone.

			He walked back into the bedroom. 

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

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

			Like raindrops, beautiful women were every-where. 

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

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

			As were blondes.

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

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

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

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

			“Suicide?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“And you?”

			“Poor and hungry.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

		

	
		
			SEVEN

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

			 Almost empty.

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

			She got it, but didn’t smile.

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

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

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

			“Never met one that doesn’t.”

			“But you don’t?”

			“I used to. I had to quit.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

			“What does that make you?”

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

			“I’m sorry about your parents.”

			“It was a long time ago. Spill.”

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

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

			“Instinct,” she said.

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

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

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

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

			“Yes?”

			“A black dog came to my home.”

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

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

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

			“Are you always this discourteous?” She said. 

			“I never hang around to ask. Maybe I have a way of getting to the point quickly. That is why people employ me. I apologize. Tell me about the suicide. Tell me what you want me to know.”

			“She wasn’t a suicide. She wouldn’t do it,” Carina brushed her fingers through her hair. “She would never kill herself.” The palm of her hand fell down onto the table, upsetting her chopsticks. She picked them up and tore apart the plastic wrapping, screwing it into a ball. She looked directly across the table at Joe. “Never.”

			“Look, Carina, it’s always the ones you think will never do it that end up hanging from a noose. The ones that you figure are just about to jump, never got the guts. Sharpening the knives and running the bath is usually just a call for attention. Suicide’s not something that can be predicted. It’s arbitrary and rare, like a good song on the radio or a useful lawyer. It doesn’t make any sense, so don’t bother trying.”

			“You believe that?”

			“It’s what I’ve come to understand. Do you have a suspect or a reason for suspicion?”

			“No, that’s why I’m here. I want to hire you.”

			“Death isn’t my speciality. I deal in fraud and deception. Cheating bargirls. Missing relatives. I’ve never investigated a murder in Bangkok City. It’s a matter for the police department. I don’t know what to say. Thanks for the offer, but I’ll have to decline the instruction.”

			“She mentioned your name the last time we spoke…”

			“That’s not unusual. In love and commerce, there’s always gonna be winners and losers. I’m the bad guy. The one that tells them that the party’s over. The one that breaks their bank balance.”

			“She spoke fondly of you, Joe,” Carina smiled. She took another sip of her Asahi, “She called you, Mr. Detective.”

			The realization hit Joe like a punch to the stomach. 

			“Her name was Monica,” Carina said.

			The water tumbler slipped out of his hand and hit the tiled floor. The glass smashed. The waitress looked over and smiled patiently.

			“Do I have your attention now?”

		

	
		
			EIGHT

			SHE DID.

			The first thing Joe saw was that beehive, the cowboy boots, and the door slamming shut in his hovel of a hotel room. The dreams, the nightmares. The way she played with the meat under the blanket. The games. The secret. Michael. The photographs.

			Carina toyed with a corner of the tablecloth for a moment, looked across at the Japanese, and then looked directly at Joe, “Monica said she had to tell you something, a message, it seemed important,” Carina smiled. “Once she sets her mind on something...”

			“...she does it. What was the message?” What trouble had she had gotten herself into? 

			A man? 

			A customer? 

			A jealous boyfriend? 

			It was hopeless. Like a midnight duck shoot. 

			Blindfolded. 

			It could have been anything or anybody. Three days is a hell of a long time in Bangkok.

			“She didn’t say. She just said that she had to find you.”

			“Tell me everything, Carina. From the start. I want to know how you both met, where, when, why. Tell me all the little things that you think mean nothing. Anything and everything you can think of. Trust me.”

			“Well, it started on the island of Ko Samui. I have a bungalow near the beach. It has a limestone rock pool and a tiny natural waterfall. It’s all very beautiful. She used to come and use the pool to swim in, without asking, sometimes she swam naked. Strange for a Thai, don’t you think? One day we got to talking, and then things just developed from there.”

			“When was this?”

			“Last year. Around April.”

			The food arrived: Sushi. Grilled tiger prawns, steamed sea bass, Kobe beefsteak. Sashimi. Asparagus. Medley of vegetation. Salmon steak on an earthenware dish. 

			“What can you tell me about Monica? Was she into drugs, gambling? Anything at all, the smallest thing that you can remember that was bothering her?”

			“She was a sweet girl, but troubled. Both her parents died when she was so young, no role models, bad schooling, and crippling poverty. She wasn’t addicted or ill as far as I knew, but abuse has a tendency to hide itself, you know?”

			Joe knew. “Go on…”

			“Her vitality was remarkable. Her spoken English was fluent. She wanted to learn to read and write fluently. She was trying to better herself and I was trying to help her. I was having the impression that English was important to her, but she would never tell me why she was so desperate to be improving her reading and writing. She even had a book list. Books that she wanted to understand,” Carina lifted a piece of salmon with her chopsticks, and dipped it in a cream sauce.

			“I need that list. Can you remember any titles?”

			“Mostly English novels, nineteenth and twentieth century. Dickens, stuff like that, not my sort of thing,” she said as she ate the piece of salmon. 

			“Mine neither, but I need that list. Were you sponsoring her?”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Paying her money? Were you paying her money to sleep with you?”Joe knew that invasive questions often caused people to slip up and tell the truth. He picked up a spear of asparagus with the chopsticks and bathed it in the soy. 

			“Quite the opposite. She paid me for English lessons; we then became lovers. She was not sleeping with me for money.”

			“Gifts?”

			“A gold bracelet. That was it. She was wearing it when they found her.”

			“The police are keeping it as evidence?”

			“They have not been very helpful,” she said. 

			Joe nodded sympathetically. He knew just how unhelpful they could be.

			“Are you familiar with my terms?” He asked her.

			“Half up front?”

			“Yes. Write down anything that you think of, anything at all. I need a list of contacts. I need that book list.”

			She handed Joe a folded piece of paper from her handbag. “Before she disappeared, I checked her telephone, I hate the jealous type, but I did it because I was desperate. These are the numbers.” Joe took the piece of pink folded notebook paper and pocketed it.

			“Thanks. Did you love her?”

			“Dearly.” Carina’s eyes moistened, “She always had money. I didn’t know where it was coming from. The trips to Bangkok were unexplained, but I didn’t ask. Maybe I knew the truth, but I didn’t want to believe it. I’ve been so foolish, again. We had something important together.”

			The table next to theirs filled with a family of four. Two children played with the chopsticks. They waved them in the air. They attacked imaginary flying insects. The mother scorned them and the father drank a beer. The waitress came over and took the plates away. Carina ordered a bottle of sake. Joe stayed with the water like a rowing boat tied to a buoy in a storm.

			“There was a note, with the body, forensics has it. I copied it down.” She passed it to Joe.

			“What does it say?” He asked.

			“My Thai is good, but not that strong. The words are kind of abstract. It begins with the phrase, Yom pae.”

			“That’s Thai for surrender.”

			“Yes. There are consonants that exist in the Thai language but are no longer used?”

			“I didn’t know that.”

			“Well, she uses them in the note. It says something about a secret box. I asked a young woman in a translation office to translate it into English. She did not want to do it. She was afraid. Would make sense if I had told her who had written it, but I didn’t. I just said I found the note at home and was curious as to what it meant.”

			The word secret sounded familiar. 

			“I’ll have it translated. Do you have an address for the apartment?”

			“Yes, it’s with the phone numbers, she was only there a few days, she pays up front. It’s in Udom Suk, you know it?”

			“Right,” Joe knew the area, east of the city. Concrete slums and apartment blocks filled with immigrant workers. A sprinkling of Thai-Chinese and Taiwanese. Conflicting tribes of Asians who fight with guns in Bangkok. Street fights. Gangs. “Last week a nine-year-old school kid was shot dead on a public bus. It’s kind of like inner-city LA, without the creativity.”

			“How did she end up there?”

			“The same way we all do. It’s the end of the road.”

		

	
		
			NINE

			THEY SAT staring at the walls, the lizards, and the storks. The bottle of rice wine. He thought about it. 

			One shot. 

			Just one.

			Make it all go away. 

			One shot. 

			Forget about why some men had trouble sucking in oxygen and breathing it out. Why the best women on that rock disappeared inside cold-water rooms. None of it made sense. Some cats wrote books and made movies about how it didn’t make sense. Some sat around in a room and talked about how it didn’t make sense. Some had better sense than to question why it didn’t make sense.

			The steps came back to him. 

			The twelve steps.

			One. 

			A tiny mistake can cause a lifetime of remorse.

			Two. Images of black dogs. 

			Three, god-darn three. Frog-scratchers and suicides. 

			Four. 

			Ghosts rose into focus clear and sharp and then disappeared behind the Japanese hardwood screens. 

			Five. 

			The corporate dinners and the waitress in the kimono with the hair set up like she meant business. Looked like she could suck a noodle through a tea strainer.

			Six. 

			Secrets – what was that secret? 

			Seven. She’s ready to pour Joe a large one.

			Eight. The blonde across the table. Pins like a racehorse,

			and Nine. 

			Monica had good taste. 

			Ten. 

			Suicide. 

			Eleven. 

			She

			Wouldn’t. 

			Twelve.

			Do it.

			“How could anyone stay in Bangkok, sober?” Carina looked directly at Joe.

			“An addict’s home is a house of shame and Bangkok ticks all the boxes. On the program, they say you are only as evil as your secrets. Monica had a secret. Hell, this whole town is one big pack of secrets. When the penultimate president finally sobered up, he got the world’s most powerful country to screw up and he made a good job of it. I get to screw around in a tropical metropolis where nothing makes much sense.” His hand reached out across the table to pick up the bottle, the cure, the answer, and then something unexplainable stopped it.

			A fly landed on the table. 

			His hand came down. 

			Rubbed it out.

			Carina’s voice. “What makes you keep it together?” She took another hit of the rice wine.

			“Back when I was a kid, I saw some bad things happen and shortly after that, something happened that made me reconsider the humanity of man, woman and beast. I never could figure it out and perhaps I wasn’t meant to. Maybe we are here to ask questions rather than answer them. The trouble is the world is full of mouths asking questions, no ears listening, and no bright spark got the answers apart from the great silent one up in the sky.”

			“God?”

			“God, Allah, Buddha, whoever you bend down or kneel over for. I always liked to ask questions and some of my answers added up. Mathematics alienated me. Nobody likes a smart ass. I work alone.”

			“Always?”

			“Yes, I took so many cases that I decided that I couldn’t trust anybody. You can only understand the human animal by observing her objectively from afar. Statistics in any country show that you are most likely to be killed by the people that are supposed to be the closest to you. A boyfriend, a girlfriend, a drug dealer. Only a few people have those who love them enough to kill them. I used to work for a syndicate in London. They would send me out to New York, Vienna, Mexico City – wherever there was a suspicious claim on a financial contract. Before that, I cleaned money for the mob. What I’m doing now is safer; I am getting bored of danger. However, I’m just beginning to figure the biggest enemy is the inner-man. There’s a parasite inside all of us that isn’t working to our advantage.”

			“Is that not called something, Joe? Yes, wait, let’s see, I think they call it paranoia?”

			“Maybe a paranoid is just a wise man with most of the facts in his locker. Even paranoids have enemies. In my experience, you’re better off tackling this world alone and observing from afar. When I realized this, I knew that I was a Bangkok detective.”

			“It must be gloomy in your world.”

			“We all need substance, honey, and not just food and water. We’re all screwed up until we’re either dead, enlightened, or nailed on a cross. When you finish figuring out the jigsaw puzzle, you realize that there is one piece missing. That missing piece is in Bangkok.”

			“What can you do?”

			“You can keep looking is what you do. That missing piece is somewhere. In a bar, an art gallery, or under the bed. In the smile of a neon ballerina after last orders. In the street. In a beggar’s alms bowl. Somewhere…”

			“Life’s like that,” Carina smiled and picked up her shot of rice wine. She drank it down in one sip. Her nose wrinkled.

			“Yeah,” Joe’s hand began to move again. He gripped the tablecloth and screwed up a section into a ball underneath the table. He was beginning to sweat.

			“So what’s wrong with that?”

			“Familiarity can be dangerous and freedom doesn’t exist. Bangkok is like an alcoholic mother; cruel, spiteful, unpredictable and totally uncaring, but sometimes surprisingly entertaining.”

			“You know, that’s strangely poetic,” Carina smiled with her eyes.

			“Once I realized the reasons why I was here, it was too late to turn back. I learned to deal with the same shit in a tropical climate. This place is the end of the world. From the cracks in the pavement, to the rats and cockroaches and the transsexual hookers. It all screams one word.”

			“What’s the word?”

			“Desire.”

			They thought about it for enough time for it to become uncomfortable.

			“You think Monica upset someone?” Carina asked.

			Joe did, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he drank his soda water wishing it were sake. “I can’t say until I’ve seen what’s left of that apartment. Until I’ve had a look around. Asked some questions.”

			“You want me to come with you?” Carina sat her next one down. 

			“No, I work alone. It sounds cliché, but it’s true. Plus, I need to be unobtrusive. A six-foot blonde in Bangkok is not inconspicuous. I might as well take a polar bear with me. Thanks, but no thanks. Think hard. Did Monica ever have any secrets? Did she talk about a secret?”

			“Everybody has secrets, don’t they?”

			“Not everyone. There are still some pure people left in the world. People with nothing to hide. Did Monica ever tell you she had a secret?”

			Carina shook her head.

			“Well give it some thought. I’ve enjoyed the cream of Bangkok society,” Joe said, “and I’ve very much enjoyed your company, but I’m itching to get back out amongst my people, the scum, and start asking questions.”

			“Thanks, Joe. Tonight has made me feel a little better.”

			Joe wished he could agree, as they got the bill from the waitress. They paid the bill, walked out into the night, and took separate taxis.

			Joe watched her car from the rear window of his, disappearing into the purple night like a ghost.

			The city was full of them.

		

	
		
			TEN

			THE TAXI braked at what once was Washington Square. Now it had been flattened, yet the ghosts of old expats haunted the rubble and cement. A tip of a cowboy hat, the sound of boots clicking, and the whiff of second hand bourbon and cigar smoke wafting up into the night sky. Forgotten ghosts patrolled the plains of cement with vague senile intent, unclaimed military pensions, and forgotten bar fines. 

			It was the edge of the Zone. 

			The air was thick and warm. The road glittered with neon lights. A sprinkling of bargirls, frog-scratchers, touts, lined the sidewalks outside the bars. 

			Brown kittens stood and sat around enticing foreign booze hounds into their shameless grottos. They wore undersized shorts wrapped around stems to kill for. Brown thighs and smiles. They’d stand naked in front of a toad for a little sugar. Inside their domains, webs were spun and traps were set. They told the client what he wanted to hear, smiled and laughed at the appropriate time. Like all astute entrepreneurs, the hookers understood that customer satisfaction brought repeat customers: A John in the hand was worth two in the bush. 

			In the Red Night Zone, human relationships were strictly business relationships terminating in despair and financial ruin for the deluded foreign investor. The frog scratchers always won. Joe had met body-builders brought to their knees in tears when it hit them that the small brown female they had been abusing all these years, was actually abusing them. Joe had seen psychologists baffled and green berets surrender. Some of the victims stayed in the country and became Buddhist monks, swearing off women for life. Others returned to the ruins of their former lives back west, a frail weakened shadow of their former selves. All of these men finally had to surrender or end up like Monica, swinging in an apartment, east of the city, consumed by desire and shame. 

			Yom Pae. 

			A homeless drunk held a conversation with a parched fig tree. The tree had grown up through a large crack in the sidewalk. The tree was bored stiff. Joe counted the steps as he walked. An elderly man naked to the waist sat on the sidewalk. Joe had seen him before. A former lady-boy who exhibited his two plump silicone breasts in the street and begged for money. Beggars and bargirls worked to exploit an area of consciousness that Joe no longer had. Vagrants and hookers and small-time criminals hustled the streets. ‘You want taxi?... sexy lady?...Shower massage?’ Vice hung in the air with the stench of burnt chillies. An invisible threat reached out and grabbed you by the throat, by the groin, and by the wallet. 

			A cat padded out onto the street from inside a massage parlour and vomited onto the road. The cat stared at the nasty puddle before shaking its twisted tail and wandering back inside to get some more of whatever it was. 

			Joe crossed over the road.

			The Street of Dead Artists. At the mouth of the soi stood a seven-eleven. He walked inside and received a blast of air-conditioning. He browsed the isles and then picked up a copy of the Thai Rath, and flicked through the pages. Nothing about the suicide. He asked the kid behind the counter if he had a copy of yesterday’s paper. The kid looked at Joe. He smiled, nodded, and then he disappeared to a storeroom and came back with a copy of yesterday’s rag. Joe looked through it. On the fifth page, was a close up of a woman’s face. 

			Black and white. 

			It was her.

			One of those crime scene shots that stole victim’s dignity as the camera flashed. Any decorum Monica had ever had was taken away the moment that picture was printed. The tongue hung out of the mouth like that of a dog. The eyes open, mad, and staring. Hair wild. Black mascara dripped down her cheeks like a Halloween mask. A snarl of sudden knowledge. He bought the newspaper.

			“Read it,” he said to the shop attendant. Joe had learned how to speak the language but the Thai script still eluded him. 

			The boy looked at it, smirked, and explained the basics; twenty-four year old woman found dead in apartment building. Then he said something Joe didn’t understand “len maya kon.” He picked up the paper, paid for it, and took it to a bar three units along the road. 

			The Office Bar turned a blind eye to free-lancers. It wasn’t a knocking shop. More of a meeting place. Australian management. Joe ordered a soda water and thought about suicide. Not about committing it, but about why they do it. Where is the point you reach and how do you reach it? Is it a snap decision, or do you build up to it? He drank his soda water. That mischievous smile and that eyebrow that moved of its own accord. That tiger scratch tattoo, the beehive, the make-up, and the dreams. He drank to the ghost that spoke of demons. He drank his water like it was booze, quick and desperate with closing time approaching. Still he didn’t get it. He tried to recall anything that Monica had said, anything to suggest that she had dark thoughts boiling over, anything at all that would give him somewhere to start.

			Nothing.

			A freelance bargirl aged north of thirty, slid up to the bar stool next to Joe’s, caught his eye, and winked with her’s. She wore a German Gestapo set-up with her long hair stuffed inside the black leather pilot’s cap. She smiled. Dimples materialized on a pair of generous cheeks. Maybe the Nazis weren’t all bad, Joe decided. 

			“Why you so sad?” She asked.

			“Mayan empathy,” Joe showed her the rag. Said in Thai, “What do you think?” She looked at it, wrinkled her nose, and then commented: 

			“That lady played with fire, like a stupid lizard she got burnt, she was from the jungle,” she pointed with her lips outside the bar; her eyes showed her disapproval of people who lived in the jungle. 

			“What do you mean?”

			“You speak Thai well for a foreigner,” she said.

			“Snake, snake, fish, fish,” Joe smiled.

			“It says here,” she pointed at the article with her finger this time, “she messed around with black magic.” She stroked a section of the print with a painted green fingernail, and then shook her head.

			“Black magic?” Joe asked.

			“Yes, it’s no good, brother. I never like to hear about people messing around with these things. Some people from the jungle, buffalo people, lizards...dogs behind the mountain.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“For many years, the jungle people have practiced black magic. The other week in the newspaper, one man played a magic trick on his boss, it backfired. Lizard found his boss sleeping with minor wife. The worker cut boss’s tongue out. The tongue was then used in another black magic spell to make the wife take a tumble, a motorcycle accident. She died like a buffalo, slowly and painfully. Later, the worker died in the monkey house like a dog. Then there were another group of medicine men upcountry, they took children from the border villages, killed them, and used their body parts to make potions and candles. Little children, six or seven years old. People like that are like lizards, buffalos, dogs...Frogs in a coconut shell…”

			“Sure, sister.”

			“Happens all the time up there in the jungle. People who mess about with black magic, something bad happens or they end up dead like this lady in the newspaper. What’s her name? Monica. They think black magic will make them lucky. Is that good luck?” she asked pointing at the picture. “Is it?”

			Joe had no answer.

		

	
		
			ELEVEN

			THE NAZI bargirl lit a cigarette and asked for a drink, Joe said yeah, and ordered her one of those coke-a-cola cocktails that you pay through the nose for. He took a sip of water and waited for it: “Listen, brother, if she hadn’t messed with black magic, maybe she’d still be alive. And maybe all those men would have loved her anyway,” she said.

			“What men?”

			“She wanted rich boyfriends, customers or whatever, she wanted all the money in the world, you know? She heard about the other girls. Nobody knew how some girls got lucky and other girls didn’t. There are rumours and stories about ways to make men love you. I’m from the city. I’d rather take my chances doing things my own way. I don’t want to hand over my fate to some jungle medicine man who takes my money and uses my body as part of the deal.”

			“It says that in the newspaper?”

			“No, not in here,” she said waving the paper, “in here,” she pointed to her head and smiled. She jerked her chin back and stared down her squat nose with a look of mock eastern wisdom.

			“So, you knew her?”

			“I’d seen her around. Never spoke to her. I thought she was a lizard, buffalo, she worked alone. She thought she was better than everybody else. She struck me as a false person. Like a frog in a coconut shell, she wasn’t the full baht, brother. In a way, I’m glad what happened. Now some of the other girls can wake up and leave the jungle men alone. Serves her right – Som nom na!”

			“In what way was she false?”

			“Well, you can’t work in a bar and pretend to be some kind of high society queen, you know, brother? Once a woman has put herself in the bar, that is it. No going back to little miss innocent,” she said bitterly.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Once a woman makes the decision to work in a bar, her life is changed forever. That’s it. She will rarely, if ever, go back into real society. And if she does, never as a real person again. Foreigners have guilt, you don’t understand. Us Thais, we have shame. You ever felt shame?”

			“Sure,” Joe shuddered.

			“Well, maybe you think you have felt shame, but real shame stays with you the moment you accept money for sex from some old drunk foreigner, who sweats, smells, and treats you like the piece of shit that you are. That shame stays with you until you die. Once you do the kind of things bargirls do for money, you have the heart of a beggar,” she said, “just like a beggar on the street, brother.”

			“You believe that?”

			“I know it. You have any idea what it feels like to have the heart of a beggar, to know whatever you do, you will never be the same after making that one crazy decision?”

			“Maybe we aren’t that different, we keep going back to the bars even though we know it’s wrong.”

			“The thing is, these girls work the bar to send the money back behind the mountain, you understand? By selling their body, they are making merit and will be given good luck in the next life. Monica had no family to support and she couldn’t wait for the next life. She wanted everything now. She became a bar lizard, buffalo.”

			“She lived for the moment.”

			“I know who I’d rather be, mister. My name’s Joy,” she said, offering Joe the hand with green fingernails. “You want to go with me?” Joe let go of her hand. 

			“Okay, Joy, charmed. Listen, Joy. My name’s Joe. That girl in the picture. Monica. I knew her, you understand?”

			“I’m sorry, big brother. I didn’t mean anything by what I said. She wasn’t really a lizard lady, a buffalo. I work in a bar, you understand?” Joy turned red with shame. Beneath the Nazi cap and the black leathers, there was something human trying to get out. 

			“It’s cool, you know anyone else that plays with black magic?”

			“No, not me. I’m from the city, I don’t mess around like that,” she said, her face transforming into the innocent puzzled deer that they both knew she wasn’t. It was a routine she probably perfected in front of mirrored surfaces and Johns. Most of the bargirls had the same routine. Gimmick. The routine hinged around the John taking pity on their unfortunate circumstances. Callous bastards were immune from the trick.

			“Thanks, Joy.” Joe drank up his water and put down a purple five hundred baht note, indicating that she keep the change. 

			“I’m sorry, Joe.”

			“That’s okay, it happened. Honestly, you may have just helped me. Can you do one more thing for me,” Joe took out another purple five and folded it underneath his business card, “you think you can find out anything more about this black magic?”

			“Okay, Joe, I’ll do that,” she pocketed the card and began scanning the Office bar for another customer to latch onto for the night.

			Joe hit the street.

			The Red Lip bar blasted. It took all he had not to go in. The purple smog was alive with traffic. Neon lights shone in all directions. He hailed a taxi, got in it, and instructed the driver to head west back toward the heart of the Zone. Outside, kaleidoscopic streetlights danced in the oily sky. Streams of colour rotating like clock hands spiralling around the moonless sky. Yellows, blues and purples. Angry bruises. Shapes of storm clouds from behind skyscrapers. Buildings shot up surrounded by building cranes. Colours merged together.

			Joe made it to his dive and fell on the bed fully clothed. His eyes felt heavy and his head ached. He closed his eyes: 

			You open them inside a dungeon. ‘Hey, Pops!’ Shit. Your ankles and wrists strapped into a frame. Monica, your princess, dancing with the stylized movements of a temple dancer. She’s a celestial nymph from the Khmer dynasty resuscitated by song. How you watched out for her. Wearing a latex cat-suit with a leather cat-o-nine tails in her hand. She stops dancing, runs the whip through her fingers, smiling…That bitch, that whore…

			“Yeah, I bet you like that, huh? It’s called a rack, it’s where men like to go when they’ve been naughty boys. Have you been a naughty boy, huh?” She laughs loudly. “Relax. People do this for fun all the time. You want to see what else they do in here?” Monica looks around the fetish bar coolly pointing out torture devices… “Let me tell you the story, Pops. When I first came to Bangkok, I was just a little girl, right? I used to be a little girl once. I played in the canal, not far from here, I had an auntie live down there that taught me a few things about the business later on. But of course you know all this right, Pops? You were there. She was your wife…How often you pass her the soap, Pops?...Too young, huh? Too fucking young…One day near the canal it was paper boats sailing down it and the next we had our little secret… I was like you, Pops, all tied up… Do you remember? I never told anyone about that did I, Pops? I lied for you…Protected you… After that, I knew that when I grew up I would work the bars, the tricks, the game... You see I was spoiled goods. You spoiled me, Pops, you spoiled me real bad…What decent man would want me now? Auntie showed me how it was done, ‘Singing a song for the buffalo listen.’ ‘Taking money from the dog…’ She knew all the tricks and I listened to her while you were drinking…Listened to her fucking tears… I knew I would get revenge, and when I saw my chance, well you know it was too good to turn down. You know what I mean, Pops? Sure you do...”

			“It was our secret, Monica?”

			“What secret, Pops?”

			“The secret, in your room.”

			She chuckles. “Pops, I have a new secret now…You wanna see it?”

		

	
		
			TWELVE

			A GIANT red pool… A bottle of wine… You dive into it… Drown in it… The dream is neon liquid, reds, blues and greens…Lizards swim… You remember an old story told to you by an old man a long time ago…A Buddhist monk… Cheated death, elevated himself to Nirvana in a five room cinderblock house… A woman with long black fingernails and magic in her hair…

			Hair, white skin, a smile and a lie…

			The room begins to shake, slowly at first and then it rattles… Sunlight streams through the window and hits your eyes like an axe to the mind…

			To escape back to the dream impossible…

			Everything lost.

		

	
		
			THIRTEEN

			7th October 2010

			JOE AWOKE sweating.

			He felt hung-over. Not from all the alcohol he hadn’t drunk, nor the drugs he hadn’t taken.

			Hung-over from the dream.

			Past girlfriends had confessed to him that he told cut-up stories while he slept. He swore and named names. He remembered a line from Burroughs.

			Thou shall not be such a shit that thou doesn’t know they are one.

			Safer to live alone. 

			He made it to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. Careful not to drink from the tap, as Bangkok water could drive you mad. Madder. Joe had seen it. One expat known as French Francis was convinced the water was fine. He drank it every day. Last anybody saw of Frenchy, he was singing in the rain wearing women’s ballerina shoes, while talking to buildings outside the P.S.I. It could have been the water. It could have been the city. It could have been a cocktail of the two. Or perhaps the frog had a weak constitution.

			Needed scratching.

			Joe looked at his slate grey eyes in the mirror. Grey eyes with touches of green and hazel like cracked marble. Eyes that used to be red every morning, but now shone with animal alertness. There was a touch of blackness around the edges, but nothing a java wouldn’t amend. 

			He remembered the conversation with Monica:

			“Ask for Abbot Adjarn. He’s a teacher and a monk, I think you will like him. He’s a little bit crazy just like you. I think he can help you, Joe.”

			An hour later, Joe sat on the ferry squeezed between a group of school kids and a lottery ticket vendor.

			Early morning. 

			Didn’t feel like gambling. 

			The tropical sun lay crouched beneath the horizon like a predatory animal. Children dived from piers and docksides into the brown waters of the Chao Phraya. They rose to the surface and spat out water that looked like Joe’s grandmother’s chicken soup.

			A freighter lifted her anchor and sounded her whistle, as a sampan loaded with sleepy-eyed hookers pulled away. A river-taxi scuttled along close to the banks. An elderly woman sat by the quayside, drinking rice whiskey and watching an oil tanker pass. Gulls and white terns swooped and dove from the sky, scooping up fish brought to the surface by the vessel’s wake. A lone water monitor lizard basked in the morning sunlight. His mouth slightly opens, waiting patiently. His body still like stone. Something about lizards unnerved him.

			Joe disembarked the boat and walked through the turnstile, paid, and sat on a motorcycle-taxi. Along a road winding through sudden jungle, birds and butterflies, trees and vines. The road twisted uphill towards a clearing. A half-built Buddhist temple meditated in the near distance. A noodle cart parked on a stretch of wasteland. A few dogs roamed around scratching and sniffing in the morning sun. They barked as Joe approached, then the dogs collapsed back down on the ground panting. Joe paid the motorbike-taxi driver and continued on foot up the temple path. 

			He walked up the narrow stone pathway. It opened into a courtyard where a simple wooden monastery sat. A new wing to the monastery was being built on the site; workers sat around smoking cigarettes and chatting with the monks. The sounds of a wood-saw and a television set wafted from somewhere inside. Two boys sat under the shade of a parched banana palm, lazily playing chequers with bottle tops on a handmade chessboard. 

			It wasn’t a money game.

			Joe found a novice monk and asked him where to find the abbot. He pointed toward the shape of a figure meditating on a raised platform inside the temple. “There is the Abbot. You may see him now.”

			“Thanks,” Joe said to the monk. The monk looked at him with the whisper of a smile.

			As he approached, Joe noticed that the old holy man was not alone. Around him a group of novice monks and laymen meditated in the lotus position, hands resting on their legs, mouths slightly open. He sat at the back of the class and tried to tune in to the calm. It was useless. Joe’s mind was restless, flighty, like a caged falcon. He sat cross-legged with his eyes closed. The sound of a prayer bell and all eyes, including Joe’s, opened. The abbot spoke in deep guttural tones of Pali. On instruction, the novices and the laymen dispersed and Joe walked slowly up to the abbot and knelt before him. The abbot sat cross-legged. Monks shaved their heads every full moon. He had a heavily lined, weathered face. Heavily lidded brown eyes, his body tattooed with sacred images. Khmer puzzles, complex mazes, astrological images drawn with dark oily ink, dragons, tigers; the tiger scratch, tribal insurance against evil.

			Joe sat cross-legged. He placed his hands on the floor in front of him three times. The abbot smiled and then looked down at Joe.

			“What are you running away from, my son?” he said pointing at Joe with one ancient claw. One beady eye followed his movements the way a lizard’s eye follows a fly. The other eye sat lazily.

			“What do you mean?”

			“Escapology. All of you foreigners are running away from something. Always. You do not know how to keep still. Why do you not stay still?” The abbot smiled wearily. His voice changed pitch intermittently like wind through an ancient forest.

			“I feel the need to move,” Joe told the holy man.

			“Yes. Normally from yourself, but you will never escape yourself,” he smiled with great effort, “will you?”

			“No.” 

			“Because you are here,” the old man opened both his hands; elbows at right angles, palms raised skywards in front of him. “And this is the only place you will ever be.” His one eye looked at Joe tiredly. “Do you understand?”

			“I understand this is where I am. I am present, Father. The inner-man is sometimes flighty.”

			“There is no inner or outer-man. There is only one. But why are you here?” He folded his arms.

			“I’m afraid that when I tell you, you might laugh, Father.”

			“Are you a clown?” The abbot asked as he examined Joe’s face with his one good eye.

			“No.”

			“Then you’re worse than a clown.” He beamed.

			“Why?”

			“A clown is happy when he makes people laugh, and you are disturbed by laughter. That is worse than a clown, much worse. Very bad.”

			A moment of silence shadowed the temple. “I’m sorry, my son, I sensed you were familiar with dharma. I have perhaps been too playful with you. I’m an old man and I must get my fun where I can. Now, tell me. What is it that bothers you?”

			“A ghost, Father. Dreams. A dream ghost is what is bothering me.”

			The abbot smiled playfully, “Yes. Why not? It’s my opinion that this city is full of demons. It’ll take a disaster or a miracle to see them. That is all. Minds and eyes can close at will. For some, they will never open.”

			“Thai people believe in these things, Father. Ghosts?”

			“Yes, of course, absolutely, and why shouldn’t they? I daresay people from your country also believe that death is not the end. In Thailand before the storm shook the earth, we had Animism and Brahmanism. They are still with us now. We fear demons and make offerings to these spirits, we worship magic trees. Ghosts and demons hide in every house, tree, and person. These are ancient, unshakeable beliefs. And what is a belief? A belief is simply a feeling held on to for a period of time. If many people hold onto the same feeling, the same belief, for a period of time, it becomes a religion. But you must know all this already.” The abbot relaxed and his hands shakily navigated the perilous journey to a tobacco tin sitting on the raised platform. He rolled a cigarette, lit it and looked at Joe. “Your belief system will tell you that I am crazy. Your belief system has told you not to listen to one story from a crazy old man. Instead, you must listen to the collective belief system, the religion that bombs cities and does so in order to restore peace. A peace that is clothed in money. Money that is worthless in a world of peace. Isn’t that so?”

			“Father, I am not here to discuss politics. My concerns are spiritual. I have these dreams. I do not wish to have these dreams anymore. Can you help me? Can I make an offering to the temple?”

			“Why would you make such an offering?” The old man said drawing on his rolled cigarette. He puffed out the smoke. His one good eye followed the path of an invisible ghost floating across his shrine before passing through the bronze Buddha.

			“To remove the demon.”

			“Oh, I see. You see the Buddhist watt as a goodness bank, you put a little money in and then good things happen? The American dream?”

			“But this is how Thai people…”

			“Stop!” The abbot’s hand crashed down to the ground. His face tightened. “Mindfulness sees through such futile gifts. Karma sees through such hollow offerings…” The Abbot looked at Joe for what seemed like several minutes, and then he spoke: “Demons owe a spiritual debt to the previous life. Repaying spiritual debts for one’s evil deeds. We cannot exorcise them by offering gifts.”

			“Explain.”

			“Life is not a story. Life does not have a beginning, middle, and an end. Life is not peopled with characters who are good and bad, it is simply preparing for a diversion. We make our own odds in this life, this casino, this roulette table, this game. Remain moral and receive a loaded dice. A bad deed is borrowing bad money. You can only pay it back with a good deed. This is the law of karma.”

			“Why is he haunting me?”

			The abbot shook his head. “He is bringing you a message. You are in a position to help someone, somehow?”

			“Help?”

			“Yes. He is suffering the law of karma. He has found a road, a path through you. There is a checkpoint. The dead must pay. Everyone must pay. Pay for their crimes. Receive merit for their truth. If you can understand the message, and sympathize, maybe you can tender the tokens; reward him with what coins he needs to pass through. There are many coins, mostly worthless. Dead currency fluctuates with misspent living, but where he shall go after that, we cannot tell. Maybe he will go up to the heaven realms or go down to the ovens below. The paths are perilous whichever way we go,” the abbot hesitated, “there is no guarantee he will krueng sawan…” he smiled.

			“A story. Two Monks. They both die on same day. The bus overturned on the highway.”

			“Where were they going?”

			“What?”

			“The monks,” Joe said, “where were they going?”

			“Have you been listening to me? Destination is unimportant. There is no destination. Only now. Now listen to my story. The first monk, he is lucky. Gets reborn in the spirit realms and enjoys a happy life of pleasure and travel. But he gets bored and tries to find his friend. He searches the lands of the living and the lands of the dead. Finally, he finds his friend. His friend? Born as a worm feeding on a pile of dung in a pig farm. He tries to make his friend follow him back to the spirit realm, ‘No I’m very happy here, leave me alone,’ his friend replied. 

			‘But how can you be happy, you are a worm living on a pile of dung in a pig farm!’ But it was useless, he wouldn’t move and his friend tried to pull him away from that pile of dung but he wouldn’t shift. In the end, his friend gave up and left him to it.”

			“Okay, I understand. Bangkok is the pile of dung and I’m the worm.”

			“Maybe. Maybe the world is the flicker in a tree frog’s eye. The last grain of rice in an otherwise empty sack left to rot in a farmer’s yard. Whatever it is, you are still holding on to it. To hold on is to possess. To possess is to be possessed. It is dangerous. The only advice ever worth listening to is: Let go.”

			“You mean Monica?”

			“I mean whatever it is that you are hanging on to. Let it go. Another story. Also true. A hot air balloon. Ropes hanging down. Picture it please. A village carnival. Many held onto to the ropes. An Islamic man, a Christian, a Buddhist, a man of Hindi faith. The balloon rose. The Buddhist let go early. He survived. Landed on the village green. Those that held on were carried high up into the sky. They looked down at the towns and the cities where they were born and where they grew up. They knew that to let go was to die and to hold on only prolonged death. They did not have the strength to let go. To hold on, displays an enormous sense of self. Self-will and self-belief. Dangerous concepts. Very dangerous. Let go. I cannot control the wind and neither can you. Let go. All simple things hold a special truth, and life is all about truth. Truth and suffering. The pursuit of truth, without desire, not holding on, is how we become enlightened. It is better to be a demon who knows he’s a demon, than to be a demon who thinks he’s an angel. It is better to let go.

			“When a man or a woman deals in dirty money, money that has caused or is causing suffering, it makes sure the handler suffers. Now, you may not believe this, but I’ve seen it with my own eyes. Let go…”

		

	
		
			FOURTEEN

			A PRAYER bell rang. 

			“What about suicide?”

			“What about it?”

			“How do Buddhists view it?” 

			“For what it is: a dharma crime. The worst thing one can do. Holding on. If we are given the chance to exercise mindfulness, we should never waste it. Suicides are generally reborn into centipedes, maggots, worms. Don’t do it, my son. If you know somebody that wants to do it, either stop him or her, or walk away. Let go.”

			“Is suicide not letting go?”

			“No. It is holding on.”

			“In my dreams, a ghost, two ghosts, a woman I admired, committed suicide.”

			“Interesting, of course you would see these things, one ghost was trying to stop her, through you,” the abbot empathized, “the other ghost was her. This makes sense now. Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

			“I thought it sounded too crazy.”

			“It does. Yet, so does everything I hear. No such thing as too crazy for a Buddhist monk in Bangkok. Most noble, sensitive people are haunted. Everybody has nightmares. Crazy is the line the ant steps to the bowl of sugar. His friends follow. Nightmares keep us sane.”

			“And black magic?”

			“Not my speciality. This is something the forest monks have a better understanding of. Some say the jungle monks are capable of reading into the future, and some say this is all nonsense. I once thought that this supposed secret knowledge was just old stories handed down by generations, rather than anything really magical.”

			“Belief in magical powers?”

			“Yes. But remember, any shaman worth his salt, has the ability to remove demons if he himself made the believer believe in those demons in the first place. He who put them in, shall take them out. That is to say, it’s not too difficult to sell magic to a body of people conditioned to buying magic. All religions are based on magical systems. Magic is life. How can we understand it with only science? The Christian Church has driven magicians into obscure covens where their work is considered evil. Paganism lost out to Christianity due to a sharp aggressive publicity campaign drawn up by the predecessors of the aggression we call modern western society. Buddhist’s are by nature, more permissive and some might say more progressive. Ancient animist beliefs are still practiced in our temples alongside the more mainstream teachings. Religion and commerce are much the same.”

			“Why believe?”

			“Substitute the word buy for believe. There is a demand for old wisdom from the ancient generations. People will generally buy or believe something if they want to buy it or believe it and there’s nowhere else to go to believe it or buy it for a better price. The religious sale is the exchange of time and effort for perceived betterment or personal advancement over a period of time. To believe is to invest and to invest is to expect and respect reward. It is such exchanges that Gautama Buddha found uncomfortable.”

			The abbot adjusted his habit and continued. “But you wanted to know about black Magic. These so-called witchdoctors are often the village drunk, or somebody else who can’t perform a more practical role in the small rural village communities where they operate. Everyone has a role to play in a small community, and if they haven’t got one, then one is created for them. The village holy man or witchdoctor is one of these auxiliary roles. One who is a lousy carpenter or a bad tradesman becomes the holy man. Sometimes they’re crazy, sometimes they’re dangerous, but usually they’re somewhere in between.”

			“You said you ‘once thought?’ it was all nonsense. What happened to change your belief?”

			“Yes, one of the tragedies of life is that the older one gets the more that seems possible within a body that is waning. The body is a rusty old vessel full of holes. We must leave it at the crossroads. But now I’m getting philosophical. I digress. Sorry, what is your name my son?”

			“Joe.”

			“Joe, I heard something recently that made me re-evaluate the black arts. In almost a century of walking up and down in this world, I never heard anything like it,” the abbot’s face tensed.

			“What happened?”

			“About a year ago, I was visited by the family of a woman who evoked a black magic spell. She had an extra-ordinary run of good fortune, which eventually drove her mad. She killed herself.”

			“She killed herself because of good luck?”

			“Yes, be careful what you wish for. She was a young woman, a teacher, her name was Mint, not too pretty you understand. What westerners might call plain. But of course, she wanted to be loved like all the other women. She visited a black magic witchdoctor somewhere in the city. I forget where, but I guess they move around. Home visits. He cooked up a spell and afterwards, she had a run of good luck with a number of men. They found her beautiful, but still she killed herself. Her family came to the temple to ask me why this had happened.”

			“Sounds like the spell back-fired.”

			“It did, she grew tired with how easy her life had gotten for her. Every victory was hollow. She didn’t ever earn anything. You know what it’s like to have never earned anything?”

			“Yeah, I dropped out of higher education.”

			“Good example. So there she was. Life was a breeze. If she wanted a Mercedes, it built itself around her. If she wanted gold, next thing you know, she got a bracelet around her wrist. It’s like the spell made her wishes come true. Others could foretell her desires and then they would make good her desires.”

			“Still sounds like a good deal to me.”

			“Yes, sounds good, right? Out of all the people that come to see me, the most miserable are those that have the most possessions. These possessions become their trappings and before long, their possessions own them. This is especially true with the children of wealthy parents. The disease of desire less affects the poor that make it rich through hard work. But how many of them do you see in Bangkok? You have noted our social system? I have lived in the west. I have observed the reverse. On the surface, Mint had everything, but, like I say, it drove her mad. So she tried to make people hate her to restore some kind of balance, but no matter how badly she treated people, they still loved her. You see her heart’s desire was not for people to hate her, it was her true desire for them to love her, so that is what happened.” The abbot frowned. “This is the part of the story where it gets difficult to understand.”

			“What happened?”

			“The human mind craves conflict. Resistance is natural. Every seed must break its shell. The Buddha taught us that life is suffering. Or to be more precise, life should be the desire not to suffer. But here’s the clincher, the desire not to suffer is suffering. Do you follow?”

			“Hmmm.”

			“Okay, try to keep up with me. So suffering and desire are both the same thing, what we call Durkah. Without Durkah we die, as we’ve had life taken away. The only man to ever break free from Durkah was the Buddha, when he reached Nirvana.”

			“So what you are saying is that she killed herself because she had nothing left to live for?”

			“More or less. To have no desires left is to die or reach Nirvana. The only man to have reached Nirvana was Gautama Buddha. Void of suffering and without any desires, she killed herself. That’s it. I do not believe she rose to Nirvana, I believe she went to a dark spirit world, like the demon in your dreams.” The Abbot opened his hands in front of him and raised his eyebrows to indicate the open-endedness of the tale.

		

	
		
			FIFTEEN

			AN AIRPLANE flew overhead and the abbot shaded his eyes watching its path. “Another guava delivery,” he said.

			“You believed this story, Father?”

			“Well, I had no reason not to.”

			“How does a spell like that work?”

			“I’ve heard stories, but I cannot be sure. Maybe we’re missing the point. Maybe the warning is not about the spell at all.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You see, she was killed in a way that Lord Buddha taught against. Material desires in this world are not to be held onto tightly nor wished for. In Bangkok, they practice what is not preached. A new car, gold, high-rise condos, are what dwells inside of the heart of every single person you will meet on the street. If we start cooking up spells, then we are already in hot water whether they work or not. The spell is symbolic of the desire, you understand. This is a city built on greed and desire.”

			“What city isn’t?”

			The abbot breathed out tired spent air. The morning sun heated the temple. The monks lazily swatted flies.

			“So the spell might not be magic?”

			“What is magic? A tree? A bird? The glimmer in a newborn’s eyes?

			If you hold onto a glass of water too tightly, then the glass will shatter and your thirst remains unquenched. If I hold the glass of water gently, then the water will remain in the glass and reward me by quenching my thirst. Of course, I will get thirsty in time, but for the present moment, I am satisfied and the present moment is all we have. Do you understand?”

			“So you are saying that I should try and communicate with this ghost?”

			“You must find out what is wrong in your life and what is wrong with life generally, and try to put it right. If we are content with our life, then we do not entertain suffering or visitations from hungry ghosts. Demons are very real when you are seeing them, and if you don’t see them, it’s because you are one or are living so close to one that you might as well be one. Demons are everywhere in Bangkok, on every street corner. Have you ever walked on Sukhumvit Road?”

			“I live on it.”

			“There you are. Living with the prostitutes, the beggars, the pimps, thieves, scam artists: all demons. Sprinkled around them are places like this,” the abbot spread his arm out to illustrate, “places that try to even up the balance. Places to shelter from the storm.”

			“Does it work?”

			“Sometimes. Depends if the demons know they are demons and if they want to change. Most demons haven’t a clue they are demons.”

			“The woman that died left a note. I was hoping maybe you could translate it for me.”

			Joe passed the Abbott the piece of folded paper. He opened it, stared at the script, and frowned. He looked at it for a long time, and then he slowly read the words as if it was painful to do so.

			“We open the box

			We surrender to the Ancient Ones.

			We open the box, 

			ToRavana, the Destroyer,

			To Soma, the drink of pleasure,

			To Sita, Bringer of Beauty, love and hope,

			To Fonkeal, Master and Guardian of the secret

			To the number: 10102555.”

			The words resonated slowly as the monks hovered around them, gracefully moving here and there. A cat padded towards them and then hit a patch of sunlight, turned back towards the shade and lay down panting, exhausted.

			The abbot spoke. “It is a spell. Perhaps the spell that women used to kill themselves. The words, names, are from old Thai folklore.”

			“We have no way of knowing if she wrote this.”

			“I daresay it matters. If she was with somebody that was writing this kind of material, then it is fair to say that it wasn’t by accident that the note was found near the body.”

			“Fon-keal means green rain.”

			“It does, yes. It’s an invocation of some sort. The other characters are from the great epic, the Ramakien, or the original Ramayana as told by the forest poet, Valmiki.”

			“And the box?”

			“I would say to keep it closed.”

			“Have you ever seen anything like this before?”

			“No. Not many have. Bangkok is only two hundred years old. I’m a bit younger than that. People should know better than to bring these things to the city. The harm it can cause, you understand...”

		

	
		
			SIXTEEN

			YOU WALK in… A glimpse of Bangkok at street level… Kids looked after one another in the cafes, played games, hatched plans, and learned about life both off and online… A modern day penny-gaff… A place where kids learned about the tricks and the twists that escalated into an adult life on the streets… Life was an arcade game where you only had one life… Some slot machines cost more than others did… The trick was to learn that the machine always won… Practice for the real thing…Learn how to drive a sports car, play football, and fire an M16… Twenty-four hour air-conditioned sanctuaries… Large comfortable chairs… Street kids used the cafes as a hotel… The chairs were a bed for the night and the bathroom a shower…

			The Bangkok internet café… A space where a few coins bought escapism from the heat and the harsh realities of offline city living…

			Joe paid a pinch-faced operator fifteen baht and sat down in front of station number fifteen… Next to him, a youth slept – Next to him on the other side, a pimply youth with a hawk-like face drank ice coffee, advanced levels on some old-school platforms-and-ladders… 

			Joe keyed black magic suicide into the search engine. A number of matches appeared…he clicked on each one in turn, the same basic information, time, place, name… Monica had made it into most of the local news but none of them had a new angle. Then he logged onto a Thai- English dictionary and typed in ‘len maja kon,’ the word Shaman appeared… he searched shaman Asia and was led to an article on shamanism. A story about a Taiwanese witchdoctor who instructed his teenage son to make love with his wife, who was also, naturally, the boy’s mother. The shaman explained to the authorities that the boy was weak and needed to have sex with his creator in order to become strong enough to overcome his limitations. The authorities took a different view, both parents were imprisoned on the grounds of incest, and the boy has to deal with it. 

			Joe couldn’t figure out why the story related to Monica’s death.

			It didn’t. 

			He typed in the words to the spell and knew that he was getting somewhere:

			Ravana: the demon prince in the ancient Indian epic – The Ramayana. It was the story of a prince who was banished to the jungle with his beautiful wife, Sita. Soma was the alcoholic drink favoured by the Hindi gods of destruction, its ingredients remain secret. Fonkeal meant nothing more it seemed, than ‘green rain.’ 

			The web spider kept spinning its web through pages of hits until he found access to an Indian library resource. Joe found a free eBook and begun to electronically turn the pages.

			He read for three hours. 

			The two thousand year old epic was written by the Indian forest poet, Valmiki and was passed on by word of mouth by the Khmer dynasty to Thailand. Back then, Cambodia ruled a large chunk of South-East Asia. During the Ayutthaya period, the Thai monarchy commissioned a group of poets who transcribed the Indian epic Ramayana into the Thai Ramakien. The tale concerned prince Rama, who married the beautiful Sita, winning her affections by lifting and stringing the magic bow. All was not well in the palace. The couple was banished from the kingdom to the forest by the king, who reluctantly sent them into exile, as were the demands of a witch who once saved the king’s life. The demon king, Ravana of Lanka, held desires for Sita and kidnapped her from the forest by transforming his body into that of a beautiful deer. The epic told of many battles with giants and animal armies. Mountains were moved and boulders tossed around in these great conflicts. Shape-shifters and witches. Mare mott – Mother of ants. There was often mention of the drink soma, alcoholic with magic powers, used to fuel the demon army. Rama was once tempted by his brother, Lak, to drink the potion, but once he did, a vicious army of lizard demons rose throughout the city. Ravana and his demon army were almost triumphant, owing to this turn of events, until a holy forest yogi concocted a potion from the jungle that counteracts with the Soma. The Indian epic ends with the earth swallowing Sita, after Rama discovers she has been unfaithful with her demon captors.

			The story was epic, colourful and timeless. 

			Drawn back into the present time.

			He typed in witchdoctor Bangkok, an address in Ekami, a telephone number, and an email address appeared. Joe sent the witchdoctor an email requesting an appointment in a dive of a hotel on soi 13.

			Joe logged off and took one more look at the words scrawled on the piece of paper: 

			We open the box

			We surrender to the Ancient Ones.

			We open the box, 

			ToRavana, the Destroyer,

			To Soma, the drink of pleasure,

			To Sita, Bringer of Beauty, love and hope,

			To Fonkeal, Master and Guardian of the secret

			To 10102055

		

	
		
			SEVENTEEN

			CARINA WAITED in the hotel lobby. She wore hot pants and a red tank top with a logo of a panda bear clinging to her left breast. The panda seemed pretty casual about it. Carina had papers in her hands and was looking at Joe as if she had to get something off her chest, and it wasn’t the panda. She spoke with a Scandinavian voice that made Joe think the world was clean and simple. A place where furniture was skilfully assembled: “Hello, Joe, you look to be in good shape, well, what are you discovering?”

			“I’ve discovered that the panda’s got it made.”

			“Excuse me?”

			“Eats shoots and leaves.”

			“Is this some kind of humour?”

			“Used to be.”

			“I was meaning, what are you discovering in the investigation?” She favoured her weight from one foot to the other. Joe wondered if she had ever tap danced. Naked.

			“Look, lady, this investigation works best...”

			“...If you are working alone, I know. But I am finding something, it could be important. Can we talk?”

			“Sure, there’s a cafe across the road. They allow talking. We can see it from here.” Joe pointed to a place that had been standing longer than the others had. It reminded him of Hopper’s Chop Suey. They ordered pancakes, heavy on the maple syrup, coffee, black, and took a table by the window. “Okay, let’s hear it,” he said, raising a cup to his mouth. It burned, slightly.

			Carina looked at her cup but didn’t pick it up.

			“I felt embarrassed to tell you before. Why? I don’t know, we all have secrets and this secret isn’t mine, it’s hers, but I am feeling that I am somehow to blame,” she looked at the cup as if it had offended her.

			He realized that she’d been hitting it.

			Hard.

			Joe recalled a place and a time. He used to pick up ideas while hanging onto the bottle from dusk until dawn. Ideas were like caged birds. In sobriety, they only spread their wings, but with soma, they flew. Yes, Joe’s wings had been clipped in that place. His ambition crippled, and yes, he knew he couldn’t ever fly again with or without the juice. But it didn’t matter; a girl had died, brutally, and Joe liked her and this Dane knew more than she was letting on. 

			“Carina, listen, baby; integrity is the one thing that shouldn’t have a price-tag on it, but it always does, like everything else on this stinking rock. Never believe an Insurance salesman or a lawyer that say they got it, because they don’t. It doesn’t exist. All they got is pain, and they like to spread it around thick to those that’ll listen. Not many people have it, and if you meet one that does have it, then stick with them through the rough and the smooth and you’ll thank your lucky star’s for it to the end. I admire integrity, and as we both know, Monica, she had it, but now she has left us, both of us. Now’s the time to tell me whatever it is that is bothering you, because she left us here unexpectedly and I haven’t a gypsy-clue why. Tell me what you have to say and I’ll listen to it, and I’ll not get upset nor emotional by it, whatever it is. There’s nothing to fear unless you’re scared of ghosts, which you aren’t. You got that intelligent beautiful head on your shoulders, and a body that knows how to move it around without fearing the irrational visions of a few crazies in this strange city. This is a city where people like me do the watching, while people like you enjoy being watched.”

			“You know, Joe, I’m beginning to dislike the way you try to rationalize people, is that part of the job?”

			“No, it’s not part of the job. It is the job.”

			“Interesting the way a man’s mind works - when it does, which isn’t often.”

			“If that’s a compliment, then I’ll take it. Thanks.” Joe took a hit on the java. Outside the window, two taxi drivers sat down at a stone table and played chequers with bottle tops.

			“It is and you’re welcome – kind of. Nevertheless, I didn’t walk all this way to exchange pleasantries; I found this card,” she opened her purse, dipped in, and then passed Joe a black business card. That’s to say the card was black in colour, front and back, the raised font was another two colours – red and green. It had the words, Demon Dreams written across it, and underneath was an address, The Street of Dead Artists. She finally took a tiny sip of her black coffee and spoke: “I found the place; a meter-taxi drove me there. I didn’t go inside. It’s some kind of fetish bar,” she made a wry face at the word fetish. Joe looked at it again; the card was black in colour with blood- red raised print with a small green lizard demon standing in the top right corner. There was an address and a telephone number on the bottom left. 

			Joe could tell a lot from a business card. From this card, he could tell that it was the kind of place where people that had too much money to spend, threw it away on things that they shouldn’t be doing, knowing full well that they shouldn’t be doing them. Joe was a moralist and a realist. He had never been inside a church or a synagogue. He had once dated a psychologist, but it got complicated. He reasoned that most of these fetish freaks were whack jobs, and that’s what gave them a kick out of doing what they believed they shouldn’t be doing. Joe didn’t discriminate. He hated everyone. Kinky parents and private schools where the kids sleep together in dormitories. Freaky upstairs-downstairs, good-boy, bad-boy behaviour, swinging parties, and yacht clubs. He remembered a time in the city when the rich university types would have parties on the weekend at some old manor house where they used to meet up and get naked. They used to sit around naked and get royally drunk. The rich and educated were invited.

			Joe wasn’t invited.

			“No chance this card could belong to anybody else?” he asked Carina. 

			“No,” she looked offended at the concept of having more than one fetish lover and then continued: “Impossible, she had been going out a lot before she left for good,” she said taking another sip of the coffee. “Monica left this after our last night together, it wasn’t exactly hidden.”

			“You think she wanted you to find it?”

			“I think she wanted me to find it. At first, I thought she wanted to hurt me,” Carina’s eyes began to well up. Hurting her had worked if that’s what Monica had intended to do, but it didn’t add up the way Carina saw it. With her looks, the Dane could turn any pro skirt goose and perhaps turn some daisy men straight in the same afternoon. Monica had no reason to upset her. Unless the Dane also cheated, but that was something Joe’s gut couldn’t stomach. He figured Monica was in the bar for different, more complex reasons. His mind wandered back to the Nazi bargirl and the talk about the black magic gimmick. 

			“I see,” he said handling the card, “but now you think it could have been a message in case she got in too deep, and you could come rescue her?” Her silence confirmed this, and Joe added, “You want me to check it out?”

			She nodded. Joe noticed for the first time that her eyes had dark rings around them like the panda on her shirt. The coffee cup shook a little in her grasp, and was the kind of shake that’s Buddha’s way of telling you that you have been picking up too many drinks in too many places and not always because you’re thirsty, and not always the java.

			“Okay, I will, but not quite yet. I have to do things in their correct logical order. Carina, I think you need to get some rest. Maybe lay off the drink, clear your head, loosen up, and stop hurting yourself. Try to be kind to yourself this evening. This wasn’t your fault. You know that, right?”

			“But if I had just...”

			“...If nothing, she was driving in the fast lane and she crashed. Period, baby. Nobody could have stopped her, Carina, nobody, not even you. Think about how many times you have seen people make the biggest mistakes and how impossible it was to stop them. You can’t stop a train crash, whether you’re inside the carriage or standing by the tracks. People generally do what they want to do and we can only be there for them once they have fallen. If they fall so far there’s no way up, then there really is nothing we can do. But we gotta understand that they wouldn’t want us to feel bad because of their decisions. Monica wouldn’t want this. She was mixed up with the wrong people. She thought she could handle it. She couldn’t.”

			“She would want the killer caught.”

			“I’m working on it,” Joe said, not sure that he was getting anywhere solid, but it seemed like the thing to say under the circumstances. “I don’t know if there was a killer yet.”

			She thought about it. “I wrote down the book list, and some other things, here,” she passed Joe the papers. He placed them on the table and glanced at the list, Defoe, Conrad, and a writer named Patrick Hamilton. He finished his coffee. Hamilton? 

			“Look, I have to act quickly and you need to rest. Get a taxi and leave the details to me, that’s why you’re paying me, remember?” Joe smiled. Carina mirrored it as they paid the waitress and then walked out onto the quiet sub soi. The road was home to two tailor shops, a handful of hotels, and a couple of restaurants. They stood in the road and as it began to rain, Joe asked, “How would you describe Monica, in one word, if you had to?”

			“I am wanting to say selfish, but I guess I am meaning independent. Lost maybe. It’s the same thing I suppose. The people in her life that were supposed to love her were either distant or abusing her. She was living and died on the streets. It was her home. She was often talking about an uncle that was abusing her as a child. He was at the beginning and at the end of her every problem. He was always there, haunting her like a ghost.”

			“How do you know all this?”

			“We spoke. She was telling me about it while she drank wine, mostly red. We used to get to drinking and telling each other about our horrors. It seemed like therapy. We were both biologically designed for men, but they hurt us, broke us, made us what we became,” she shivered lightly in the rain. “I guess it was like therapy for both of us.”

			“You think I am one of those men?”

			“I think you are different.”

			“Thanks. I’m trying. Carina, I need to ask you a question. It will seem personal.”

			“Ask.”

			“Did you have any female lovers before Monica?”

			“No. Monica was the first.”

			“And before that?”

			“Men.”

			The rain became heavier. A look passed between a hooker and a John on the street. They were both in their thirties. Life had failed them both. Hopelessness, defeatism, tiredness. There might have been something else in there, but Joe didn’t see it. He walked her back out onto the main road and opened the door to a green and yellow taxi. Joe stood and watched the car drive away through the Bangkok rain. He noticed something in his hand. The book list. He read over it again, there was one other title that grabbed his attention, Venus in Furs, by Ritter von Leopold Sacher-Masoch.

			“Jesus,” he said.

		

	
		
			EIGHTEEN

			JOE PICKED up the telephone and rang through the list of Monica’s contact numbers. Every number switched off.

			Engaged. 

			Incorrect.

			Unimportant.

			Joe made a call to the hospital, posing as a newspaper reporter and got through to a mortician at the institute of forensic medicine at Wangmai. She curtly declined an appointment. He waited half an hour, phoned back, and spoke in English posing as a boyfriend who wanted answers, this time she agreed. The next phone call was to the police station on Udom Suk. He spoke in Thai and gave them the boyfriend line. He got an appointment. It was risky. They wanted a suicide verdict. 

			He telephoned his Thai lawyer. Chalung was out of town. He could go in alone. Since missing his flight back to London, Joe had learned the language by listening to conversations on buses and in the street. Foreigners that spoke the language were difficult to bribe. They were clued up to the system. They didn’t panic at the sight of a brown uniform and a badge. The lack of the mark’s language skills was the biggest tool in the scam artist’s toolbox, when it came to removing the dough from the foreigner. As he put the hand-piece back in the cradle, the telephone rang. He picked it up. “Yes.”

			“Is this a Mr. Joseph Dylan?”

			“Yes, it is. The names Joe. J.O.E.”

			“Joe, my name is Francis. I am familiar with your work. I have a situation and I have a feeling that you are the man to solve it. Is that correct?” It’s a voice Joe didn’t know. English, very English. An English voice.

			“Maybe. Tell me about your concerns.”

			“Not over the telephone. We must meet in person. It is imperative that we meet.”

			“Okay, but first, I have two questions. Is the job legal and does it pay?”

			“Yes, of course.” His voice was public school, maybe some military thrown in. The job would probably pay.

			“Meet me at the Bus Stop restaurant, it’s on soi Nana at 9pm.”

			Joe put the old telephone receiver back in its cradle and glanced back at the screen on the desktop. 

			A new message:

			Dear Mr. Dylan,

			The time and place is cool for me. 6pm at the Miami Hotel. Meet you in the lobby.

			Peace,

			Woody. 

			Curses, Spells and Retributions

			The witchdoctor would play ball. 

			Joe walked out of the room, down the steps, through the lobby, and out onto the street. The rain had stopped with the threat of restarting and the peddlers were going about, doing their thing. They were selling sunglasses, watches, wooden willies, and frogs that croaked when you scratched their back with a stick. Masseuses sat outside of massage shops and tried to drag passing tourists inside. Some of the touts were aggressive in their pitches. They pushed with automatic hawk reflex. There was no sense of audience. No market research, no concept of low-hanging fruits, no moderation, and no shame.

			They would try to sell a pair of rollerblades to a paraplegic in a wheelchair, and then they’d get upset by the perfectly sane declination. 

			The human spirit. 

			What was it? 

			Perseverance over insurmountable odds. That was what it was. 

			Inside the tourist’s wallet was a rainbow. 

			The rainbow had many colours, banknotes from faraway lands. 

			At the end of the rainbow was a gold bracelet, or a pick-up truck with assisted steering. At the end of the rainbow, was a leather sofa, a microwave oven, a silver spittoon, an iPad, a worn-out prostate and a minor wife with rainbow coloured dreams of her own.

			Joe made it to the edge of Sukhumvit and jumped onto a passing red number two, and disembarked opposite soi twenty-eight. He crossed the road and walked into Dasa Books. Joe handed the owner the list.

			The owner was a well-groomed, polite man, advanced years trapped within a youthful body, “That’s strange. A young Thai woman ordered these books two weeks ago. She never came to pick them up…”

			Joe told him about it. 

			She was a friend. 

			Died on the other side of town. The bookseller nodded sympathetically, smiled sadly, and placed the order on the counter. Joe gave the man the money and walked out of the shop. 

			He caught the pink forty-eight. The driver lurched forward. Bangkok bus drivers battled with the traffic, yet they owned the roads. Joe figured they placed bets back at the depot. First back to base. The winner took the cash at the end of the shift. The bus slammed on the anchors at Asoke. The sky broke open. 

			It began to rain. 

			He alighted, crossed the road, and ducked into a bar that had a shocking pink mannequin perched out front. Her head had been removed to make way for a light fitting. A soul-dead man leaned on the counter. Joe figured he was the one that ran the joint into the ground. He’d been burnt more times than a second-hand Bunsen. Couldn’t hold his glass, let alone a conversation.

			He’d seen it all. 

			There was a transsexual and there was a dog. It was happy hour, apparently, and Joe sat down and began to leaf through the books. A bargirl walked over and spoke English with an American accent. 

			“What’s it gonna be then? Right now, it’s happy hour, you can get a beer for seventy-nine baht.”

			“How much for a coke?”

			“Fifty baht, but why you want to drink coke?”

			“It’s a long story, baby, and you don’t want to hear it. How about that soda?”

			“Sure.” She disappeared for the time it took to read a page of fiction and then returned with his order and put it on the table in front of him. “I bet you’re one of those shy sensitive types and I bet you’re guessing where I’m from, right?”

			“Yeah, that’s right, you got me beat. I’m shy and sensitive. Your origin had crossed my mind, but only in an intellectual way. I’m thinking maybe a border country: Laos, Malaysia, Cambodia? Perhaps Vietnam?”

			“Wrong, wrong! I’m from China,” she said. She was proud of it. She crossed her getaway sticks beneath the table. She was the world’s credit card. Then he saw it in her eyes. Eyes that smiled at you most of the time and when they didn’t, watch out. Her hair was very short, and those eyes, almost closed, gave more than a hint of the machine ticking away behind them.

			“Tell me, why is it raining today?” Joe said.

			“You think I know everything? Buddy,” she said, “what you think I am, some sort of god?”

			“No, God is a masculine divinity, you are female, and I’m pretty sure you are a goddess of some sort. The kind that works in bars, takes money from strangers, and conjures up rainfall. The goddess of rain; Bianca.”

			“Screw you, mister,” she said, and she walked away and stayed away for enough time for Joe to dip back into the first novel. He was a smart ass. He liked it. He made it to the fifth page. It was a story about a London prostitute that some John fell in love with. The sucker was sap to the bone. The rain began to slow down and then stopped altogether. Joe closed the book.

			He waited around for a while, but she didn’t return. It bothered Joe more than it should have. He slipped a hundred into the bamboo box and got out of there.

			Took it to the Zone.

			Soi thirteen.

			The Miami Hotel stood on the side of the road like a scene from a low-grade horror movie. Above the hotel, the sun was setting like Constable Hay Wain. Joe used to be a guest back in the days when the bedbugs didn’t bother him and the freelancers were dripping like tap water. Dripping from the wayward faucet that called itself the Thermae coffee shop. It was a place and time he could never clearly remember. He was once a backpacker. He was once pure. He stepped over to the other side of the road. The dark side. His soul had been burned by mirrored hotel rooms and women from dusty fields. Joe wasn’t proud of his past, but most pasts weren’t proud of the present.

			The Miami Hotel. 

			There she stood.

			Washed-out grandness like the old cocktail lounge singer marinating herself in gin in the corner of a hotel bar. Her past conquests and tragedies remained visible in every nook and cranny of her dilapidation. Like the bygone singer the hotel had large rooms, high ceilings, and low rates. Back in the day, the hotel was frequented by American GIs, and a few still remained trying to make sense of the conflict after all these years. Trying to separate the realities from the flashbacks, and wondering why and how they were still here after all the years. They slunk around silently, haunting the rooms and corridors like ravenous phantoms.

			The receptionist’s pinched face painfully smiled, as she handed Joe a room-key from a board behind her desk. Joe gave her the cash and told her to send the witchdoctor upstairs. The receptionist nodded casually as if witchdoctors arrived on a daily basis at the Miami Hotel. 

			Maybe they did. 

			Joe took the ancient lift upstairs. It jerked upwards and then rattled up to the third. The lift door stuttered open into a corridor that may have once been faded splendor; now it was just faded. Wallpaper hung from the walls and electrical fittings burst free from broken casings. The smell of dampness and decay rose from the rotten, musky carpets. Behind closed doors, whisperings, covert negotiations, the opening and clinking together of glass bottles, tumblers, nervous laughter, feminine pants and manly groans. 

			Joe found the door, twisted the key, and opened it.

			He flicked on the light switch and the electric light flooded the room to reveal an old television sitting on top of an empty refrigerator. Joe figured that neither the fridge, nor the tube had functioned this side of the millennium. The bed was large and stole most of the show. It sagged in the middle and was covered by an off-white sheet and a brown fibrous blanket. The type of blanket that broke you out in a rash, if you dared to use it. The carpet was threadbare and was probably once orange, but now it was muted to yellow and stained so heavily, it reminded Joe of a prison sentence.

			Joe sat down on the bed and flicked through the newspaper he’d brought with him. 

			The one with Monica’s picture. 

			Then, there was a knock at the door. 

			Joe stood up and opened it.

			Woody.

			He was a grifter somewhere between thirty and fifty. Stood with long Rastafarian dreads and a flat cap of red, green and yellow. He wore a dirty loose hemp shirt and cotton Thai fisherman’s trousers. Over his shoulder, hung a duffel bag laboring to contain its contents.

			“You must be Woody?”

			“Yeah, Joe, right, what’s up?” The witchdoctor sat on the old bed and opened his duffel bag. He pulled out a tobacco tin and began to roll a doobie, he lit it and a sweet intoxicating aroma filled the hotel room. He took a hit. 

			“Ganja?” Joe asked.

			“Just to lighten the atmosphere,” Woody said inhaling deeply and noisily.

			“What do you know about this?” Joe handed him the newspaper. Woody put the paper flat on the bed and read the article. His eyes narrowed together as he sucked on the joint. He reached the end of the article and whistled slowly through broken teeth. Made a tut-tuting sound and offered Joe a hit.

			“No thanks. I’m good. Was she one of your customers, Woody?”

			“Not one of mine, man.”

			“Then who’s?”

			“Hell, I don’t know, man, cool it,” he looked at Joe and placed the joint out in the ashtray. “You making me paranoid.”

			“Tell me everything you know,” Joe said. 

			“Look, I don’t practice real voodoo man, take a look inside.” Woody opened the duffel bag and poured the contents on the bed. A pack of tarot cards fanned out across the sheets, crystals of various colors, a large root vegetable that could have been a small pumpkin. Molding clay, cigarette lighters, a Bob Marley CD, a box of pins. Candle wax, a wooden frog that croaked when you scratched it’s back with a stick. “Look, man, I’m gonna level with you because you and me are the same, man. We’re the same, you ain’t no white buffalo. Dude you speak Thai better than me,” Woody said.

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean you’re not a real customer, you’re some kind of undercover operator. Let me guess? The cops are quite happy that this a suicide, right? Some folks have hired you to find out the truth. You’re not the kind of farang who believes in this voodoo game. Me, well, I’m not what I say neither. I used to be a tuk-tuk driver until I lost my wheels to some fucking lizard playing cards. This city is full of reptiles, man. Reptiles and cockroaches. Before that, I rented jet-skis in Phuket, before that, I was a street kid selling plastic roses to tourists on the street. I used to sell my sparkle on Silom. I’ve been in the tourist industry all my life. It’s all I’m good at. Working the white buffalo is all I know, man. Have a cool heart, little brother.”

			“You make money doing this?”

			His eyes lit up. “White coconuts are my trade. You stick an advertisement in the paper or on the internet for black magic services. You see what happens, man. People spend money for all sorts of reasons. Revenge and personal growth, a weed grows up through the cracks of the sidewalk, reaches for the sun. Now that weed may be ugly, it may not smell good, but that weed is reaching for the sun. That’s all we can do, brother, reach.” He picked up the joint from the ashtray, lit it, and sucked on it. “You know that, man. When some dude buys a hot new set of wheels, he’s buying it to get revenge on his neighbor and make himself look like the man he wants to be. A flower from the gutter. Reaching out. No one wants to beg for a hand, no one wants to be cheated.”

			Joe let the thought dance for a moment and said,

			“Who do you work for?”

			“Man, most of my clients are the rich stuck-up wives of expats posted out here with big businesses. Their husbands been playing around in the bars too often get caught, so I make a visit to the aggrieved women. I cast them a spell. I use my wand. You know what I’m saying? My magic wand. Usually, we spend the afternoon sticking pins into a miniature waxwork doll of the husband, burning his old work shirts, burning his books. Whatever makes them feel better. You know what the funny thing is?”

			“What?”

			“They always ask for a bit of action afterwards, you know? As if all Thai people will have sex for money.”

			“Perhaps it’s the revenge thing.”

			“Sure,” he laughed, a deep smoker’s laugh. “Plus, the old white women here got it bad with so many sisters on the streets. No wonder the white man switches over to the dark side. Dark meat don’t spoil so fast.”

			“The dark side?”

			“Yes, Isaan chicks. That’s the real black magic in this town. The women. Frog scratchers. So rich businessman likes a little brown sugar. Wifey wants to even the score. I don’t like to take clients above sixty years old, but the moneys real and that’s all that matters.”

			“Where could I find a real witchdoctor? The kind of person, Monica, in the article would have gone to see?”

			Woody was silent for the length of time it took a cockroach to cover the length of the room. They both watched it until it disappeared down the crack where the wall met the floor. 

			“If I wanted the real deal, I would speak to somebody, preferably old, preferably female, and preferably from Surin or Burriram. The kind of woman that constantly chews betal-nut and swears a lot, little brother, you know? I’ve seen a spell once. Old witch woman blew and spat on some woman who thought her husband was cheating. The service I offer is better value, right, no?”

			“Where would I find one of these witches?” Joe asked.

			“Up north in the provinces, man.” Woody stubbed out the joint in the aluminum ashtray.

			“How about in Bangkok?”

			“In Bangkok, you can usually find them working in hotels, drinking rice whiskey in a small room alone, hatching plans or pushing a mop around. Singing to themselves and talking to magic trees. Let me think, I saw this old lady the other day, must have been in the west of the city. She heard about my job and started babbling about something she called real black magic, the hotel was called the River View, I think, China Town area: Chareon Krung Road. That should be worth something, brother.”

			“Okay, Woody, I know it. You take it easy and if anyone else starts asking you questions,” Joe handed him a card.

			“I’ll call you. But on one condition, Joe.”

			“What’s that?”

			“You don’t tell anyone about this meeting; it could be bad for business if you know what I mean? Times are hard. Global meltdown. The white coconuts aren’t falling from the sky like they used to, brother.”

			“It’s a deal,” Joe said and made it to the door.

		

	
		
			NINETEEN

			THE BUS Stop bar and restaurant. 

			Soi Nana. 

			An outdoor paved area with potted plants and rustic furniture. 

			Joe ordered a bottle of water. He was on the second glass by the time a walking stick appeared. The walking stick had a figure attached to it:

			Francis. 

			Joe clicked off a picture of him with the point and shoot. Francis didn’t notice the flash. He didn’t notice much. He moved closer. He had a strong build, muscular; hinting at military training, yet his walk was awkward. Unaccustomed to carrying his bulk around in the tropics. The walking stick was perhaps a prop or a weapon used to keep soi dogs at bay. He was on the worst side of fifty and wore light slacks and a short-sleeved khaki shirt buttoned only halfway, revealing a tangle of hair. His arms also harboured hair sprouting in all directions. The bodily growth ended only on the underside of his hands and presumably, the soles of his feet.

			He offered Joe his hand. “Francis,” he said. Francis was no oil on canvas. His nose was too big, his ears belonged to a smaller man, and his hair was filing for divorce with his scalp. Full lips beneath a pompously groomed moustache. What remained of his hair was greased back and his tiny ears stuck out like wing-nuts. Beads of sweat dripped down his forehead. There were lines around his eyes, perhaps caused from squinting into books, newspapers, magazines, and periodicals.

			“Joe Dylan. Pleased to meet you. Care for a drink, a glass of beer?”

			“Never touch it. I’ll have some water perhaps,” Francis sat opposite Joe and linked his fingers together to form an arch over the table. He stared at Joe as if he were a great distance away. As if he were the answer to some riddle he gave up trying to solve a long time ago.

			“Sure,” Joe attracted the attention of the waitress, ordered a bottle of water along with some more ice. 

			“You want something to eat with that?” she asked. Joe ordered a bacon cheeseburger with fries and a tomato salad for the Englishman. 

			“Now, tell me about your situation,” Joe said.

			“What do you know about sex in Bangkok?” The client said while raising one eyebrow.

			“The only thing I know is the more you pay for it, the worse it is.”

			“What if it’s free?”

			“That’s the most expensive kind there is,” Joe said. “Look, I’m a private investigator, not a sex counselor.”

			“I’m coming to that. Just wanted to make sure I’m dealing with the right kind of man.”

			“And are you?”

			“I believe so. I need someone who can wade in filth and not be squeamish about it. I need someone who is not scared of the red light zone. One has to go with ones instincts from time to time. My instinct about you, Mr. Dylan, is that you are the kind of man who is not afraid to get his hands dirty. Am I correct?”

			“Tell me about your problem. Problems involve either money or women. Which is it?”

			“Both. This problem involves a woman and it involves money. Both evils. I had a briefcase taken from me. It contains something valuable.” He took a sip of water. “The woman, the thief is Thai, and the money, it’s. . . Significant.”

			“You don’t need to tell me the numbers,” Joe reassured him. “If I take the case, I will need a photograph, a few details, and a place to start looking. A little inspiration wouldn’t hurt neither.”

			“She was a hooker. Pure and simple. A common whore. The case was taken from my Bangkok apartment. I had only known the girl a week. The case was my retirement fund. She mentioned Isaan as where she came from.”

			“Any particular town?”

			“She only said Isaan.”

			“Isaan is not a town, it’s an area made up of many provinces. Millions live there. You picked her up in a Bangkok bar?”

			He mentioned a place Joe vaguely recognized on The Street of Dead Artists, a medium-sized beer bar not far from The Office. The case seemed easy enough. Joe explained, “Bargirls talk to each other. It would be a case of finding out from the bar where she lives and then trying to pursue the lost money with her and the family. Frankly, I think the money may already have been spent.”

			“It would be difficult,” he said.

			“What would be difficult?”

			“To spend that sort of money. Plus, the briefcase is locked.”

			Joe let the thought pass and glanced across the road. A woman bent double, picked through the litter bins, hoping to salvage a can or two to recycle and earn a little money. Her face was like a car crash. You couldn’t help but look at it.

			She had a slogan on her T-shirt.

			Same shit. Different day.

			“You understand that I cannot make an arrest,” Joe told him, “and that you are better off going to the police. I require a retainer of ten thousand baht. Expenses will mount up if she has fled upcountry. As I say, you’d do better to go to the police and file a complaint.”

			“I am not a complete idiot,” he replied, taking a tentative sip of the water. “I know that the long arm of the law should celebrate the fact that I have been swindled by one of their little knaves. Why do you think I am sitting here? I need that briefcase returned to me promptly.”

			Joe decided to bite. “You pay the ten thousand baht. I will look into the case. Any expenses over the retainer will be paid as presented. I cannot really hope to return any of the cash, but if I find the woman and the case, then you’ll be happy?”

			The food arrived. The waitress put the plates down on the table between them. “I’ll be happier. So where do we start?” Francis forked a slice of tomato.

			“Tell me all you can about the pro.”

			“What’s to tell?” He said, popping a slice of tomato into his mouth and chewing it. “I met her at the Warhol bar. She spoke reasonable English. I paid the bar fine and took her to my apartment. She had a small waist and long legs. A go-go dancer, a hustler. A rough diamond. The type that has trouble written all over it, but it’s difficult to say no. She was great fun. Until, well, the money problem. I woke up one morning and the case was gone, along with the girl. I was stupid. I was a clown…”

			“Silicon?” Joe asked.

			“What?”

			“Her breasts. Were they cosmetically enlarged?”

			“She said they were real.”

			“Well, she would. Normally a man can tell the difference. How old is she?”

			“Well, she said she was twenty-four.”

			Joe stopped him short. “Was there any evidence of her having children? Stretch marks?”

			“I don’t quite see how that is important?” Francis leaned back into his seat and took a bite from a hunk of tomato. 

			Joe leaned over to him. “It’s very important. If she has kids and she has money in her sky, it’s more than likely that she will want to be with them. Now, did she have stretch marks on her abdomen?”

			“It’s hard to tell, but I would say no.”

			 Joe noted the startled look on Francis’s mug. “Okay, what I am trying to gather is that if she doesn’t have children, then she could be almost anywhere in the country. If she has kids, the chances are that she will be with them, and if they are of school age, then she shouldn’t be too difficult to find. Also, I could use the kids to get to the case.”

			Francis handed over a brown legal-sized envelope. It weighed about ten thousand baht. Enough for half a plane ticket back home, two month’s rent, or a two-hour session at the Demon Dreams. Joe spoke: “Good. Then let’s get to work. You have a picture?”

			“It’s a miracle I have. I went back to the bar where I found her. A strumpets tavern and no mistake. Inside they have this photo-collage display. A menu, if you will. Hers was one of the photos on there. I’m not afraid to admit I swiped it without a moment’s hesitation.” He handed over an envelope with a photo inside. Joe took a quick look. 

			Her hair was longer and she looked healthier.

			She had a beehive.

			She had a secret.

			She was dead.

			Her name was Monica.

		

	
		
			TWENTY

			THE BURGER tasted good. 

			They always did. But his mind wasn’t on the burger, it was on the dead go-go dancer that a new client was hiring him to find. If Francis knew that Monica was already dusted, then he was hiding it with impressive expertise. Further, if he knew she was dead, then somebody else would have to tell Joe what Francis was trying to achieve by coming to him to find her. It didn’t make much sense, but not much did in Bangkok. One thing was for certain: Monica was up there somewhere amused by the whole mess. 

			“Were you in love with her?” Joe asked.

			“Why, that’s preposterous. She was a strumpet.”

			“People fall in love with go-go dancers and bargirls every minute of every day in this city, Francis. People fall in love with trombone players and mime artists. People fall in love with interior designers and airhostesses. People fall in love with movie stars, bums, check-dodgers, criminals and pigeon fanciers. None of it makes sense. Trust me, it’s my business and if they didn’t fall in love, I wouldn’t be breathing. But this could be any one of thousands. She’s probably cut her hair, pierced her nose, and had her lips enhanced. Did she have any distinguishing marks, a tattoo, or a scar?”

			“Yes, now that you mention it, she had a small tattoo. Strange writing on her shoulder, looked like a tiger scratch and a birthmark on her right arm, just below the elbow,” he pointed to his own arm to indicate where. 

			Joe knew exactly where the birthmark was and as for that tiger scratch, well... 

			“And what name did she give you?”

			“I can’t quite remember. Mandy, May. It began with an M.”

			“Skip it. Did she give you any other name or did you hear her friends refer to her by any other name?”

			He shook his head.

			“What’s the name of the skin bar you picked her up from?”

			“It’s called the Warhol bar.”

			“Did you go to the police?”

			“Yes.”

			“Colonel Rang?”

			“Yes. You know of him?”

			Joe nodded. Last time Joe saw Rang was on the Bangkok Express. There was a tunnel. One of them fell from the moving train.

			It wasn’t Joe.

			Joe poured out the last drop from the bottle of water and swished the liquid around in the glass before downing it as if it were cold beer. The meal was finished. “Okay, Francis. That concludes business for now. I’ll be in touch.”

			“Good. I have a taxi waiting. I just have one instruction. It’s very important.”

			“Shoot.”

			“I trust you, Joe. I think you’re the only person that can find this briefcase. I have one instruction and you must follow it explicably.”

			“Okay. Well, you must tell me what it is first.”

			“Once you find that case, under no circumstances open it.”

			“Well, it goes without saying...”

			“...You say that now, but this is serious, the contents of that case are not even to be looked at. The case is locked. It has to remain that way.”

			“Right.”

			“Don’t open it. No matter what you discover.”

			“I got it, Frank, the briefcase remains closed.”

			“One more thing.”

			“What.”

			“Don’t call me Frank.”

			“Oh.”

			Frank, Francis, got up and walked out of there. Joe waited for him to leave and then opened the envelope. Inside, ten one thousand baht notes. He took one of the notes and paid the bill. Joe watched a freelancer hustling a tourist on the road outside. She was wearing tight jean-shorts and a t-shirt bearing an English slogan.

			Kiss this.

			He stood up, walked onto the road, and hailed a blue and red taxi. The sky had darkened. A sudden gust of wind. Joe got inside the blue and red and instructed the driver to take him to the Street of Dead Artists.

			The rain fell down onto the city.

			The Warhol bar was much the same as the other Dead Artist bars. A little more modern perhaps. The walls were rendered block and the floor was tiled. A Buddha shrine stood in one corner and a picture hung on the opposite wall. A few wicker chairs sat inside and out, and the tables outside filled with girls eager to hook a customer, relieve him of a little cash, and leave him with a whirlwind of wonderful memories. Joe walked past the frog-scratchers and past the “hey sexy man, welcome inside, please.” He headed straight up to the bar where a middle-aged, battle-scarred, whore sat reading a book on palmistry. She lowered the volume and spoke with a throat grown husky from too many conferences with the Marlboro man. “Hand,” she demanded and Joe held out his left mitt.

			“No. Other hand.”

			He gave her the right and she studied it. She made clicking sounds with her tongue while looking at the book on palmistry lying on the table. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at the lines and creases in Joe’s palm. “I see you buy many drinks,” she said. “You pay bar fine me. Make old lady very happy tonight.” She laughed that smoker’s laugh and closed the book.

			“I’ll take a soda water, no ice,” Joe watched her go about it.

			“You come holiday?” she asked. 

			“Not quite,” Joe handed her the picture of Monica, “I was a friend.”

			“Poor girl. I blame myself. Sometimes cannot tell if farang good or bad man. He came here one time. Bar fine Monica. We no see Monica more. I think maybe she go back dancing or go Ko Samui. She like move bar. I see newspaper. Her boyfriend I see him many time go bar over there.” She motioned towards a bar across the road. Joe squinted to read the red lettering above the door:

			Demon Dreams.

			“She work there?”

			“Sometimes.”

			“Can I get you a drink?”

			“Sure,” she poured herself a heroically large Johnnie Black into a small goldfish bowl. She drank it down neat. Joe knew the type. She did what she had to do. Saw what she had to see. Said what she said. Some of it was true and some of it wasn’t. Life threw her shit to work with and she had been throwing at the walls ever since. Sometimes it stuck. Sometimes it didn’t. Apart from the English she picked up in the bars and the sad story of her life, she used a few techniques to separate the honey from the comb. Usual personal history. Shagged senseless by her village sweetheart. Got knocked up. Had a daughter. Sweetheart did a runner to the city. Her father hit the white whiskey. Her mother much the same. Whiskey, cards, and a patch of land. A buffalo and a sprig of citrus trees. Chickens, geese, toddlers. Sent her to the city to find work and a husband. She’s been here ever since. Found neither. Her skin was too dark and her nose too flat for all but the drunkest punters. She grew a fondness for the bottle. Liked a game of cards and a flutter on the underground lottery. Sang karaoke. Ate Som Tam. More cynical than a Jewish book critic. She had a story for every nationality. Italians were stingy. English drank too much. Germans sometimes good. Sometimes bad. Man Norway have good heart. Take care lady. Take care real good. Same same Sweden. Japanese sadists and paid well. Indians smelled bad. Cheap Charlie too. No like man Indian. Buddha not same. No like work here but what can I do? I want have money same you. Yes, she had seen it all and heard everything. But so had Joe. Then there was the picture in the newspaper. That picture got her to thinking. When a rich woman thinks too much, she goes shopping or hits the bottle. A poor Thai woman only had the bottle. That’s all she needed. “He look like rich man. Same gentleman. Sometimes old lady like me no understand who good who bad. I make bad. My job me take care girls. Ben Mamasan. Who next?”

			“Listen. This place next door, the Demon Dreams, I guess its members only, right?”

			“Chai. They not let everybody go inside and have lady shit on body them or lock in a box or whatever they do.” She drank the whiskey and smiled like a Persian cat stalking a sparrow. The medicine had done the trick. Joe pointed to the optics and told her to refill her glass. He was paying for the punch.

			“You know the owner?”

			“I know it.”

			“It?”

			“Him… her…it…whatever… I know him before he change body…,” she said taking the next drink.

			Joe opened the envelope and took out a thousand… Placed the one thousand on the bar. “Do something for me. Give the owner a call and tell them you have a customer who wants to have a look inside. He wants to be a member.”

			“You look like nice man. Strange, poor, but nice... Why you want to go in there?”

			“I want to find out what happened with Monica,” Joe put another five hundred on the counter and took a drink from his soda water. Watched her go to a room out back. Heard bits of the telecon… The club wasn’t looking for any new members… Not surprising, but the mamasan was persuasive…Joe listened to her speak… She had known him for a long time and he could be trusted… Telling untruths… Putting herself on the line…More than a little sympathy for the devil.

			The mamasan returned. “They say they have full membership. But big boss want meet you tomorrow night. At the club at eight…”

			“Okay, thank you, Mam.”

			She nodded and sighed before picking up a rag to wipe the bar. She got half way across the bar before she remembered the glass. She stopped cleaning, walked back to the huge glass of whiskey, and knocked it back. She smiled like she had the answer to a cryptic riddle. The rag and the cleaning could wait.

			Joe paid the bill and walked back out into the street. 

			The pro-skirts outside were dipping a long runner bean into some kind of paste… Looked Joe over... They had clocked the money he had just handed the mamasan…Joe smiled… Crossed the street an alley opposite the Demon Dreams…

			A large building… Blacked out windows…

			Footsteps on concrete, a weight fell on his shoulder. Hit the ground… Looked up to see a foot and then two feet hit him in the ribs…

			A black suit…

			Joe rose…

			Got a look at the face…

			…Thai, solid, eyes darker than a Bangkok cop’s soul… He swung a right… Connected on the Black suit’s chin… Black suit brought up a knee… Made contact with Joe’s stomach… The sidewalk grew larger… Much larger.

			He swam into a black hole…

			…Difficult to breathe…

			…A kick to the ribs...Another… “Lizard… Buffalo…” Closed his eyes. 

			Opened them. Nobody was there… Thought for a moment... Got up on shaky pins…Hailed a yellow and green and got inside…Shit…

		

	
		
			TWENTY-ONE

			8th October 2010

			BANGKOK NEVER slept, but back in the hotel room, Joe made it. His ribs were bruised; some pain about his jaw, his teeth felt loose, but the sleep process was easy: he climbed into bed and then took out the well-thumbed copy of Monica’s Midnight Bell. Set in London, a John falls in love with a prostitute. He gives her all his money until he is destitute. He was a chump. The city was full of them. Joe read passages before sleep curled her fingers around his temples and massaged him into the void. 

			You open your eyes to a cold panic. Darkness. Your knees are beneath your chin, arms wrapped around your legs. You try to stretch out. You cannot. Trapped inside an object. A box. You try to scream. Outside the sounds of pain and pleasure. Just another scream. Male and female grunts. Leather on flesh. Adrenaline washes through your body. You shake with the fear and withdrawal. How did you get inside the box? Who put you inside? Will they ever open the box?

			When the box opens, you wish it hadn’t.

			Joe got up and shook himself over to the shower, under the weak jet of cold water his body awoke. It was as hot as hell and the air-conditioning was dead. His head was a nest of snakes and his ribs were an angry distraction. Joe sat on the vanity and watched some kind of insect crawl across the surface. He brought his fist down and shot the bug into the next life. Maybe he would become a lawyer, a murderer, a horseplayer, or a taxidermist’s assistant. Maybe he would become the stuff that dreams are made of. Football player, millionaire. Maybe he would become nothing. Niente. 

			Zilch. 

			Nada. 

			An angry thought on a dull afternoon. Joe dried himself with a rough towel. Dressed in a white shirt with a pair of black slacks. Deck-shoes, no socks. Dark shades. They had to be dark. He needed to wear iron. Opened his Samsonite suitcase and took out the pocket Glock 26. Joe didn’t like to carry heat, but yesterday had made him slippery. He selected a black cotton jacket and slipped the heat in the inside pocket. Joe hit the street and stopped a yellow and green travelling west. He told the driver to take him to the morgue. His side ached. His brain ached. Everything ached. Yeah, the management wasn’t happy about the call from the Warhol and there was more to it than a Chinese whisper.

			Joe pulled the boyfriend line. The medic remembered him. The hospital owed Joe a favour, following some work on an insurance claim he’d fabricated for them last year. Sometimes it paid to be living in a corrupt third-world metropolis with contacts in the dirty world of corporate payouts. In a previous incarnation, Joe had worked as an international claims negotiator. Pretty neat at it too when he wasn’t hanging onto the bottle, which wasn’t often.

			There were two cops. One male and one female. Both of them trying their hardest to look ambitious. Joe weighed each of them according to their age, sex, and social standing. The higher up a stranger is perceived to be in the complex social hierarchy, the higher up you put up your hands. These two were lower than Joe was age-wise, but higher up in their chosen occupations. 

			Inside the cold room stood a pathologist. She was firmly in her early forties with short hair jelled up and a beauty spot on her left cheek. That’s to say it might have been a beauty spot if she happened to be beautiful. She wasn’t. She was stunning. She wore a white lab-coat and looked at Joe through her glasses as if he was some kind of specimen pinned underneath her microscope. She didn’t like what she saw. Joe smiled what he thought might have been a pleasant smile and considered whether she found it difficult picking up dates with that kind of attitude and curriculum vitae. She held out her hand for a handshake, but Joe knew where those hands had been. Instead, he kept his hands in his pockets while she put hers together just below the tip of her chin to let Joe knew exactly where he stood on the rungs of Thai polite society: At the bottom below the corpses she spent the better side of her morning poking around inside. 

			They brought out Monica from the cooler and placed her on a slab in the middle of the room. Her body covered with a plastic sheet. The pathologist passed Joe a four-page document. He glanced at the Thai script. “Would you like me to translate into English?” The pathologist said in a tone of voice as patronising as the smile that followed it. She had scored a point. She liked scoring points.

			“If you are comfortable with the technical transliterations,” Joe said, passing the document back to her. She smiled at the minor victory and walked the two steps to the slab.

			“I studied at Harvard,” she lifted the plastic sheet.

			Joe realized two things. 

			One. 

			It was no suicide. 

			Two. 

			He had a weak stomach. 

			The head had been hacked and ripped, torn, sheared, ripped, and pulled from the body. It lay on its side next to the corpse. The face? Shock and realization. A death snarl. A muscular contraction. A physical reflex, rigor mortis, death. That cosmetic nose, full blue lips – perhaps she wasn’t in control. Joe preferred it to have been that way. Out of it. That final panic. The present moment is all we have. All we’ll ever have. That sudden feeling of waste, remorse, regret; that thing we call life given in an instant and taken away just as fast. The tongue hanging out from the mouth, eyes open, staring madly. That was how they found her. Madly staring with crazed, insane dead eyes.

			Mad. 

			Insane. 

			Crazy.

			Dull green skin. Dull green with patches of black and burgundy around the eyes. Starved of oxygen in a dingy apartment room. Head rapidly severed from her body. The work of a beast. The devil’s work. An angry bite of some kind on her wrist. Smaller bite marks covered her breasts, her neck, and her shoulders. Something or somebody had tried to eat her. Tried to eat her after they had ripped the head from the body in a cold-water apartment.

			Five days before in Joe’s bed. He’d felt something special. The feeling had returned. This time with more intensity. What was it? It could have been fear or it could have been love. It might have been some-thing else. Joe’s head began to ache with a sudden rush of blood and he found his stomach beginning to move. There was nothing in there. A dry gag and a dose of the sweats. Like the early stages of a hangover, he held on knowing that the passage of time would get him out of that room.

			…That memory…

			The pathologist spoke in clipped academic tones: “I will condense the report for you. The victim was brought in from an apartment in Udom Suk on the sixth of October. It appears the victim had been deceased a little over two days. The body was detached from the head. She was wearing a latex cat suit. Items on the body included one large earring in each ear and one gold bracelet on the left wrist, about three baht weight in gold. A long black belt was fastened around the upper neck tied at the buckle. The opposite end of the belt was tied in a knot, which was used to affix to a supporting beam where the body was found.”

			The cop handed Joe a long leather ladies belt with a metal buckle in the shape of a butterfly. “The gold is worth at least fifty thousand baht,” the cop said, “this was not a robbery.”

			Joe exchanged a look with the pathologist. She managed a mocking smile – yim yor – at the officer and continued: “The body is that of a normally developed woman measuring one hundred and thirty four centimeters, weighing just over forty-five kilograms and appearing generally consistent with the stated age of twenty-four years. Lividity is fixed in the distal portions of the limbs. The eyes were open and the tongue was distended from the mouth. The irises are brown and corneas are cloudy. Petechial hemorrhaging is present in the conjunctiva surfaces of the eyes. The pupils measure point three centimeters. The hair is black with lighter blonde highlights, wavy, layered, and approximately fifty centimeters in length at the longest point. It had been worn up in the beehive style.”

			“Long hair for a short girl. Can I smoke?” The policeman said in Thai, taking out a box of Marlboro reds. 

			She shook her head.

			He put the cigarette box back into his pocket. She looked at him and then at Joe. They were both unwelcome additions to a room full of stiffs. She glanced at the report and then at her notes. She found her place in the text and continued: “‘Removal of the belt revealed a laceration like that caused by a serrated object, such as a large kitchen knife, on the neck below the mandible. She has bruising on her neck and the ligaments were stretched before the detachment of the head, consistent with hanging. Minor abrasions are present to the face and lower neck. Of course, such markings can occur post mortem. We have to look underneath the skin.

			“‘Upon removal of the victim’s clothing, areas of the rest of the body were shown to have general light bruising consistent with whipping, but not recent. Her nipples and neck displayed signs of biting, consistent with some kind of sex play. Again, not recent.”

			Demon Dreams. 

			The pathologist continued: “There is evidence of sexual penetration about three hours prior to death, but no seminal fluid found in her vagina. Pubic hair has been shaved in its entirety within six hours of death. There is a Khmer tattoo on her left shoulder and a birthmark on the right arm. Also there is this,” the pathologist pointed to Monica’s wrist and what looked like a bite mark. “This is confusing. At first, we thought it was a bite, perhaps from a dog, but the pattern is all wrong. That is, it is not consistent with a canine or indeed a carnivorous mammal that I know of.”

			“What could have done this?”Joe asked her.

			“The impression is consistent with a reptilian jaw. I emailed the picture to a colleague who thinks it is what polite Thai society calls the silver and gold animal, or what westerners call a monitor lizard. But the impression suggests a larger jaw than a normal sized monitor, and frankly, who in their right mind would keep such an animal?”

			“Who in their right mind commits suicide?” Joe said.

			“Who in their right mind doesn’t?” The pathologist looked him over. “My colleague suggested a komodo dragon, but they are too rare and only exist in the zoos here. Whatever it is, it is puzzling and it bit her shortly before or after her death. A matter of minutes in fact.”

			“Who identified the body?”

			“Confidential,” said the female officer.

			“Is there any evidence that she tried to take her life before? Slash marks on the wrists or anything like that?”

			“No. Nothing like that.”

			“Any reptiles at the crime scene?”

			“No.”

			“Toxicology?”

			“We have a cocktail, yaa baa, and valium inside the subject. Not much food in the stomach apart from some partially ground beef and bread.”

			“Enough drugs to kill her?” asked the cop.

			“Depends on her tolerance, and that we can’t really tell. Some people can take up to 100 milligrams of diazepam in a day; for others, twenty is enough to sleep forever. She had roughly fifty milligrams of Valium diazepam in the system.”

			Joe took two steps towards Monica. “Doctor, when one has enough stimulants in the system, then high doses of depressants may be used to keep one alive. Plus, who’s to say she administered those drugs herself?”

			“True. I see you have done your research,” the pathologist smiled knowingly.

			“Would you say she was dead before the hanging? I mean to say, did someone kill her and then try to make it look like a suicide?”

			The policeman spoke. “If they do, then they do a bad job. No professional. Maybe she like wild party and want to kill her body. Maybe she make mistake and she stab herself in the neck,” he mimes an action, one hand around his throat, the other in a stabbing motion towards the neck. “Maybe she try to cut the belt with the knife.”

			The same smile exchanged between Joe and the pathologist.

			“But no knife was found at the scene?” Joe said. “And frankly, why would someone have a knife in their hand whilst hanging themselves?”

			“In case she change her mind, blien jai,” the policeman said.

			The room fell silent.

			“Maybe somebody came in and took the knife after she was dead?” the female officer ventured. 

			“And who would do that?” asked the pathologist.

			“The murderer,” Joe said.

			An orderly put Monica back inside the cooler. They stood around looking at the slab before the pathologist escorted them out into a corridor. Joe turned to the female police officer: “Were you at the crime scene?”

			“Yes. The room smelled of cigarette smoke, like there had been a party. Then I saw her, her hair was sticking up and shooting outwards in every direction, like she received an electric shock. There was blood on the wall behind and above her. She was decapitated. But she had a smile –yim mee layz-nai you know?”

			Joe knew: “The smile that conceals a wicked thought?”

			“Yes.”

			The male officer cut in, “We are busy people detective. Is that all?”

			“No. That’s not all. I’ve been hired to investigate this murder. I’m here to help find out what happened.”

			“We are busy, Mr. Dylan,” the female officer interjected. “I hope we can meet again. But you need to understand that this is a suicide,” she didn’t believe it for a moment. It was the company line. Her job wasn’t worth crossing that line. Black magic sex deaths. Bad for tourism. Dead hooker?

			Not worth investigating.

			The pathologist glanced at her timepiece. The show was over. She handed Joe a card with her name and a telephone number on it. “If you wish to discuss the report again, please call for an appointment.”

			Joe pocketed the card. “Maybe I can call you and we can discuss this situation in more depth, in a more uplifting environment?” he said glancing around the room.

			“I am afraid my boyfriend wouldn’t like it.”

			“Your boyfriend?”

			“Yes, my boyfriend. He is one of Bangkok’s most successful funeral directors. He is an expert mortician.”

			Joe was about to ask how they both met, but skipped it. “Doctor, just one last question, please.”

			“Yes?”

			“Were any body parts taken, any organs, anything like that?”

			“Patience, we haven’t examined full post mortem yet, Mr. Dylan. But it is very unlikely, unless they were skilled physicians. I can say as an expert: no.”

			“When you do…”

			“…Yes, we will call you.”

			“Thanks. Mr. Mortician is a lucky man.” He told her. “And if you find out anything more about that bite, please let me know. I once heard that monitor lizards are sometimes dumped on people as a symbol of bad luck. Could they also be used in some sort of black magic ritual?”

			“Possibly. I study modern medical matters. I leave the superstitions to the people behind the mountains,” she smiled.

			“But you must be intrigued by the bite?”

			“It puzzles me, yes. But I am a pathologist, not a detective.”

			“Of course you are.”

			Joe headed out of the hospital and out onto the streets. The sun beat down like an angry thought. 

			He palmed a yellow and green.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-TWO

			JOE PAID the bucket and headed up to the sky station. 

			Took an eastbound. 

			The sky-train glided along the rails elevated above the city.

			Tower-blocks shot up into the grey smog above the horizon. These were pigeon coups for the rich expatriate residents of Bangkok City. Sky-dwellers who sat pretty elevated above the town’s trash. They glanced down on the chaos below like the lady pathologist looking down at a stiff. The hooker sizing up a John. The five-star hotel concierge evaluating the wealth of new skin. Those bastards never touched the city. Joe envied them, tucked away with their air-conditioning and wide screen plasmas, Hello subscriptions, foot massages, pizza deliveries, laundry services, swimming pools, yoga lessons, piano practice, pedicures, panic attacks, and low carb diets. Bangkok City was something they’d dip into now and again travelling from their high-rise offices to their high-rise homes. They were NGOs, corporate financers, legal representatives, and social media consultants. Sometimes they’d venture downstairs to spend money on stuff they couldn’t get delivered. The kind of stuff that made Bangkok different. There were certain commodities to be bought in places like the Demon Dreams, the forbidden swamps, city streets rich with enchantments and attachments. They wanted a piece of it now and again. They’d glide through top-end supermarkets or slip into the high-class cathouses on the Street of Dead Artists. Then they’d return to their secure palaces high up in the sky. They glanced down at the gunmen, the beggars, the prostitutes, the buses, and the bums. Reflect on life and all her bruises with a glass of brandy, a copy of the Herald Tribune and a line of cocaine. The telephone number of a woman from Surin who spoke five words of English and delivered on time.

			Like Vladmir, most of these sky-dwellers would be hopeless on the ground. But this was the kind of life that Monica was looking for. The kind of life that she had been denied. Private cars, drivers, restaurants and swimming pools. Sniff kisses and back stabs. Sports cars and white powder. The life that she deserved. The life that she died trying to make for herself. She swam in the deep end. She sank. The deep end was full of sharks, cheesecake, cocktails, body scrubs, cosmetic surgery and endless, endless brunches.

			Joe alighted the Sky-train at On Nut and waited for a public bus. The white and blue thirty-eight scooped him up and they travelled along Sukhumvit Road. Office-workers in crisp clean white linen shirts sat beside vagrants dressed in sooty rags. An ownerless, tailless dog wandered up and down the aisle, obliviously near to the automatic doors that were continually opening and closing, sucking in and spitting out passengers like a giant mechanical orifice. They slammed shut with a bang and then slid open again to swallow up another crowd. On the streets, noodle stalls, amulet sellers, florists, tailors, lottery touts, tarot readers, palm readers, blind singers, beggars, artists, swindlers, and sellers of exotic fruits. They all flashed past in a rainbow of colour.

			Joe hit the bell at Udom Suk. 

			The driver put his brake foot to the boards. The bus coughed Joe out onto the street. He walked through the food market. Past lives hooked, killed, gutted, plucked, pulled, picked, cured, pickled and sun-dried. The seafood section: snapper, sea bass, crab, shrimp, lobster, mussels and squid. River fish, sun-dried fish, baskets, vegetables, fruits, flowers, herbs, and spices. Feral cats and dogs sat, scratched, and sniffed. Frogs and toads perspired in plastic baskets. Men sat on raised bamboo platforms beside makeshift bars, drank white whiskey and played chequers, shouting Chanat! slammed down the bottle-tops on the chessboards. The market wound around a corner and then another and opened up out onto the sun-struck street. 

			Beyond the market, futures were told in the street. There were Palm readers, tarot card readers, readers of magic stones. Women sat on plastic chairs expectantly behind a table, a deck of cards, one hundred baht and the universe. It could all be theirs for the taking. The prince of rods would save the queen of cups from death and the devil in the tower.

			Beggars exhibited ancient sores and closed wounds for a coin or two. Expectant cripples displayed stumps, burned, amputated. The gangs that controlled them drove around the city in Mercedes Benz.

			Beggary was good business.

			Opposite the market, the apartment building stood.

			The building where she died.

			Joe crossed the road. A gang of children played badminton in the street. An old lady hung washing out in the sun to dry. A pack of stray dogs barked in front of the building. Joe walked into a small office on the ground floor. A woman slept, snoring softly with her head laid on the desktop. Joe woke her by clicking his fingers. Her head sprung up like a jack-in-the-box. She mumbled a humble apology. Her dialect was of the central plains, vowels clipped by dusty roads, rice paddies, lost kingdoms, ancient battles, forgotten glory north of Bangkok. 

			A story about a lost ring did the trick. That and a thousand baht won Joe the room key. He followed her up the three flights of stairs and stood in front of Monica’s apartment door. 

			He walked inside. The door opened into a large two-room apartment with an attached bathroom and a tiny balcony looking back over Udom Suk. Nothing about the room spelled murder. It didn’t get suddenly cold. No flickering lights. No ghosts. There was a corner sofa and a coffee table in the middle of the room. The room had been recently painted. On the ceiling, a bracket, perhaps once used for a mosquito net before being used to fasten the leather belt where Monica hung. The room had been cleaned. No sign of blood. No personal items. Not even a cup, a magazine, nothing. Inside the bedroom, the same story. A bed, an empty wardrobe, and a cheap plastic chair. No clothes, not even a hairbrush. The attached bathroom had been scrubbed thoroughly. The tiled floor had been scrubbed clean, as had the walls. The faint alcoholic scent of cheap cleaning products mixed with the smell of new paint. 

			Joe walked back downstairs and spoke with the woman. “Did you clean up the room? I mean it is the right room, the room where the lady died?”

			She nodded, “Yes, it was that room. After the police had looked at it, some more people came and said that they wanted to lease the room. They cleaned the room. They paid the lease for the rest of the year and I gave them the keys. My boss was happy that room was taken so quickly, seeing as it would be sure to be haunted.” The woman shivered. “They took everything away with them.”

			“What people? Can you describe them?”

			She looked at Joe distrustfully. He was used to it. Another five hundred did the trick “One was katoey,” she told him.

			Katoey meant transsexual. Some guys in Thailand wanted to be women. It was a cinch. The men had no body hair, sweet faces, long legs and waists that a man could put his hands around.

			“And the other?”

			“Short man with a strong body,” She told him. “They come here every day, about this time. I thought they were your friends?” She eyed Joe suspiciously. “There was another too. A thin man.”

			“Yes,” he lied, “they’re my friends. I know who you mean now. Thank you.” Joe thought about taking another look at the room before reasoning that they’d done a good professional job. 

			Opposite the apartment block sat a restaurant that sold slow boiled pork, and chicken noodles over rice. Joe ordered the pork with a boiled egg and vegetables and waited. He had just about overstayed his welcome when it happened.

			It happened fast.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-THREE

			THE BLACK Mercedes pulled up outside the apartment building. Joe noted the registration.

			666.

			Two figures got out. 

			One a short male, stocky body in a business suit and the other a tall female shape in a beige trouser suit. She stood pointing here and there. She gave instructions to the former and entered the apartment block while the male waited outside smoking a butt. He had a briefcase in his mitt. The time, it took Joe to finish his second plate of cow car moo, was the amount of time it took the female form to appear again. The two of them spoke, the female form placed a hand on the others shoulder. She spoke loudly at him, 

			he said nothing.

			Joe called a motorbike taxi over to the restaurant. The motorbike taxi driver wore an orange vest with his number and his rank printed on the back. Joe waved for him to dismount and walk over to where he sat in the restaurant. The rider wasn’t sure about it, then he moved over, asked Joe where he wanted to go. Joe spoke to him in his northeastern dialect and instructed him to wait for the Mercedes to pull away before they followed. 

			He grinned as they waited for the black Benz to move. Two figures got inside the Mercedes and pulled away. Motorbike taxi rider jogged over to his Honda Wave. It started on the first kick. Joe jumped pillion. They slid into the traffic. The Mercedes drove along Udom Suk road past the market and then turned right onto Sukhumvit Road leading back towards the Red Night Zone.
The Bangkok road system was a mess of clogged arteries and broken veins. Ban Jak, On Nut, Klong Prakanong, Ekami... The car’s windows blacked-out. Heat burned his shoulders.

			The Merc took a right onto the Street of Dead Artists and parked outside the joint. Joe’s driver stopped and he stepped off from the bike. Joe paid with a generous tip. Fifty metres away from the Mercedes. He shuffled in with the crowds and walked toward the establishment. It was a large building of three storeys set back from the road and dramatically converted with projecting wings. Its own grounds; lawns, an elaborate spirit-house surrounded the property, and a fishpond stocked with carp. Once, maybe the home of a rich landowner or Mafioso; a private residence now given over for sexual commerce. A knocking shop. Brothel. The windows on the ground floor were large and elegantly framed and blacked-out. The stonework was elaborately painted in reds, blacks, and silvers, giving a tawdry impression of how it would have looked in its former glory. There was a sign with a small picture of a green demon and a red devil and the name of the establishment in large raised lettering.

			Demon Dreams. 

			The female entered the property. 

			Joe eased into a crowd of Korean tourists and lottery vendors. He noticed the Warhol bar and The Office bar further down the street. He kept tucked inside the crowd of Koreans who were deciding whether to go into one of the cathouses. 

			Outside the Demon Dreams, another Thai man, this one tall and thin, joined the short Thai, the case exchanged hands, and Joe watched them disappear into the Demon Dreams. Joe found a spot in an opposite beer bar and walked inside, sat down near the front, and ordered a coke. A bargirl came and sat next to him. Joe bought her a drink. She made good cover. About twenty-five, curly hair, button nose and full of lip. Called herself Nam. One of her hands disappeared under the table and rested on Joe’s groin. Frog-scratcher to the bone.

			“What happens over there?” Joe asked her.

			“Bad things happen over there,” she said making a face like she’d just seen the devil in a pair of flip-flops. “Girls go in to work there and they never come out.”

			“You mean they never stop working there?”

			“No, I mean they never come out. Desmorai.”

			Desmorai. Thai slang for die. Rumour had it some dude called Desmond Ray once got himself killed in a car wreck and the name just stuck.

			“How many?”

			“Who knows? Five, six. They pay good money, but who wants to work in a place like that?”

			“You know anyone that ever worked there and got out?”

			“Maybe if you buy me a drink, I can remember.”

			Her hand tightened its grip and then loosened as he handed her some money. Grab them by the balls and their hearts and minds will follow. She gave Joe the name of a dancer and the name of a go-go-bar at the Nana Entertainment Plaza. Joe wrote down the details on an order slip. 

			Across the road, something happened. 

			The thin man walked out of the bar, briefcase in his hand, called over a motorbike taxi and climbed aboard. Joe ran to the edge of the sidewalk and then stopped and prepared for it. He figured to make it look like he was crossing the road, looking the wrong way he could engineer some kind of accident that resulted in grabbing hold of the case in the commotion. The motorbike drove closer, thirty metres, twenty, ten, five… 

			…Joe made a lunge for the case. Side on. The thin man saw Joe and instinctively raised the case up to safety, caught Joe under the chin, knocked him back as the motorbike screamed off into the traffic. Joe watched the bike, the thin man, and the briefcase disappear in amongst the sea of vehicles. 

			Backside. 

			Middle of the road.

			A black BMW hit his brakes hard. Motorbikes swerved angrily around the car. A crowd of bargirls rapidly gathered around to see if the fallen Farang needed to recover in their bar. Perhaps have a drink? Spend a little sugar? Who knows?

			Those pro skirts really cared.

			Joe told them to worry somewhere else, got up, dusted off and crossed the road, jumped onto a tuk-tuk and sat in the bucket travelling towards Sukhumvit. The driver headed to the hotel direct. No massage, no gemstones, and no tailor-made suits.

			Joe wasn’t a tourist, but him, the driver, and Bangkok knew that was all he would ever be.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-FOUR

			IT WAS just a couple of scratches. 

			Joe cleaned out the grit and applied some iodine, no rubbing alcohol, and that was that.

			An email: 

			Mr. Dylan,

			Dad’s address is on Petchburi Road. Soi 17. P.B Home, Room 62. It’s near the Pratunam market : )

			Janey.

			In the lobby, the receptionist sat eating a plate of fried grasshoppers. She asked Joe where he was going. Shoplifting he told her in English. She nodded her approval and stuffed another insect into her mouth. 

			Joe took the westbound sky-train as far as Chitlom and crossed the shopping district by foot, using the huge hypodermic-syringe-shaped Baiyoke Sky Tower as a homing marker. This was rich shopping country. Where the urbane chic of Siam Square met the traditional markets of Pratunam and the computer geeks of Pantip merged with the offline reality of Petchburi Road.

			Soi seventeen led down to a tree-lined area in front of a large orange block with large metal letters:

			P.B Home.

			Opposite the apartment block, was a small raised wooden shack with a corrugated iron roof held aloft and nailed together with two-by-four timber. A frail old woman sat surrounded by her cats in deep consultation with a glass of hooch. Joe walked inside and took a can of coke from an old metal fridge that rumbled and shook in the corner. The shack smelled bad. He opened the can, gave her the two bits, and sat on a plastic chair next to the old woman. The dank animal smell owed itself to the feral cats that padded and rolled around inside her hut. The hut that shaded them from the intense sun. Joe figured she either must have been breeding them, or perhaps was just letting them breed in there. Maybe one had simply died some place that was hard to reach. Behind a stack of boxes or fallen through a crack in the wooden floor. 

			But mostly the cats were multiplying.

			“Do you mind if I take a moment to rest here in your shop, Mother?” he asked her.

			“Go ahead. You speak Thai?”

			“Yes, I find it’s easier to live here if I can speak a little bit of your beautiful language.”

			“Yes, there are so many foreigners that don’t speak Thai,” she said pensively and then her arm moved in one fluid movement: up and down. It startled Joe for a moment before he realized that the hydraulic arm movement was one that allowed her to feed an addiction: She was drinking shots of rice whiskey. She had arrived at the terminal stage of alcoholism, where you hide your shots of giggle juice with sudden impulses and nervous gestures. 

			She had by her side, three large canisters of moonshine spirit spiced with different herbs and flowers. Most roads in Bangkok had these white-whiskey women who sold the stuff by the glass to passing alcoholics.

			Joe decided the time was right to ask her. Just after she had taken a shot and just before she began to crave for the next one. “Do you know of a man, a foreigner who lives in the apartment building over there?”

			She thought about the question for some time before answering. “I think maybe I do. I am not too sure.”

			“Think harder, please,” Joe said, taking a purple five and laying it politely on the table in front of her. 

			“Yes, there is only one foreigner who lives there. He lives alone, likes to take prostitutes back to his room.”

			“Prostitutes?”

			“Yes, you know people that sleep with strangers for money?”

			“Yes, I know what they are and what they do. Does he ever take any other people back there?”

			“No, only prostitutes. I saw one leave this morning.”

			“More than one?”

			“Just one. I saw a tall one this morning. A gatoey. Maybe he has more, how do I know? Don’t know why foreign men like gatoeys so much. Maybe they don’t have them where they come from?”

			“Well, they have them. But have you ever seen a foreign gatoey?” Joe said. She thought about it. She laughed for a long time, a deep guttural laughter and then the arm went down for the glass and hammered another shot. Joe looked over at the apartment and again her hand reached under the table and up again as she took herself another bite.

			“I think foreign gatoeys are very ugly and fat. More ugly than Thai ones,” she said, tickled by the concept of an overweight European squeezing into a size eight hookers dress, slapping on some war paint, and slipping on a pair of transparent heels.

			“Yeah. Thanks for the coke, old lady.” Joe left her to the moonshine and the cats and crossed the road. The heat was in his pocket, but burning powder was the last thing on Joe’s mind. The apartment block looked as if it had been erected about thirty years ago and not been given a lick of love nor colour since. The corner rooms appeared to be of a fair size and each had their own balcony looking down on to the concrete below.

			A small empty office and a row of coin-operated washing machines next to a water dispenser, stained a mottled grey colour from the sun, stood next to a flight of stairs leading up into the apartment rooms. No guard nor officer to stop Joe, he walked up to the sixth floor and found number sixty-two where it should have been, on the sixth floor, second door along from the stairwell. The door was slightly ajar. Joe knocked and silence answered him. He knocked again, harder this time and got the same response. 

			Joe walked inside with his hand on the Glock. He swung the door open. There was nobody home. He put the piece back in his pocket.

			The first thing Joe noticed was the books. Bookcases full of books, piles and piles and piles of books. Books covering every surface. Books on the hardwood floor, books on cabinets, books on every available surface. Books about travel and books about architecture. There were art books, coffee table books, books about collecting books. Books about books. Joe had never seen so many books in one place at one time. A floor-to-ceiling window looked out towards the river without actually enjoying it. There was a balcony looking down onto the road. Another apartment block and what looked like a school building obstructed the view. Inside the room, some tasteful acrylics on canvas, tribal symbols and a few English ninetieth-century prints hung on the walls. Two nautical scenes that Joe figured were reprints of Turner. The furnishings were contemporary reproductions of traditional western styles. A chesterfield in the tropics. A tasteful Tibetan rug over polished hardwood floor. Three tall oak bookcases that stood holding a range of first editions, hard-back non-fiction, history, religion and social studies. Fiction: A Heart of Darkness by Joseph Conrad, and A Thousand Streets under the Sky by Patrick Hamilton, Oliver Twist by Dickens. Non-fiction: The Bible, the Dammapada, the Karma Sutra, Science and Sanity, The Ramayana – the kind of books you read when you’re looking for answers. There was a large hardwood desk with a notebook computer sitting on top of a central green veneer. A word document was open with a manuscript in progress. The typeface was roman-fourteen and the lines double-spaced. Beside the computer was a photograph album. Joe opened it. Pictures of women, men, transsexuals, all naked or in a stage of undress posed for the camera. Joe flicked through with greater speed. Most of the subjects were Asian, but towards the end of the album, there were pictures of Europeans, Africans, and Arabians. The most recent was a picture of a Thai woman with a name captioned in a blue hand-written ink at the bottom centre of the photograph:

			Lucky.

			Lucky was naked, covering her shame with one hand and looking into the camera with what could be dedication, or puzzlement, or perhaps desire, or perhaps nothing at all. Below the inscription, the same hand had written:

			Red Night Zone. 2010.

			A voice rose from behind him. Joe’s hand reached for the gun. Then he recognized that voice. His hand stopped like a rat’s conscience as it nibbled the bait in a spring-loaded trap. 

			“What are you doing here?”

		

	
		
			TWENTY-FIVE

			FRANCIS WAS hammered. 

			Losing control. 

			He was about to pass out with fear, rage, guilt, shame, or more likely, the booze, it smelled like he’d been drinking since dawn and most likely the night that led to it. Whatever ate him, it ate him bad. He wore a dirty white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbow and a pair of beige slacks and black brogues that were maybe once shiny, but now were scuffed and scraped by the serpentine wanderings of a lost drunk in a dirty city. He held a plastic bag with a few bottles and food packages inside. 

			“My investigation led me here, Francis. The door was open. I walked in.”

			He breathed out an exasperated whiskey-soaked breath: “I suppose you think that I killed her?”

			“Well, Sir, I don’t know what to think.” Joe decided in the interest of his sanity, not to mention his daughter, her messages, or her concerns about his conduct in the Zone.

			Francis collapsed into a beige sofa. “I appreciate you are only looking for the truth. The truth is, I didn’t know she was dead until I went to the police. I know how it looks...”

			“...You knew she was dead. You asked me to find her. It looks bad. You said you went to the cops straight after the incident?”

			Francis sighed. The sigh of a man who had found himself in the middle of a particularly nasty section of hell with no apparent way out of it. His hands shook with the terrible anxiety of alcohol intoxication, withdrawal, fear, and exhaustion. 

			“I was economical with the truth. I admit that. I can see how this all seems. Take a seat, Joe, let’s get up to speed.”

			Joe sat on a chocolate coloured chesterfield and accepted the offer of a drink. Soda water. Francis looked surprised, almost offended, stood up, and walked over to a cabinet, poured the drink and handed it to Joe. Next, he poured a generous portion of Scotch and looked at it. He didn’t add any soda. Social hesitation lasted a second before metabolic need took over and he hit the poison in one fluid motion before pouring himself another. He looked thoughtfully at the tumbler in front of him as if it had the answer, or at least some clue to his current predicament. The glass said nothing. The glass was just a passenger. Sodium. Calcium. Silicon dioxide. What did the fucking glass know? He turned and looked at the detective. “Look, Joe. It stinks, I mean it really smells.”

			“Bangkok plumbing, or that giggle juice in your glass? I thought you didn’t drink?”

			“I didn’t until a matter of hours ago. Last night after I spoke with you, I walked into the Plaza. Nana Plaza is one hellish place to relapse. I was on the program, you see, for twelve years solid. AA,” he blurted wearily. “I went to all those dreadful meetings and spoke about my most embarrassing inadequacies with perfect strangers. Then after the briefcase, after speaking with you, I tried one, just one. Well, one is too many and a thousand is never enough as they say in the club. Now I’m right back where I was all those years ago; a slave. I’ve returned to her as one would to an old lover or the country of one’s childhood. An old friend in a strange world.” He collapsed into the chair.

			“Old friends are the most dangerous of friends. Beware of old friends,” Joe said.

			“This bloody place is uncivilised, backward, and possibly evil. Like alcohol and like women, it takes more than it gives.”

			“It’s the third world.”

			“I’ve seen the third world. Travelled with the army. There’s something different here, a certain type of special greed that one doesn’t find in other places. The way parents from upcountry see their children as a way to make money. Poverty-ravaged villages throw their daughters onto a bus to head south, to work in the streets of Bangkok. These people are all so obsessed with money that they value it higher than the stuff that money can’t buy, like happy, healthy children, dreams and ambitions. There are fish in the lakes. Birds in the trees. Rice in the fields. The west is in on the deal, the west is worse, the west funds the abominations. I’ve witnessed how the Non-Government charity organisations employ workers who abuse the system and buy the girls out from the bars. Most of the charity workers live up in the five-star condominiums, watching cable TV and sending out for good French cheese. Makes perfect sense. If they solved the problems they’re supposed to solve, they’d all have to go home where the bars are expensive, TV’s terrible, and they have to walk to the shop to buy the processed rubbish.”

			Francis took another sniff of the charge. “Look, Joe, when in Rome do as the Romans. I’m not saying the city should be completely cleaned up. But just a good once over would go down a treat. Have you seen the homeless situation? It just disgusts me. Last week I was walking along Rama IV, when a beggar jumped up and attacked me. He attacked me. Beaten black and blue by a worthless tramp. Lucky I had this,” he says waving his walking stick. “Other beggars shout up abuse if you care not to donate. I mean it’s bad enough them just being there, but resorting to guerrilla tactics beggars belief, if you excuse the pun. Children are crippled and put out on the streets. All for money. They say they need food, but there’s fruit falling off the trees. Chickens running around everywhere. Pigs guzzling waste.” He stood up using the stick as a third leg, and stood staring out the window at the concrete mess of the city. He balanced himself on the walking stick. “The beggars are controlled by gangs who see nothing wrong in mutilating their charges. They take these city strays, cut off a leg, or break an arm into an impossible angle and hey presto, put them on the street to beg for somebody else’s dinner. In eighteenth century London, we had beggarly classes: Ballad singers, lamp-boys, brush-boys, charwomen. To my knowledge, these people worked the streets independently. The Thais have taken the business one ugly stage further. It disgusts me what these people can do to each other for money.”

			“Why don’t you move?”

			“I’m stuck here, Joe, like a rat in a trap. When I lost that briefcase, the trap closed tight shut,” he clapped his hands together with a smacking sound. He took another drink and walked towards the open balcony window. “I’m stuck here in purgatory with no other choice than to write my way out, find that case, or take a jump out the window. The rent on this place is due. What do I tell them?”

			“You tell them to wait. Listen, Francis. Sometimes we wake up in the morning, in the afternoon, or in the evening, or whenever time it makes sense to wake up, and we wonder why we took a disastrous wrong turn. We realize we made some awful life choices, but this is our life and it’s the life we’re stuck in. When it all goes wrong, we start looking for excuses, blaming others, examining our past. But that was the risk we took. The risk we all take. Anybody can end up destitute. All it takes is a beautiful girl, a wonderful bar, and a bunch of good old boys sat around in a circle drinking. It can happen in any country to anybody and it often does, everywhere, anywhere there’s life, there’s those trying to snub it out.”

			“I know this, yes, I know it, but I can’t help thinking I was supposed to take that wrong turn to justify other’s predictions. Give them a reason to hate me. Prove them right.” He moved closer towards the glass door. He clicked the latch. Outside, an area too small to call a balcony and too big to call a ledge. The sound of traffic. He slid the glass door open with his walking stick and then walked on through to the ledge. He stood there, looked down at the ground six floors below him, and then looked at Joe and smiled. Below them a road with traffic. The fall would be enough to take his other good leg and probably the rest of him with it if he dived the right way.

			“Well, this, as they say, is it,” Francis spoke as he looked down. “Good night, Vienna.”

			Joe stood up and walked towards the ledge. “Take a look at the distance between you and the ground, Frank. Doesn’t look too far from up here. A couple of broken ankles if you land it right. Six floors up. It mightn’t even kill you if you dived head first. A fifty-fifty jump. If you’re going to do it, then do it right. Take the stairs up to the top. With the long drop, they say that the only pain you feel after taking the plunge, is that one tiny second of mental anguish that you experience before you reach that painless square metre of concrete that was kind of pretty before it got spoiled by your inconsiderate pizza of a corpse. Most folks of suicidal persuasion don’t stop to consider the sight of disgust that they will cause the passerby. That flight is filled with euphoria, pretty much like a bungee jump without the cord. That’s if you’re taking it anywhere above the fifteenth floor. I hear the best part of suicide is the build-up. This is true from personal accounts, numbers I’ve read about and people I’ve spoken to. Once, I knew a chick who was as mad as a bucket of frogs and studied abstract art at Goldsmiths to prove it. Crazy hair she had. Her name was Alice. Great lay. She bought all the drugs to complete the trick and would habitually lay out the blues, reds and yellows out in front of her, basking in the glory of the pain she’d cause others once she checked out. She always made sure she was doing it just as she was expecting a visitor. Caught her playing the rainbow trick more times than I care to recall. She never took the plunge and there were some in her family that might have wished she had. You following me, big boy?”

			Francis’ body shook on the ledge. A small crowd had gathered on the street.

			“Don’t give them the pleasure, Frank. As soon as you jump, those people will be gathering around me like vultures. Finding out your room number. Your date of birth. Using the numbers to play the national lottery. Death is lucky here. Shit. The concrete doesn’t deserve to be messed up in such a way and neither do you. But there’s a deeper issue here, one that has been bothering me ever since my girl Monica saw the light from the end of a noose, and danced the dance in the east side of town. If that’s what really happened. I’m trying to figure out why such a young looker would want to do such a thing, and if you jump, maybe I’ll never know. On the other hand, your intensions may be sound and maybe jumping is the best option. But the question still remains. Why do we, any of us, ever, consider the balcony plunge, the noose, the gas, or the second-wife? We reach a stage where we think nobody cares about us and then that strings us along for a bit, especially if we grew up with a mother who cared enough to feed us corn-beef-hash and a father who played ball once in a while. Life, when we weigh it up with all the ifs and whys, all the characters, all the sets saying different things in different places, and all the situations that should have turned out different but didn’t, has come to a crossroads. Hell, Francis, nobody gives a shit about you, the second coming, nor me. Those guys on the ground want you to jump. They want to see some death so that they feel alive. Nobody cares about your problems but you. This is the first rule in life and once we learn that, it’s often too late. Girls like Monica, knew all this. She grew up an orphan in Klong Toey and had no preconceptions that anybody cared about her. She knew this all along. She knew the city. That’s what confuses me. You still with me here, big boy?”

			Francis tested the air on the other side of the balcony with one foot. He swayed suddenly toward the edge and then used his walking stick to hook himself back onto the balcony.

			“What are you trying to say?”

			“What I’m saying is that she didn’t kill herself and neither are you. Get back in here before you catch yourself a tropical cold. That’s the boy. Where was I, yes...it was about people caring for us...People that we think should care. The cocktail table is exactly where you left it, Francis, get yourself a drink. You lived through this one, you deserve it.”

			Francis took the two steps backwards into the apartment. He walked to the cabinet, picked up a bottle, and then swayed towards the window, the ledge. 

			A gasp of excitement from the crowd below as he came closer to death once again.

			Francis stepped forward one more step, lowered himself down, and sat with his feet dangling over the edge. He waved his walking stick at the crowd of pedestrians. “Whatever in heaven is happening here...They want a show? I’ll give them a bloody show.”

			“It’s not worth the effort you drunken fool, but I’m trying, I’m trying...to explain... It’s exactly that moment, that we realize heaven don’t care and nobody we ever met cares that we realize about the way the whole shit house has been stacked up for us to play in, or to not to.”

			“I’m going to jump.”

			“So do it, baby. Life is unfair, kill yourself or get over it.”

			“What?”

			“You heard. It’s when we realize it’s unfair that we get over it. It is then that we become free. Nobody cares about us, why should they? That’s the truth and after we realize that truth, things become a lot clearer and we avoid hanging from high ledges. But you should know this right? To be honest, Francis, I don’t give a rat’s ass if you throw yourself off this balcony, but I could do without explaining it to the city police. You are holding some information that I don’t want to lose right now. It’s a god darn given that nobody on this rock gives a darn about your ass. Put it this way. You have a friend that takes the leap, well, it makes you feel better about yourself, because at least you had the guts not to do it like that fool did. And if he did it because of you, then all the better, it means you meant something to the poor suffering bastard. Someone else’s life ain’t worth killing yourself over, and neither is yours. So what’s the point in proving a point to a nobody that doesn’t care about anyone? Nobody cared about Monica.”

			“But that was different,” he shuffled closer to the edge. The crowd was now waving their hands up at him, willing him to jump. “She was different.”

			Joe didn’t miss a beat. “How was it different? Because she was a whore? Tell me, Francis, who is worse? The whore, or the ones who use them? Neither of them matter once they’re dead. If you jump, you prove them right. If you don’t jump, you have a chance of beating them. But most of all, you get to live the rest of your life knowing you cheated death. Death doesn’t like to be cheated. Once you’ve stared death in the eye and made him back-off, then pretty much anything else in life is a cinch. Trust me on this.”

			Francis exhaled and raised himself up from the ledge. He used the stick to stand upright. The crowd below cheered. “You’re right of course.”

			“I hope so. So let’s not jump out of any windows just yet. Come inside and sit down.”

			Francis walked back inside the apartment. A gasp of disappointment from the crowd.

			“Did she say anything to you about a secret?”

			“Who?” Francis sat on the couch and reacquainted himself with a glass.

			“Monica.”

			“She robbed me, Joe. That’s no secret. The truth is, I gave up a lot to be here, and now I’ve no choice but to stay.”

			“And the women?”

			“Stay with any woman for a while and the knives are being sharpened in my experience. Smiles have to be earned, usually with hard currency. That’s just the way things work here.”

			“What I don’t understand is how a Buddhist country can be so obsessed with money. Do you see the contradiction?” Francis asked.

			“Seen it, questioned it, and came to the conclusion that I don’t have the answer to it,” Joe said.

			Francis stood up, took a book from the shelf, looked at its cover, and then replaced it, muttering something about the modern novel.

			Joe broke the silence: “What about the transsexual situation, Francis? Men undergo gender reassignment and change their sexual leanings for money. They take hormone tablets. The hormones are pretty important, they are like the body’s conductors. Why do they do it?”

			“Money is something new and exciting to these people. They want as much of it as possible. They want to try to figure it out, play with it, see what it can do. That’s what makes this city so unmanageable. As I say, the people aren’t starving. They mutilate their bodies, chop off their legs, blind themselves so that they have the money for luxuries, like cars they can’t drive and widescreen televisions they can’t bloody see. The average Thai would chop off both his arms for a gold Rolex.”

			“One man’s paradise is another’s hell. It’s all a matter of dimensions. You need to get yourself a new point of view. Try and keep in the present moment. One day at a time.”

			Francis refilled his glass. “Yes. I’ve heard it and seen it all before. Now I’m living a cliché. That woman was an illusion. She disappeared like a ghost. The terrible thing is, I somehow became attached to her, which is strange for me. I think there was something unexplained happening. I feel cursed, Joe, cursed.”

			“And the case?”

			“The contents of that case are terribly important, Joe. Not just for me. I need to have it found and returned to me sooner rather than later. It’s my ticket out of this town. I’m giving you another forty-eight hours to find it and then who knows...” Francis stared out of the window again. The crowd had dispersed. 

			“What about your little photo collection. Quite impressive.” Joe nodded at the closed volume.

			“Nothing more than research for a book I’m working on. Unrelated to the missing girl, naturally. Sex sells, can’t you tell by looking around this dump of a city? I need a way out and if it involves writing a book, then so be it. A dirty way out is better than no way out at all. If it wasn’t for that bloody girl.”

			“You mean dead girl, her name was Monica. So she wasn’t to be included in the book. Did you take her photograph?”

			“Never got around to it. Sorry, yes, of course, Monica. Feisty little thing as I remember, but she was so, so flighty. I couldn’t connect with her like I did with the others. It bothered me. It shouldn’t have, but it did.” Francis took a sniff of scotch. “So what have you discovered?”

			Joe gave it to him: “After she left here, she was found dead at an apartment she was staying at in Udom Suk. Hung to death. Danced the dance. Sung the song. Police suspect some kind of black magic play. They found a note. All leads point towards a fetish bar called the Demon Dreams. You are a member.”

			“I’ve never been a member of any kind of club that would accept me.”

			“I would love to believe that. On the note was written a spell. A black magic spell. I see you’ve already read the Ramayana,” Joe pointed to the bookcase.

			Francis laughed. “Primitive nonsense. The book you refer to, I haven’t had the pleasure to read yet. Listen, the trouble with this lot is that they’ve never been civilised. A seventeenth century culture with twenty-first century toys. Black magic indeed, black market more like it. Black magic.” He took a healthier drink and sat the glass down on a cork coaster atop the hardwood coffee table. He waited for the next wave of alcoholic assault. His pathetic suicide attempt forgotten. “Somebody has that case and they can’t open it without my help. If they believe in this black magic nonsense, then that’s their business. But it seems they don’t want to speak directly with me, so I am asking you to find the case and negotiate. That is your assignment. To go in and broker a deal. I’ll give them what they want if they give me what I need.”

			“Why is it locked and where is it?”

			“Locked and rigged with chemical explosives. I was hoping they would give up and return it.”

			“Who’s they?”

			“They are a bunch of blithering idiots put on this earth to make my life a bloody misery, that’s who they are. They could well be the type that believes in potions and magic.”

			“As might you.”

			“Let’s just say that you are on the right track,” Francis’ eyes seemed to look through Joe toward the window. “And please, no more break-ins, Mr. Dylan, we are supposed to be on the same side after all, aren’t we?”

			Joe stood up and turned around. Through the window. Outside on the street. A helicopter. Children played in the nearby schoolyard. He walked over to the window and closed it. He locked it. “In the tropics, Francis, one must before everything, keep calm,” Joe said.

			Francis looked over at the detective quizzically. “Ah, Joseph Conrad. A talented Pole. I didn’t know you read, Joe?” His eyes lit up and Joe felt the warmth of kinship across the room. The old man was transported back to the safety of literature. Leather bound books. The smell of cherry pipe tobacco. He stood up using the stick as a third leg.

			“The only thing I know about books, is that they should be like a woman’s dress: long enough to cover the subject and short enough to be interesting. I read people,” Joe said. “I see you have quite a collection. Of books that is,” he motioned at the bookcase.

			“Shipped over for the most part. I find it difficult to be parted from my books.”

			“Did Monica read?”

			Reminiscing over. “How do I know? Comic books maybe. Joe she was a whore and now she’s dead and my case is missing. Rather than sit there talking about her reading habits, I suggest that you should be finding that briefcase.” He glanced at his wristwatch.

			“Sure.” Joe took the six strides toward the door. Francis followed and stood there, opening the door. “Never underestimate whores, Francis; they know more about people than you might think,” Joe said. “A whore on the top of her game is the most dangerous person in this world.”

			“The pioneers went west and us Bangkok expatriates went east. Mistakes too monstrous for remorse,” he said as Joe approached him and stood close enough to make him feel uncomfortable. Real drunks never like the sober getting up to close and personal.

			“I’m going to find that case for you. I need a little more time, Sir,” Joe could smell the whiskey on his breath. The smell brought back memories. Like seeing an old lover in the street. Funny how you forgot the bad times. 

			“Hurry,” he said, “we don’t have much time.”

			Joe walked through the door, leaving the once rich old man to his whiskey, memories, and to his newfound poverty.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-SIX

			JOE WALKED into the station and spoke with the uniform behind the desk. 

			Brown uniform. 

			Brown face. 

			Hadn’t he learned how to smile? Joe told him about Monica and asked who was in charge of the investigation. He waited for ten minutes and wished he hadn’t. A policeman with aviator sunglasses and a large facial mole walked into the room. The facial mole interested Joe. It had a hair that grew and twisted out from it like a strange exotic plant reaching for the sun. That hair was an antennae that tuned into trouble. The hair was never disappointed. 

			Last time Joe saw the inspector, he was pointing a gun at him on the Bangkok Express. There was a tunnel. 

			Darkness. 

			The inspector smiled and sat down in the chair next to Joe. “Paths cross at the most unlikely places, Khun Joe. What do you know about the whore?”

			“I know she didn’t kill herself.”

			“Really. That is interesting. I will make a note of it. She did not kill herself. So who killed her?”

			“I come with questions, not answers. She was working from the Demon Dreams bar, and from what I gather, it is a high risk place of work. My thinking is that a client killed her. I guess that isn’t something that the boys in brown have thought about. Just another little whore done and dusted. Makes little difference to you boys, right?”

			“Whores will be whores.”

			“Right. Compassion. That is the word. Compassion.”

			“What is it about the whore that interests you, Mr. Dylan? What do you expect to learn?”

			“Right now. Nothing.”

			“You and her, were friends?”

			Joe nodded. Rang was looking for a confession.

			“How well did you know her?”

			“I knew she had a tattoo like a tiger scratched her on her shoulder. That’s all.”

			“Where were you on the night of October five?”

			“Working.”

			“So you have found employment. Do you have your work permit to hand?”

			Joe dipped into his pocket and brought out the blue book. It had him listed as a consultant for an investigation service that worked out of an office on Prong Phom. Joe had only met them twice. Rang studied the document. “And what were you doing the night in question?”

			“I was in the plaza checking up on a neon ballerina named Toy, whom had told her Belgium boyfriend she was planting rice. Tintin got curious as it isn’t the rice season. He called me and asked me to check the bright lights for a girl named Toy from a small town called Prasat. I found her hanging onto a piece of Dutch meat in the G-Spot. The joint has closed circuit cameras. Ask the staff. I didn’t kill her.”

			“Do you recognize these?” Rang handed Joe a pair of panties. They were red. Joe picked them up and looked at them. He ran the fabric through his fingers. Expensive silk, maybe Italian.

			“Never seen these before in my life,” Joe said.

			“Good,” The inspector smiled like a salt-water crocodile. He took the panties. Sniffed the panties. “We have all we need now.”

			“Sure. The train is in the past?”

			“The Burmese python waits patiently for its prey. There was a man, a farang, he bought the snake and kept it in his apartment.” Rang looked directly at Joe. “The snake grew big, very big, one day…”

			“It bit him?”

			“It crushed him. Kill him. The neighbours call police. Too much noise. When we get there, the farang is inside the reptile. You have been very helpful. As I say, we have everything we need now, Mr. Dylan. Everything is perfect.”

			Rang’s smile was predatory as Joe turned and left the station.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-SEVEN

			JOE TRAVELLED west across the city on the red number two. A homeless man sat with a rice sack full of plastic bottles. His arms and legs black with city grime. The bus was a free service that spanned from east to west through the city. The heap was too ancient to race with the other buses. It simply chugged along the streets spitting out black clouds. Past the quasi-art deco, Hualamphong station, and toward the river. Over the tracks: Chareon Krung road. He jumped out of the number two and continued on foot through the urban labyrinth of China Town. Chickens, ducks, vegetables, teas, and paper lanterns in reds and blues. Dim sum restaurants, noodles stands, bicycle repair shops, moneychangers, and laundry houses. Women squeezed pomegranates and made juice in the street. 

			He reached the riverbank. A stubbly boatman picked his nose by the waterline. Joe asked for the location of the River View guesthouse. The boatman pointed at his river taxi. Joe climbed aboard. Away upstream, the oily black waters shimmered under the tropical sun. Joe could taste the filth in the water. Next to him on the long-tail, a woman petted a restless black piglet fresh from the market. The animal shook nervously. His coarse hairs erect, head twitching, mouth grunting. He was aware of his fate. He would be put to the butchers knife and then to be reborn into a cockroach, a centipede, a man with a complex about his mother and a taste for pussy in the city of sin. Red light eyes and deep pockets. Water monitor lizards sunbathed on the banks of the canal. Their elongated reptilian mouths grinned at the passing water traffic. Converted rice-barges sailed tourists up to the ancient cities, Ayutthaya, 

			Lopburi, 

			Sukothai. 

			The sky was an apocalyptic red, lilac storm clouds, skyscrapers, and building cranes loomed like birds of doom. A helicopter circled. Wake-skipping long-tails weaved in and out of the water traffic. Along the canal banks, commuters walked like a vast silent herd. Joe remembered a case involving a couple of artists who were good with colours and had their work stolen in a warehouse down on Chareon krung. Joe watched the river, the colours, 

			the city.

			A long-tail shot past turned one hundred and eighty degrees and then stopped in front of their boat. A distance of three boat lengths away. Joe looked closer at the passenger: a short stocky Thai. He raised a camera to his eye with the lens directed at Joe, and squeezed off a number of shots. The long-tail sped off again only to stop again a distance of four boat lengths upriver. Joe made out his flat boxers nose and a mark that could have been a tattoo on his neck. The strong legs that kicked strangers in alleys. Arms and fists made for punching through concrete.

			The boxer fussed with something obscured by the hull of the long-tailed boat. Then he raised an object that glittered in the sun. He blew into it. A whistling sound, then a dull thud as the small metal dart bedded into the hairy black skin of the piglet’s rump. A tiny trickle of blood seeped out of the pig’s black skin. Blood or poison? The animal squealed and keeled over to his side, jerking around like a fish out of water. The market lady shrieked as her prize shook. 

			Joe ducked below the wooden hull as the second missile whizzed past and hit the driveshaft. 

			Joe glanced back above the side of the vessel.

			The boxer put the tube back into a bag and waved at his long-tail man to move away. They sped off. The woman tried to resuscitate her baby pig.

			It was hopeless.

			The deeper Joe got, the louder the laughter became. 

			Mocking laughter. 

			The laughter was Monica’s. 

			“Poison,” the woman shrieked.

			Joe nodded. Neuro-venom like that of the King Cobra, Joe thought. Easy to obtain in the city. A snake farm. Bribe a handler a couple of thousand baht. He watched the riverbank grow closer as they approached the pier. The vessel docked. Joe stepped over the dead animal and onto the landing platform. It wobbled under his weight. He headed towards the River View, quickly glancing over his shoulder. Hundreds of people moved next to him. The assailant could easily take another shot and disappear. Joe felt the intentions were to scare him from the case. But he was in too deep. Way too deep to be scared by a dead pig on a long-tail river taxi. 

			Monica laughed once more.

			Joe arrived shakily at the Riverside hotel and looked around the grounds at the potted plants and the Buddhist shrine. A television set played Thai soaps in a dusty lobby. Two young schoolchildren sat on the tiled floor, books open, and homework on the floor. The sound of a ceiling fan rotated above them. Flies buzzed. A wok hissed steam from a kitchen somewhere inside.

			Joe found the old woman pushing a straw broom around a small flight of steps. She looked up at him with a tired expression. A picture of old, unshakeable faith. An expression found with the elder generations. A look of terminal endurance. Courage. Spirit.

			“Hello, khon Mare, may I speak with you for a moment?”

			“Why, yes, of course?” Her wrinkled oblong face smiled beneath a shock of grey hair. The extremities of her mouth were stained red with betel. Eyes sparkled with a timeless wisdom. The type of wisdom that cannot be learned in libraries or studied in houses of academia. 

			“I have some questions.”

			“Okay, I like to talk. Have you eaten yet?”

			“Yes, Mother,” all Thais referred to each other as family, and asked each other, as a form of greeting, if they have eaten yet. The woman was partially blind.

			“Tell me, my son, what troubles you?” She sat down on a plastic chair and invited Joe to sit next to her on the steps. He sat and waited for her to speak. She didn’t. Joe said:

			“Mother, what do you know of black magic?”

			“Why do you ask about this sort of thing?”

			Joe told the old lady the story from the beginning. He told her about the abbot and the schoolteacher, Mint. He told her about Monica and he told her about the witchdoctor scam artist. He told her about the spell and the words from the ancient epic: The Ramayana. He mentioned the Demon Dreams.

			“Oh. I remember him now, this witchdoctor Woody, a funny little man. He is from the South of Thailand I think. People from the South don’t know about the magic from Isaan. Of course, they have their own types of magic down south. There is magic everywhere if we stay still long enough to see it, to believe in it, touch it. Most people never stay still enough. They are too busy doing things. We are human beings not human doings.”

			She cleared her throat and continued. “But, that man, I could tell was a trickster and not a man of faith the moment I laid eyes on him. And I, my son, am almost blind. I read people you see, son, I get this instinct about people. I feel energy from people. My instinct about you is that you have a good heart and you carry lots of pain. You are pure. Many aren’t. You are not from this country.”

			“Tell me, Mother, if you can, how a spell works,” Joe asked the old woman slowly.

			“There are many spells, and I have only seen one being practised, so I shall tell you about the one that I have seen. A woman from our village in Buriram went to see him, the witchdoctor, because she was in love with the village headman and she wanted him to feel the love too. She was very lonely, poor too. She had a child by a young man who had left her desolate. He went to the city to find his fortune. Like all of us, I doubt he ever found it.”

			“Was the village headman already married?”

			“No, he was alone, single, some people suspected that he, you know, liked boys. He was a headman of a neighbouring village, not the same village. But he was a respected man and everybody trusted his advice. He used to help those that needed help. But only those that were faithful to their partners, did not intoxicate themselves with alcohol, spread malicious gossip, gamble, or have secrets.”

			“I guess he didn’t help many people then?”

			The old lady smiled. “He was intelligent enough to understand that people basically make their own problems by partaking in evil, the work of Ravana. The sick and uncared for young, he would help. But those that cheated, stole, gambled or drank the Soma, he wanted nothing to do with. Said they were demons. He may be right.”

			“How did the witchdoctor proceed?”

			“First, the woman and the witchdoctor met and just spoke about things; he explained to her many times that if he were to perform the spell, that it could not be reversed. He also explained that she needed to find three things for the spell to begin,” the old woman turned away from Joe and spat out the red betel into an aluminium spittoon that stood on the tiled floor.

			“What were the three things?”

			“The first was a strand of hair, one of hers and one of his, and then a picture of each of them, and finally something personal from both of them, something they have touched.”

			“What kind of picture did they use, and what were the personal items?”

			“The pictures were photographs, but before we had photographs, the witchdoctors used drawings by local artists. For the personal things, as I remember for the man, they used an official letter he had written and signed. For the lady, they used one of the brushes she had made. Like this one.” The old lady showed Joe the brush that she had been using to clean the stairs with. “But clothing is often used. The more personal, the better.”

			“And then what happened?”

			“The ceremony took place on a full moon inside the witchdoctor’s hut. All the items were put together in a bag made from buffalo hide. A fire was lit and there was lots of chanting. The woman brush-maker repeated the spell and the witchdoctor went into a trance for several minutes. When he came back into the real world, he said that the spell had worked. He said that the spirits were strong and that she should be expecting to marry soon. The brush-maker and the witchdoctor then drank some rice whiskey until morning, and at that time, the witchdoctor said he had to sleep and the woman returned to her home.”

			“And what about the village headman?”

			“At first, he courted the brush-maker with what seemed like real desire. Word had spread like it does about the spell and some people wondered if he was just going along with the witchdoctor to gain support for the next election. But then, one day he just disappeared and eventually nobody talked about the headman anymore. We assumed he gone to one of the big cities. The big cities swallowed the best of the men and women. It was normal. We had no telephone back then, so how were we to know what had happened?”

			“And the brush-maker?”

			“Rumour had it that she was seen inside the witchdoctor’s hut on several occasions. Some said that she was trying to cook up another spell to win back the missing headman, but others had more interesting gossip, you understand?”

			“I see. Do you think a spell like this would work in the city?”

			“In the jungle, we have only the trees, fruit, cattle, there is only so much harm that can be done. You must understand that here in the city, there is so much money that a spell like this can cause much harm. It is dangerous to use our magic here. Here we have machines, cars, trucks, businesses. That’s why I spoke to the Southern man when I heard him talking about black magic. I told him to be careful. Our elders have told us not to bring these things to the city, we must listen to them, otherwise more stories like the one about Nong Mint and Nong Monica will unfold. It is foolish to play with these things in the city. Bangkok is only two hundred years old and black magic is thousands of years old. Three or four generations ago, there was very little money in the countryside. But there is always food. We lived from the land, happy with what we had. The rice grew and the fruit fell from the trees. Fish swam in the rivers, animals ran in the forest.

			“Then the money came. With the money came the greed, with the greed came the alcohol, with the alcohol came the bars, and with the bars came the buying and selling of young bodies, hearts and dreams. It’s like the headman said. Any man or woman that sustains his or herself with greed, money, alcohol and the dreams of others for pleasure, changes into a demon. These demons feed on the greed of money. Green money. In their heart, they change into an image of the way they really are. This city has little hope. The demons believe that they are as pure as the cool September rain. They justify their actions, or worse pretend, lie to themselves. Listen, the lies we tell ourselves are frequently the most dangerous of untruths. Secrets are deadly. The murderer kills his seventh victim because his mother never loved him. The rapist is who he is because a lover passed on a deadly disease. One day this city will be split into those that are clean from desire, and those that have secrets, resentments and desires. That is what makes us evil. A sense of wrongdoing in our pasts, an injustice never resolved. In the wrong hands, the black magic spells could swing the balance of evil. I wish they had never brought it here. This is all I have to say.”

			Joe thanked the old lady for her time. She told him to think nothing of it and walked him back down to the hotel lobby pointing out artefacts on the shelves. They made it to the entrance and they looked at each other. Joe waved to the old lady and walked back out onto Chareon Krung road. The purple and red sky traded for an oily blackness that hung over the city like Van Gogh’s Night over the Rhone. Joe hailed a tuk-tuk to Humlanphong and walked downstairs to the MRT subway station thinking about nothing but the pain and greed of,

			Bangkok city.

		

	
		
			TWENTY-EIGHT

			THE SUBWAY train shuttled beneath sin city with the precision of a polished lug through the barrel of a high-class bean-shooter. The subway shone like a string of oyster fruit, an ankle of gold, the body, the leg, hip, the smile of some downtown forgotten lover. 

			Joe had known a few. 

			Where were they now? 

			They had listened to him when he needed someone to talk to. They didn’t understand a word of what Joe said, but he needed to tell them about it all the same. Yet most of all, Joe craved silence and darkness. 

			A dark room. 

			A glass of something strong.

			A skirt to share it with, 

			sometimes. 

			Fear interested him. Skirts interested him. The booze was good but the women were better. If he had to give up one, it would be the bottle. The truth was, that after another ninety days of sobriety, he had been chipping at one or the other ever since. He was presently on a skirt kick. The bottle could return, but he had made a promise that it wouldn’t. He needed a glass of giggle juice the same way he needed a daylight hole through his noodle. A Bangkok overcoat was sobriety. Pro-skirt voices in the dark were worth twenty hits of cheap rum in a darkened six-dollar hotel room. After the Samui case, he spent a few weeks kicking the bottle alone. The TV didn’t work. The internet didn’t work. He hit the street sober and picked up a skirt sitting on a plastic chair in a street dive bar. She went back to the room. They spoke. She was a dental nurse who knew how to fill the hole in Joe’s life. She had seen more kicks than pricks and reacted to his advances like she was enjoying it all for the first time. He couldn’t even remember her name. It didn’t matter. Then there was the girl from the islands that took to the disco despite being married to a multi-millionaire. High-society with the morals of an alley cat. Then there was Monica. It all flashed back. Shit. There were skirts everywhere in the Zone.

			He took the escalators up to street level. He caught the twenty-five east and the bus spat him out at Prong Phom. 

			He had a date with the Demon Dreams.

			Joe hit the Street of Dead Artists. Bars and clubs named after dead painters: Renoir, Monet, Van Gogh, and Dali. It was known as millionaires row until the scratch wore out. Joe stopped outside the building and looked at it. Large door, black windows, Demon Dreams, written across the front in raised silver lettering. He noticed the black Benz parked outside. The fishpond surrounded by orchids. A dead palm leaned over to the edge of the road like it was dying to escape the joint and put its roots elsewhere.

			A stone path led to the entrance of the club. Joe walked along it to the large wooden door with a brass knocker and a spy-hatch like you might find on a medieval castle. Joe knocked on it and the small rectangular hatch opened. A pair of eyes observed from within and then the door opened.

			A tall attractive transsexual was standing before him. Her face was smooth, her skin pale. The nose was cosmetically perfect, having been broken and then set by professional hands no doubt in one of the top class plastic joints. Her hair had been colored a rich auburn to match either her eyes or perhaps colored contact lenses. It’s hard to figure out what’s real and what’s not. She was the most beautiful woman Joe had ever seen. 

			She was once a man.

			Unlikely the kind of man who drank beer and played football. A shy sensitive man, who read celebrity gossip, followed popular music, wrote with a neat hand, cooked clam spaghetti.

			“Please enter,” she spoke English like she meant it. This was no sing-song Asian English. She had the phonetics down. Maybe she had been trained by a lover who ate the classics. Perhaps she had lived inside television and theater. It wasn’t the kind of English that you picked up in the bars. It was the kind you picked up at country mansions and boarding schools. Her lips were a pale pink and her smile was the kind that woodland animals warmed to. Those critters jumped up into her arms and nuzzled her like she was the second coming. Her legs were long and she wore high heels. 

			Joe stepped inside the joint and followed those legs. She half-turned:

			“My name is Carmen, pleased to meet you.”

			“Joe. The pleasure is all mine.”

			The hallway was dark stone flooring with blood red carpet. Walls were a wash of reds, blacks, and wall lights that glowed dull amber light. A horizontal funhouse mirror ran along one side of the hallway, reflecting obscure images. The faint smell of alcohol and spent cigarettes. The mirrors, the color schemes, the fear led Joe deeper, and deeper into that curious building.

			Carmen turned and placed her left hand on Joe’s shoulder. Her eyes stared into his. Her right hand rubbed his groin and then the hand rose up to his chest. She felt the piece. Gripped it. 

			“Glock 26?”

			“I’m a collector,” Joe said.

			“Of course you are. Do you mind if I hold onto this? Security.”

			Joe nodded. 

			They walked through into a large lounge. A tropical fish tank bubbled. 

			A bar stocked with spirits and liqueurs. 

			Dark corner niches for customers who wanted to see, but not be seen. 

			Reproduction French and Dutch furniture. Paintings: water-colors of demons. Demons standing, sitting, copulating. Demons with giant phalluses penetrating female forms. Apocalyptic representations of the city and her inhabitants. Buildings on fire. Children crying… In the far corner, inside a hardwood cabinet hung a skeleton. The type used by medical students. A bookcase that Joe figured was a secret doorway. A doorway leading further into their decadent world of the woman that had once been a man. “I see you’ve put your own mark on the place,” Joe said, looking around at the curiosities. The theme continued. Beside the far wall, a cabinet with a number of small jars filled with an embalming liquid housing specimens. Centipedes, scorpions, snakes, lizards. The sort of thing you’d find in a London curiosity shop or a mad professors laboratory – anywhere but a bar in Bangkok. A tasteful sepia anatomical chart hung on the wall with lines in reds and blue.

			“This is the lobby and the bar. This is the place where our members relax before going upstairs, or sometimes, downstairs,” Carmen explained.

			“I see. I like it. What kind of services do you offer upstairs?”

			“Please, take one of these,” she handed Joe what looked like a menu. The cover was heavy leather with Demon Dreams branded onto the center. “And would you be so kind to have a drink with me? The heat, you understand?”

			“Soda water, no ice.” He glanced at the menu. It listed some sadomasochistic practices he’d heard of and some he hadn’t. The place seemed to cater for both the submissive and dominant type. Humiliation and shame were available along with the chance to cause pain to others. Sadists could burn the girls with lit cigarettes, urinate over them, and whip their bare ass with a leather cat of nine tails. “Seems quite comprehensive. Does the house offer anything outside what’s written here? Downstairs perhaps?”

			“We encourage members to order from the menu the first few times, to see how it suits, you know. We don’t like to rush things, I trust you understand?”

			“Perfectly.”

			Carmen clapped her hands three times. “Ben!’” she shouted. 

			Ben was that huge hunk of dark meat who Joe recognized as the pig-killing machine on the long-tail boat. He appeared as if magically from thin air, crouching behind the bar, he rose and smiled. Up close, he was a short muscular man with a nose that looked like it had been on the receiving end of one or two non-verbal disputes. He wore a dark lightweight suit with a gold chain around his thick neck. Ben fussed around behind the bar and then he brought the drinks. Joe tasted it. 

			Water.

			“Ben, let’s eat!” She clapped her hands again. Ben disappeared into the hallway and returned pushing a hospital bed on wheels. On the bed was a young naked woman. The woman’s body was wrapped in cellophane. On her body were rolls of sushi and sashimi. She was alive. Still, but alive. Joe watched the movement of her diaphragm. The sashimi rose and fell.

			“The Japanese simply adore it,” Carmen said by means of explanation. 

			Ben rolled the naked woman in front of them. She was almost still. Only the steady movement of her chest as her heart beat. Her breasts were small. Arms and legs thin. Her eyes were closed. What did it take for a woman to seek employment as a dinner plate? Joe thought about it. There came a time in a person’s life when all the disillusions were blown away. Your mother and father didn’t care. Your kids didn’t care. The man in the street selling fruit couldn’t give a rat’s ass if you lived or died. Might as well lie down on a hospital trolley and use your body as a plate. That’s all we all were; a dinner plate. People, the ones that were interested, came over and took pieces away from us. They chewed over those pieces and then walked away to some place better, another dish, another bar, another piece of meat. The ones that stayed were the most dangerous. They took everything from the plate.

			Carmen handed Joe a pair of chopsticks. He picked at some salmon resting on her navel. Her skin was the color of ice coffee. “Do all of your guests receive this treatment?”

			“Of course.” Carmen gently stroked the woman’s breasts and sighed. “Such beauty… Makes one…Jealous…”

			“She is nothing compared to you,” Joe said.

			“Your mouth is sweet, yet it lies. I have something to show you.” In her hand, was a photograph album. A heavy leather-bound case. She passed it to Joe. “These are our staff. All these pictures are recent.” Joe rested the chopsticks on the woman’s thigh. Flicked through the pictures. Ben moved over and stood closer. Behind him stood the fish tank. His eyes stared at Joe with contempt, a cold dislike on the brink of turning into something violent. Joe looked at Carmen. She smiled. Joe sensed an evil that wasn’t there before. A wave of fear gripped him. Joe continued looking through the photos. Women in leather cat suits, uniforms, sultry, sexy, boots, whips, chains, and dog-collars. Racks, boxes, torture chambers, glass-topped tables. An isolation box. One woman was eating a plate of something Joe didn’t want to think about.

			He turned the next page and then he saw it.

			The photograph leaped up at Joe and hit him in the stomach like a physical assault. 

			Monica. 

			Monica’s head was decapitated, her eyes bulged outwards, her tongue hung out of her mouth. Her skin was the green color of the morgue. Like a fucking lizard. Joe’s stomach clenched. Her hair was matted with black blood. His testicles rose up as a new fear gripped him. 

			He heard that laughter again. 

			Monica’s laughter. 

			Carmen spoke. “Some of our customers have, how do you say, peculiar tastes, we had to really push the boat out for this one. What do you think, Joe?” Carmen motioned to Ben to wheel away the naked woman, the meal, the trolley…

			“So she took the jump here? Quite a little set-up you got going. I guess clients pay top dollar to see a poor uneducated woman dance the last dance. A special treat for a rich client?”

			“Now come on, Joe. Who knows what happened to the poor girl? This is Bangkok, you know? A dangerous city. I got that picture from a friend, a doctor, many of our members are doctors, lawyers, politicians. Many powerful people use our, how shall I say, facilities. We have to keep up a reputation. Our reputation is not improved by investigations of any kind for any reasons. This is where you come in, Mr. Dylan. It does not do one any good to go around poking ones nose in other people’s business. Better to mind your own business and let other people mind theirs? Do you follow me? I say we forget about her for the time being. I don’t wish to lose business over this sort of thing. Especially when there is other, more pressing business at hand.”

			“What kind of business?”

			“Whatever. Business is business, don’t you think? It is all a headache in the end. At least it was a headache for poor Monica. Look at the way it separated. The human body can be a delicate thing in the wrong, or perhaps in the right hands, don’t you think, Joe? Glance over some of our samples. Snapshots in time. Our clients are often impressed by our samples,” She said pointing a long finger over at the cabinet. “Body parts, disgusting to some, beautiful to others. The world would be such a boring place if we were all the same, with the same likes and dislikes, wants and needs, would it not?”

			“Not everybody likes a man dressed as a woman, lady, and not everybody likes to watch a beautiful woman murdered in exchange for a pile of scratch.” Joe shot her a glance. He turned his gaze towards the other one. Ben’s hands suddenly disappeared into his pockets; he fidgeted for a moment battling with the cloth of his jacket before something glimmered in his hand. The spotlights picked up the flash of silver and then the object disappeared again back into his pocket.

			“You see, Ben has a new toy!” She smiled seated now with her legs crossed on the sofa opposite Joe. Joe saw it. Ben was still standing a few feet away in front of the tropical fish tank. Ben had some kind of blade on him, not a large one, but any blade was alright in an accurate mitt.

			“I see it, baby. Some folks like to play chess and others like walks in the country. Your boy likes to shoot pigs with blow-darts and play with knives. It’s cute. I like it. Is he available for bar mitzvahs?”

			His hands moved again with the swiftness of a magician. The knife appeared out of his blue suit. There it was in his hand, a thin-bladed knife, six inches, with a black handle. The kind gypsies used to throw at clowns in circus shows. The kind poachers used to skin rabbits.

			“Look at the knife,” Carmen said as Ben turned the blade over and around in his fingers, “the way she glimmers and makes pretty patterns under the lights.” She smiled. “Can you see it, Joe?”

			“Yes. It’s a fine blade. I use one just like it to sharpen toothpicks.”

			“This one sharpens tongues that become too loose. He only uses it when I tell him to. He hates foreigners. He hates it when foreigners make fun of my condition, or of his condition.”

			“Really?”

			“Yes, really.”

			“Why is that?”

			“Because, my dear, he is the silent aggressive type. Well, that’s unkind, he is both aggressive and complex and often irrational. His is however, silent. He hasn’t spoken since, well, it happened. He is not the same as you and I. Maybe that is a good thing, no?”

			Ben smiled. The kid was obviously not right upstairs and Joe guessed there wasn’t a head doctor around that could change that. His smile was a shark’s smile. Millions of years of pent up aggression. A row of teeth that could tear chunks out of a man and a stomach that could digest it.

			Carmen turned to Ben and spoke. “Not now Ben, put the knife away, there’s a good boy,” Ben hesitated for a moment and then the blade disappeared back into the side-pocket of his suit. He stood there looking at Joe.

			Carmen continued the rap, “Ben here, used to be a champion Muay Thai boxer, you know, Joe? He, how do you say? Hung up his gloves after he had an experience that foreigners find difficult to understand. But you speak Thai, maybe you know about these things. I think you have also seen things that most other foreigners have not seen?”

			“Maybe.”

			Carmen leaned back on the sofa and clicked her fingers. Ben walked over and handed her a torpedo that was as big as it was expensive. She lit it. “You remain an enigma, Joe, but let me explain about the third that stands amongst us, and I don’t mean the third sex.” Carmen laughed slowly to herself, allowed Ben to hand her a mother of pearl ashtray and then she continued. “You see, Ben here is a mute, but I’m sure he doesn’t mind me talking about these things, do you, Ben?” Ben smiled for just a fraction of a second showing those sharp eye teeth. “See. He doesn’t mind. Ben had a problem. He used to be dynamite in the ring; nobody could touch him, really. I mean, I saw it myself. Championship material. But Ben had a weakness, you see, we all do, even prize fighters, and female impersonators. Are you following me, Mr. Detective?”

			“Yeah. Real close, sister.”

			“Well, Ben liked women, you know, but he had this habit of getting a bit too rough with the women. This establishment was his idea, and mine, but I digress as usual. You know how it is with boys and testosterone; boys will be boys, right?”

			“Right. Sometimes,” Joe looked straight through her, through the woman and into the man within. 

			“Your humor isn’t lost on me, Mr. Dylan. I was born a woman in a man’s body. I did what I had to do to make the body match the heart. I realized who I truly was. Not many do. It’s a gift to be able to see oneself. We are all wicked, most of us spend our lives pretending we are not, but we are all demons, every one of us, even you.”

			“You became a woman because you were unsatisfied as a man. Like most transsexuals, you have a fatalistic attitude in a world that you feel has treated you unfairly. It’s a natural reaction for you to want everybody else to feel the pain that you do. Comes with the territory.” Joe said, taking the last drink from his glass of water. “You’re a fucking man hater, but the clincher is, get this, you are one. Deep down inside, you hate yourself, sister, and that’s the truth.”

			“I became a woman because I was born a woman trapped inside the body of a man. But I don’t wish to digress into matters of the mind, the body, and the hormones. We are talking about Ben. He has enough male hormones for the both of us, that’s half the trouble. Ben used to tour around the country, different fights in different provinces. We had to erm, satisfy, him in each new town. One night, Ben’s in Surin province, picks up a girl from a karaoke bar and takes her back to his hotel room.” Carmen looked over at Ben as if looking at an abused child. “Took it a bit too far that time didn’t you, champ?”

			Ben nodded and the shark returned.

			“He roughed her up real bad. Next morning, she could barely walk, but before she left to get herself stitched up at the hospital, the girl took a few souvenirs. Some strands of Ben’s beautiful black hair, a promotion flyer with his picture, and one of his boxing bandages.”

			“Okay, I see it already. She weaved up some kind of spell?”

			“She did. Next fight, Ben collapsed in the ring. We thought it was stress or the volumes of rice whiskey he had a fondness for. But no, it wasn’t that. It was much worse. He kept talking about green demons. We Thais respectively call them Phi Braid. He would shout, scream, and put his fists through walls. Then he stopped talking altogether. He hasn’t spoken since. We took him to the temple and he sat and drew these demons at first…” Carmen blew out a cloud of blue cigar smoke and pointed at the walls and the pictures hanging there. “…Many of them, different shapes and sizes. Then he added colors, they are beautiful, yet tragic representations of what was happening inside his poor cursed mind,” Carmen pointed to the framed pictures on the wall above the fish tank. Joe stood up to examine them more closely. 

			Beautiful inks and green water-color sketches of demons in various predatory positions. They all had long bodies, short limbs and long faces, like monitor lizards erect on their hind feet. “Every time you sin, one of these monsters is born; Ben’s life style meant he had accumulated a fair amount by the time he reached the temple. He still sees them now. When he looks in the mirror, Ben loses his mind to these demons. That is why we have the crazy circus mirrors in the hall. Perhaps the devil hates to see himself. Ben can’t speak to me about it, but he uses his paintings to communicate what he sees around him. This is why we call this bar the Demon Dreams.”

		

	
		
			TWENTY-NINE

			BEN STOOD motionless and then smiled slowly. But his eyes did not smile. His eyes followed the shapes and apparitions around the room.

			Joe sat back down. 

			“So why does this involve me?”

			“It is our dream for the demons to stop haunting Ben. I think you understand about demons, Mr. Dylan, and I want you to help my brother,” she smiled.

			“Ben?”

			“There’s not much of a likeness I admit, but we are flesh and blood all the same, bless him. We have lots to talk about, Ben and I, and you, and the Englishman who knows what to do, but he won’t corporate. I think he may have finally lost his marbles, as the British say.”

			“I don’t think Sterling is the only one confused around here, lady. Seems that you’ve taken a Chinese angle on this one yourself.”

			“He is the one who has the codes to open the case. I fear he is losing his mind. We were once friends, but you know how it is with Englishmen? They have all these deep routed anxieties that they keep buried in the fear of being discovered as their true self. As children, their parents send them away to sleep in a school. Personality crisis. That’s the problem with most people. With me, with Ben, with you, Mr. Dylan. We do not know who we truly are until it’s too late. And there is nothing worse than being too late, especially when the clock is ticking. There is only so much time before it happens.”

			“Before what happens?”

			“Before you drink the Soma, Mr. Dylan. Until this city turns into Ben’s nightmare, for all too see. Before the mirror becomes reality and we all see who we truly are. Until the secret box is opened.”

			“And you think that opening the case will stop this disaster?”

			“It will certainly prolong peace, perhaps a thousand years. Read the epic, Joe. We are prepared to do a deal, if you mediate. You see; we have this briefcase but we can’t open it without the code. Inside the case is something that will make Ben better, that will make the world better. Also inside is what Mr. Francis wants. Everybody will be happy if we open that case here.”

			“I do not have the codes.”

			“Then you must get the codes, Mr. Dylan. The world depends on it.”

			“The world?”

			“Yes, there is another who wants the briefcase for other reasons. He wishes to use the spell to take over some small backwards countries and then the world.”

			“But how would that work?”

			“It probably wouldn’t. The man is a charlatan. I wish you would get the codes so we can have Ben back to normal. That is all.”

			Her brother stood behind the bar, reached down, picked up the case, and placed it on the counter, his fingers drummed along the leather surface. Joe noticed that he was missing a digit. The pinkie on the left.

			“I need to find the truth about Monica.”

			“Well find out and fast. The clock is ticking.” Carmen stood up. “Now if you will excuse us, we have customers to prepare for. Ben is agitated. Between thought and the expression, there is a lifetime of troubles to consider. I must let him paint for a few moments before we open. He must express himself in color. You may leave now. Thank you.”

			“Aren’t you forgetting something?”

			“Oh, your weapon. We will return it to you. All in good time.”

			Joe stood and put his hands together and nodded at the transsexual. He headed towards the hallway. 

			The street outside was only a few yards away, but each step felt like he was climbing a mountain. 

			It was a different carnival outside. It was like walking out of the house of horrors right back into the freak show.

		

	
		
			THIRTY

			SOME BARS in Bangkok made you feel right at home when you walked in. A cute chick would slide up next to you on the stool and wipe a cool towel across your noodle. There were some places where the bar staff would head straight for your Johnson and begin to rub the little man while you were trying to take a snifter. Then there were the bars that left you feeling colder and more confused once you walked outside.

			Tonight you are hunting for the perfect bar.

			The bar to end all bars.

			You walk along the Street of Dead Artists. The evening and night served in the same dirty ashtray. 

			The hazy sky darkened for a nanosecond and then the blackness fell suddenly over the city. Fairy lights lit up the streets with orange, blues, reds, and pinks. The lights hung from urban trees outside the can houses and the karaoke bars. You had to be Japanese to enter, sit down, and lose your yen to a bad sister. You have no time for clip joints, testicle massages…You stop a yellow and green. 

			Take it to the Red Night Zone.

			You sit on a street bar. 

			Plastic chair. 

			Sidewalk. 

			An expensive bottle of coke. The drinks were expensive inside the bars. They cost more on the streets. Street bars paid off the cops who owned every slab of concrete and every weed growing up from the cracks in the city. Every market stall, fruit seller, and taxi driver had to pay a fee. 

			On the street, bar drinkers sat around tables with beer and rum. They smoked cigarettes and discussed where it went wrong and whose fault it was. One boozehound plucked a diminished chord from a battered acoustic and began to sing: 

			Hotel, Fucking, California. 

			You wish he hadn’t.

			Scenery street level in the city. Grey sewer rats scurried here and there with their long oily whiskers twitching and their hairless prehensile tails trailing behind them. Their beady eyes peered up from beneath the cracks and the holes in the sidewalk. They scavenged scraps and boldly passed between tourists, vendors, touts, citizens before returning down to their subterranean labyrinths below. You once heard a theory that a rat could grow to any size given the right food and a loving home. Bangkok kept the bastards lean and mean. The stray dogs were a different story. The locals fed them donations on the streets in the morning. This was one smart piece of karma. If the feral dogs got hungry, they would turn vicious and turn on the citizens. Dogs were fed. The millions of rats scavenged at night. The homeless begged and gave the money to the police and the gangs. 

			Lady-boys brightened the city with all the colors. Gaggles of transvestites waved, blew giggly kisses, solicited passersby’s outside an Arabian eatery. They had the deal sewn up. Curious Johns travelled from all over the rock to get a piece of the action. They had websites, international shows, beauty contests and coffee-table books written about them and published in New York. They worked as airline hostesses, interior designers, teachers; they had a good thing going. The street was theirs. 

			Further on and underneath Nana footbridge, a beggar dragged his legless body along the road. He held a plastic Starbucks cup between his teeth. He was there every day and night and was known to the locals as the Caterpillar Man. The whores touched him for luck. You didn’t believe in luck. You paid the bill and headed to the Nana Entertainment Plaza. 

			Walking into Nana at night was to be sprung into a pinball machine: electric blues, neon pinks, florescent reds and purples; lights flashed in all directions. You never knew which way you’d bounce. Sound systems blasted. Bikini-clad women in cowboy boots. Fishnets, uniforms, schoolgirls, nurses, booze, booze, rivers of booze. Weary travelers. Couples. Bleary-eyed sex tourists. Wide-eyed newbies. 

			Boys dressed as girls. Smoke. Girls dressed as boys. Mirrors. That grey area in between. Smoke, mirrors, legs, long and short, athletic, fat, and thin.

			In the Zone, the night market flourished with shy girls, talkative girls, mute girls. Experienced. Novice. Nationalities from all over the rock rocked. The last cigarette saloon. You light a cigarette. Have a smoke. The road to Atlantis was patched with mirrors and clouded with smoke. You stare straight ahead. The spectacle of Nana Plaza. The ball inside the pinball machine. Some bounced from bright light to bright light for years. Some slipped through the jaws of the machine. They bounced down to another pinball machine. They rattled around in the northeast. Or on the tourist streets. Penniless, broke, bridges burned. A home they would never own. A beer bar. An expired visa. 

			The gardener. 

			The brother. 

			The lies. 

			The empty bottle of Chang smashed on the back of the neck. 

			The disappointment. 

			The shame.

			The Plaza. 

			The greatest shopping mall in Asia. 

			You make it to the first level of the Plaza. Some guy is one step ahead. You follow the scent of land-crab salad and cigarette smoke blended with cheap perfume.

			Atlantis glowed with the soft colours of coral. A dada night-scene. Scientists predicted the oceans would swallow Bangkok up in a hundred years. Speculated the place was swimming in AIDS. You didn’t know what to say about it. Dead dreams were just that. 

			Memories. 

			So what if it sank? What would the archaeologists and anthropologists make of the Plaza once it’s rediscovered after the floods had disappeared? 

			The Last Cigarette Saloon on the road to Babylon.

			The Wild East.

			The Big Mango, Sin City, Disneyland for Adults…

			Fun City.

			The smell hits your sinus like a violent assault. Chillies and fried insects. Black magic spells. The man walks along the runway that circles the perimeter of the plaza. You follow him. Past bar entrances. Past dreams. Past lies. Past promises. From the first floor bars, you get a view of the bars above and below. The dancing girls take their break. They smoke cigarettes. They swap tactics. They hatch plans…

			A hard-bodied hooker blocks the man’s path by extending her long red leather-boot across the runway. “Where you go?” in an accusatory voice.

			“Move aside, worker,” he gives it to her in Thai and her boot falls from his path. She smiles downwards. You walk past. A John that could speak the lingo wasn’t worth the time of day to a hooker. 

			The man walks through the red curtain and into the Voodoo a-go-go. You follow. A wave of air-conditioning. Dark inside. There’s smoke and there’s mirrors. Skin and money change hands. A cash carrier in a white polo-neck points a torch towards an empty booth. The man sits down and orders a soda water. You sit in the next booth. The dancers shuffle on revolving stages and podiums spread across the display area. The soda water arrives carried by the cute cash carrier in the white polo neck. The man asks her which dancer went by the name of Lek.

			“She’s dancing, on stage,” cash carrier smiles, “she’s number 23.”

			You look at her. 

			Twenty-three owns the bar. A luminous green tongue stud. She flicks out her green tongue in a serpentine fashion. A peroxide blonde. A lounge lizard. A real hard body and no stranger to the neon. She uses two poles, one in each hand and grinds her body, flicking her hair from side to side before flipping over with the ease of a Russian gymnast. Smoke. Lands back on her feet to a round of applause from the audience. 

			Mirrors. 

			She leaps up high into the air and flips over again, clinging to the pole upside down. She rotates clockwise. Slides down one pole. Her mischievous face smiling between her legs. Body firm and supple from the nightly workout. Not one bead of sweat as she rotates and then lands on the stage in the split position. Her pins are immaculate. A crowd of Brits roar with appreciation. A bunch of Japanese do calculations in their noodles. She’s making a hundred grand a month with that routine. Her reflection visible from every position in the bar. Dynamite. There’s other dancers dancing but there needn’t have been. The walls and ceiling covered in mirrored tiles. A million peroxide dancers spinning, glittering, and glowing in Atlantis.

			Lek owns the bar.

			The man called to the waitress and handed her a grand. “Pay the bar fine. Number twenty-three.”

			“But she’s our most popular dancer.”

			He handed her enough money for a nice high-class weekend break on the seaside. A seafood dinner. 

			The deal is sealed with a wai.

			Lek disappears and then returns in her street clothes. A leather jacket, expensive jeans, boots...

			You watch the pair of them leave the bar.

		

	
		
			THIRTY-ONE

			LEK SAT opposite Joe in the nighthawk cafe. 

			The dive was open twenty-four hours, rather expensive, hygienic and impersonal like the whores that frequented it. 

			She appeared more vulnerable in her street clothes. Maybe she resented the loss of control that her nakedness commanded. That intangible control she left back on stage had been picked up and exploited by another dancer. Maybe it was a face thing. She wanted to return to the stage, to the bedroom, or some other place where the oldest game in the world could continue. 

			Joe had paid the bar. 

			She was his, for now. 

			She twitched in the booth and looked at her wristwatch. She stared at him intensely. Joe’s expression remained the same. Perhaps she was searching for Joe’s weak spot. The place where she could control him. That groove on the frogs back. The switch. All bargirls ever wanted was that pendulum to swing in their favour before the big hand reached the little one.

			Joe’s indifference made her edgy.

			She toyed with a strawberry milkshake. She stirred the contents of her glass with a drinking-straw. 

			This was the sort of place where lovers came.

			The kind of place she couldn’t take her Thai boyfriend. They couldn’t drink here after the night-shift. They sat and ate noodles on the street on soi On Nut. He was always drunk. It could have been different. This joint was a reminder of how things could have been different. Had her lamps not turned green after the third trick, she would be looking at a whole new kettle of fish. Working in a bank or stamping immigration papers. She was educated. Joe could tell.

			She wore a hair-band tying back her peroxide fringe, and a light-weight leather bomber jacket was slung over her shoulders with a tank top underneath. Her jeans were of an expensive label and her boots European. Top dancers got paid top dollar in the city and spent the scratch on threads, technology, and their real Thai lovers.

			Drunk or no.

			Joe got straight to the point the fastest way he could. “I’ve brought you out of the bar to ask you some questions, all I need is twenty minutes of your time and you can go back and dance and hook a new John and dance to another song.”

			“That’s great, but you still have to pay me,” she glanced up from the milkshake with that killer smile. That still worked. Not so effectively as in the bar. But it worked. She spoke in Thai. “Look at it properly. I’m not an Isaan farm girl. I’m not some bar lizard, brother. I finished school in Chonburi, top of the class. I study at Ramkamhenang University. I don’t listen to buffalo bullshit. You want to speak in English or Thai?”

			“Thai.”

			“I’ll speak slowly for you then. Real slow.”

			“Thanks, little sister. You can run back. Just after you’ve answered a few questions.”

			“Okay, fire.” She sucked nosily on her drink. The pendulum had swung her way. A lone male customer sat on the opposite table and looked over like he had found his lost puppy dog. Joe caught his eye and the frog looked back down again and examined the tablecloth. The cold truth washing through his idiot face. Shit. He’ll have to find another scratcher. Plenty more fish in the klong and he knows it, and if he doesn’t, then he should.

			Joe gave it to her. “You worked for a fetish gentleman’s club on soi thirty-three called Demon Dreams?”

			“Maybe,” she surveyed the cafe perhaps looking for an easier more fun-loving John. Maybe looking out for danger. Perhaps just bored. Hard to tell what a bargirl’s thinking most of the time and that’s a good thing for the punters. “Who are you?” It sounded more like a statement than a question. She was unafraid. She was interested. She knew something. Joe guessed that she was protected by something real or imagined. Joe was just another weak-willed toy that she could use until the batteries ran out. If she pressed the right button, he shat his pants, and if she put him back in the box, he wouldn’t complain. Joe knew the score. There were two types of women that worked the Plaza. The poor abused farm girls trying to support their families and the rich daddy’s girls selling their bodies to spite their fathers. Lek belonged to the latter category whereas Monica belonged to the former. 

			“Look, I’m a friend of the girl they found dead, Monica. You know the one found dead in the apartment in Udom Suk,” Joe handed her the picture from the newspaper. Lek smiled at the image. The Thai Rath Newspapers published pictures of bodies sliced and chopped and cut into pieces every day. The Thais found it titillating. “Monica used to work for the Demon Dreams bar too. Now, I’ve been in there and there’s something not quite right with the place. And I’m not talking about the price of the drinks or the interior decoration. Do you know what I’m saying? The place is wrong, I know you used to work there and I’m asking you real friendly to tell me what goes on in that place. Word has it that women go in there to work and never come out. There’s a lot riding on this, honey. More than you can imagine.” Joe put a thousand baht on the table. 

			“Oh,” She responded sarcastically, “big money. It must be important.”

			“Now I want you to think real hard about your time working in that place and tell me about that place in as much or as little detail as you can. But first, tell me, why did you leave there?”

			“I’m a bargirl, we move bars a lot, that’s what we do. We move where the customers are. That place never had any customers. Not the sort of customers I was looking for anyway.”

			“What sort of customers did it have?”

			“Rich, very rich. Mostly Japanese and Arab, some British and American too.”

			“Surely the rich customers are the sort of customers you want to have?”

			“Look, sometimes a man pays money for pleasure or to give a lady pleasure. Sometimes a man pays to feel pain or to see a woman feel pain. I’ve known stupid Farangs who pay me five thousand baht so that they can lick my feet. You speak Thai so you understand how we view the feet. It’s the dirty part of the body. If somebody wants to pay to lick my dirt, then I’ll take that all day. Hell, it makes me feel good. And if that gives him pleasure, everybody’s happy. Then some guys take it too far. What do they call them? Sadists. How far do you go? If a man wants me to shit on him or to lock him in a box, then fine. Pass me the coffee and the keys. I like that. Feels good. When he turns the table, I ain’t interested anymore. Sometimes when a man has so much money he doesn’t know what to do with it, he has to go further, break all the rules,” Lek sucked at the remains of the milkshake. “People like that sick in the head.”

			“But you got out. Did you walk?”

			“I walked,” she smiled. 

			“They didn’t try and stop you?”

			“No, nobody stops me. I have friends.” Joe could feel the power across the table. If you could bottle her self-confidence, you could make millions with it on the street.

			“What kind of friends?”

			“Friends.”

			By the way she shrugs, Joe knew what kind of friends she was talking about. Doesn’t matter if they hold a badge or a shotgun, they’re the boys that run this city. Any girl with contacts at the top doesn’t need to worry about some S&M bar that bumps off the staff for the pleasure of rich club members.

			“Tell me, Lek, was Monica messing around with Black Magic?”

			“Do you know what Sanja or quam lap means?”

			“Yes, it’s a promise, a secret.”

			“Then you know all you need to know.” Lek took the money from the table and stood up. She raised her forefinger vertically to her lips, smiled, walked through the cafe doors back into the purple night, and towards the Plaza.

			It happened as Joe was checking the bill. The bullet shattered the cafe window. The slug whizzed past his right shoulder and embedded itself in a framed black and white photograph of New York City. Joe hit the deck and crawled towards the door. Another shot. Coffee cups fell from the table. A cat hissed. A woman screamed. A man shouted something in Thai. Joe made it to the door and looked both ways. The streets were full of tourists. He ducked into the crowds, squeezed through the gaps of bodies, and jogged to the end of the soi with his heart hammering in his chest. He caught his breath and made it to the police box at the mouth of Nana. He looked both ways and ran across the street. Cars were backed up, he ran between them.

		

	
		
			THIRTY-TWO

			SUKHUMVIT ROAD.

			The Red Night Zone.

			The night market. 

			The hookers, the beggars, the transvestites, the transsexuals, touts, pimps, addicts, criminals, and sex-tourists thrown together like trash in a windy alley.

			Every night. 

			Buyers and sellers of the soft machine. The gunman among them. The pile of dung that Joe desperately clung on to like it were solid gold. Lucky was bound to show hanging out at night working the white coconuts, hustling Johns, drinking whiskey, and selling the soft machine.

			Stopped at a roadside Katoey bar, he asked about a sister named Lucky. A drink bought him her patch.

			He kept walking.

			At the mouth of a narrow alley, a blind and toothless beggar preached about the day. 

			The day of reckoning that was. He wore rags and shrieked like a prehistoric bird telling all who would listen, his nightmarish predictions. The demons will walk the earth and the good will be defeated in battles throughout the city. Tears streamed from his sightless eyes as he predicted the oncoming apocalypse. He spoke of lizards. Customers walked past and shook their heads. Some dropped coins in his alms bowl and some walked straight past. Not one stopped to listen. They weren’t buying what he was selling.

			The urge to pick up the bottle was coming over him in waves of terror. 

			One drink. 

			Just one drink. 

			The muscles would relax. The fear disappear. 

			Joe remembered a late meeting on soi seven.

			He made it there. Poured himself a coffee. Drank it down. The heat burned his throat.

			Twelve dry drunks sitting in a circle spoke about the big book. Each and every one of them had survived some emotional train-wreck. A kid named Steve was holding on to life, sober with white knuckles after his girlfriend left him nothing but an empty bottle of Sangsom. Bill had found God, somehow, in the slums of Bangkok. A Swede named Hans had just come back from a relapse. A two-week bender in Pattaya. Woke up on the beach half-naked minus his wallet. Joe sat and listened. His turn to talk arrived. “I’ve been dry for a year and there is a gunman out there hunting me down, taking pot shots at me.”

			Steve smiled. Bill smiled.

			They had all been there.

			Joe made the right sounds at the right moments and got himself out of there. 

			Maybe the drinkers had the right idea.

			Joe carried on up past the tarot and palm readers that were camped out on street blankets, lain on the sidewalk predicating the fortunes of passing prostitutes and market vendors. 

			A strip of roadside bars served drinks from late in the evening until late the next morning. He asked around and then he found her at a small makeshift bar with a few plastic chairs scattered around a table and a blazing wok. A sound system played cheesy guitar pop. The place where factory girls, freelancers, bargirls, and go-go girls relaxed after they clocked off. The place where he had met the dental nurse. They unwound, gossiped, and eyeballed the herds of migrating tourists who walked past to drink at the many watering holes along the Red Night Zone. The girls picked off the weaker or injured ones, encouraging them to rest and drink to regain their strength before continuing on their intrepid explorations. Grifters dressed as Buddhist monks collected donations from men dressed as women and tourists on the lam. 

			Everyone and everything had a story. Each one of these marvelous creatures has a background of hope, fear, and expectation. A compost of creativity fertilized by way of cheap rum, expectant copulation, and bubblegum pop music in the tropical Bangkok night. 

			On the table, sat a bottle of cheap local rum and a bottle of water. One bottle of water and one glass for Joe, and one bottle of whiskey for information. Sitting opposite Joe was the woman named Lucky. Francis’ girl. Her face was heavily made up. Long arms led to large hands that wandered around the circumference of her proximity. She was jittery from amphetamines and crazed by alcohol. Both drugs. Taken together. One to go up. One to come down. They mixed well; like Danish blue and crackers. Lucky spoke with that theatrical exaggeration common to the third sex. The picture showed her covering herself. The old lady in the tin shack. Lucky spoke, “What’s the matter, you want some real lady, huh?” She squealed, flapping her arms about.

			“Huh?”

			“Lady! Lady! Lady! I know what you want!” She screamed.

			“I just want to drink my drink, baby,” Joe had enough of the third sex for one day. But this was business.

			“Lady! Lady! Lady! I’m not good enough for you, is that it, honey? What do you know about real ladies anyway? Huh, huh? I have many boyfriends, sweetie. German, American, Swedes. Norway. Zurich. That’s right, sugar, I got many boyfriends ... They all love me with a passion, honey, long time. They send money to me every month. You don’t believe me, mister? You better believe it, because you’re in a queue, but it just so happens tonight the queues quiet. So jump on in and get yourself a drink, lover. Lady Luck has a window and you’re in it.”

			“Thanks,” Joe took a sip of water. It tasted terrible. He remembered James Hale had told that ‘you know when you’ve slept with a lady-boy because in the morning it smells like a man.’ 

			“Why don’t you believe me, sugar? I have many, many man love me, but I want loving with you tonight. Okay?” She took a long, deliberate puff on her cigarette and snorted the smoke out through her cheap nose-job with a huffing sound. A pantomime of what she imagined to be a feminine sigh. Transvestites studied the golden age of Hollywood cinema to perfect their acts. Joe once knew a full-op in Nana who studied vaudeville to nail her routine. 

			“I believe you have what you say you have,” he told her, taking another drink of water. “But tell me, Luck, are you feeling…”

			“No,” she exclaimed, suddenly staring Joe straight in the eye. “Lady Luck never has good luck. Think about it, honey. I was born a fucking man. I know you don’t like ladies who have a cock. I never liked Russian caviar until I tried it, honey.”

			“I want some information.”

			“What you want to know?”

			“Everything,” he told her. 

			“Even my secrets?” she raised an eyebrow.

			“Especially your secrets, baby. What can you tell me about Francis. Englishman about sixty, walks with a stick.” He handed her the photograph taken at the Bus Stop. 

			“Lady Luck never speaks about her boyfriends.”

			“Francis is a boyfriend, not a customer?”

			“Lucky never has customers. Only boyfriends.”

			“What’s the difference?”

			“Boyfriends pay more,” she smiled. 

			Joe handed her two hundred baht and she looked at as if he had handed her a Bangkok sewer rat. He dipped back in the wallet and handed her over a purple.

			“What you want to know?”

			“Where did you meet?”

			She lit another cigarette. “Meet in the street. Same as me and you.” A throaty masculine laugh. She caught herself and carried on. “He’s a little bit drunk, but speak good. We eat noodle together and then go his apartment. He liked to do strange things, some things I never try before.”

			“Where’s the apartment?” 

			She leaned back and raised her eyebrows. He handed over another hundred.

			“He stays at Pratunam, soi seventeen. Big orange building. But in the afternoons, he stays at the Oriental Hotel every day. I think he must have a lot of money to go there every day. The staff don’t let me go in and see him there. Fucking bullshit place. We went to his room in Pratunam and only watched TV, he likes to take photographs of me and then he says he wants to go to sleep. In the morning, we go out drinking together. Never saw him again. Funny guy and I think very lonely too. Who knows what men want?”

			“Yes. Who knows. Did he take photographs of you?”

			“Sometimes he liked to do that.” She filled her glass up to the brim and took a long drink. “He liked to be the queen, you know what I mean?”

			“Why did he take the pictures?”

			“He said they were for some book, a strange type of book if you ask me. Who wants to buy something like that?”

			“You’ll be surprised.”

			“He said he could help me.”

			“Yeah?”

			“He said he had a way of making more people love me.”

			“How?”

			“He said it was a secret.”

			“A secret?”

			”Yes,” she said. 

			She stood and noticed an old client, ran down the crowded streets disappearing into a blur of faces.

			That word again.

		

	
		
			THIRTY-THREE

			THE TELEPHONE rang in the room as the walls were closing in. Joe’s mind was doing alcohol time. Every cell in his body craved for it.

			Every cell.

			He picked up the telephone.

			The pathologist. “I think we should talk. There’s been another one,” she said.

			“It’s late.”

			“Come over,” she sounded pretty cool about it. She mentioned a condo. Tong Lor. She said the evening would be better. 

			He made it to the pathologist’s place as the moon slowly died behind the skyscrapers. He rode the elevator up to the twenty-third. Walked along a corridor. 

			Knocked twice. 

			The door opened. 

			She was dressed in a pattern blouse and black leggings. A glass of red in her hand. Joe followed her into a room with a floor to ceiling window looking over the city. The neons and the flicking lights below them, a bookcase with medical editions, and a stuffed teddy bear sat on a black leather couch. Rays of streetlight shone through the window and reflected from the bear’s beaded eyes.

			“It’s a beautiful view,” Joe said.

			“You get used to it. Sit.”

			Joe sat. 

			She sat next to him. “There’s been more than one. Several in fact. I thought about not calling you and then I thought about calling you. I thought about many things. About giving up the profession and writing a book about it. You see, in this city, sometimes the dead speak to us, leave us clues. The city is a bad listener. The city couldn’t care what happens to these girls. It took my whole career to convince the police use DNA testing. The autopsy brought up no missing body parts. But there’s still something missing…”

			“What?”

			“A reason.”

			“Do we need a reason?”

			“I guess we don’t. Would you like a glass. It’s good. Chilean.”

			“No. I gave it up. I have an allergy.”

			“Right…One of those… interesting theory… The allergy theory. If something you ingest causes social problems, then, yes, I suppose that you could call it an allergy. I think alcoholics are simply mislead, compulsive personalities.”

			“How many bodies have there been?”

			“Twenty-six. All across the city. Always a cheap cold-water apartment. Each time made to look like a suicide. All female, aged between nineteen and thirty years of age. In what should have been the prime of their lives. They were all from Isaan. Poor, uneducated, no employment records.”

			“All believed in black magic?”

			“Who knows? They don’t believe in anything anymore,” she put the glass down on the table, “they are dead.”

			“Mr. Mortician not here this evening,” Joe asked.

			“There is no such man. I lied,” she looked directly at him, “I get lonely.”

			“It’s lonely at the top.”

			“Sometimes.”

			It happened suddenly. 

			The pathologist stood. Turned to face him, held out a finger, beckoned. She turned her back to him and moved towards the drinks cabinet. Put her glass on the cabinet. Moved to the window. She faced the glass window; the city was beneath them like an exotic animal. Joe stood and touched her shoulder. Her hand guided his hand lower to her waist. He held her. Looked over her shoulder and drank in the bright lights of the city. Thousands of cars, streetlights, flashes of neon from the night markets, the Zone, and the blinking headlights, streetlights, the city. 

			He felt alive. 

			A king. 

			A king in a castle. 

			He kissed her neck. Her palms rested on the window. It was like heaven. 

			Like cheating death.

		

	
		
			THIRTY-FOUR

			THE HOTEL room was open. Inside, on the floor next to the refrigerator nine black candles burned in a circle. Inside the circle was a dead lizard. The Venus fly-trap was missing. Joe checked the attached bathroom. Empty. The computer was still there. His heart hammered. An email from Francis’ kid. Khao San road. 2pm. He put out the candles with wetted fingers. Threw them in the trash. 

			The phone rang. 

			“Joe, we need to talk,” said the witchdoctor.

			“Woody. I’m in bad shape. A break in.”

			“What did they take?” 

			“It’s what they left that bothers me. You still working in black magic?”

			“Chai.”

			“What does a circle of black candles with a lizard inside mean?” 

			“The end, for the lizard. What does the name Carina mean to you?”

			“Out of my league.”

			“She wrote me a letter. You know the coffee house on Convent road?”

			“Which one?”

			“Opposite the Catholic school.” 

			“11am.”

			“Got it.”

			Joe dressed. Went downstairs. The receptionist spoke.

			“Mr. Dylan. Have package.” She passed him a box. He opened it. Inside was his glock with a card from the Demon Dreams. The card read.

			Be careful.

			He took out the gun.

			Pocketed it.

			Walked to Asoke. Down into the subway. The MRT train shuttled to Silom. Took a slow walk to the coffee joint.

			Joe walked in. Staff outnumbered the patrons. Pretty young women dressed in the usual quasi-American baseball-cap and polo-necks, were hovering around trying to find a reason to justify their employment. 

			Woody was sitting there. 

			The waitress walked over and Woody gave it to her. He rattled off an order in her local Laos tongue. “Impressive,” Joe said.

			“My old man was stationed in Bangkok during the Vietnam conflict.”

			“You’re half American?”

			“Yes.”

			“Like Tiger Woods?”

			“Yeah. Just like Tiger Woods. I never saw a golf course. Look, this woman Carina. She’s missing.”

			“Lucky for her,” Joe said.

			“We got the letter. She got in touch.”

			“I figure that she isn’t part of the big picture. She’ll resurface.”

			“No, you don’t understand.”

			“Tell me about it.”

			“When I was a brat I shined shoes without shining them,” Woody said. “I could take a mark for what he was. I look at you now and I know that you poked a few sisters, but you didn’t abuse them. Shoe shine. I think maybe you loved one. It is not a crime. It’s a neat trick played late at night in the street bars. I take your shoes and run around the corner. I spit on them, rubbed them with a rag and then waited around for forty minutes or maybe a couple of hours. Then I returned with the shoes in hand. You were so relieved to get your spats back that you tipped me generously. The shoes were never shined. That was business. High society gets pissed when you take their shoes away from them. When you offer to give them back their shoes, after, you know, smelling the shit on their sole, they’ll pay whatever you fucking charge. Hookers play the same game. It is all about finding the weak spot.”

			“You’re a genius.”

			“Well, I didn’t get a girl pregnant. I didn’t wreck a motorbike. I didn’t get involved with drugs or alcohol. I beat the odds. I shined shoes. The odds weren’t pretty. Monica used to sell flowers on my patch. She was nine years old.”

			Joe glanced out of the floor to ceiling window on to Silom Road. He knew what the kids selling flowers did on the side.

			She never had a chance.

			School kids rushed along the street buying snatches of breakfast from vendor’s carts parked along the sidewalk. Barbeque pork kebabs, hotdogs, doughnuts, grasshoppers. Woody picked up his large Americano and Joe considered the espresso.

			“She went in there, Joe.”

			“Who?”

			“Carina. She went into the bar.”

			“She come back since?”

			“Not that I know of. She owes me money.”

			“She’s worth a fortune in that place.”

			“What’s the story, Joe?” He sipped his coffee and raised his eyebrows. “Shame what happened to little Monica. Word on the grape is he had something of a problem with hookers and was mixed up in some dark sex type stuff. Couldn’t leave them alone and took it too far. That was his downfall. Her downfall was that she was attached to a noose. If you want my opinion, she tried to take some money from him and he axed her. Now that’s just my opinion, Joe.”

			The waitress walked over and put a plate of pastries on the table. They ate in silence for a few minutes. Joe wasn’t hungry. He asked him, “You think it wasn’t suicide?”

			“She was killed and that English guy killed her and looking at the pictures, he made a mess of it. Now he will kill Carina.”

			“What do you know about the Demon Dreams bar?”

			“I know you should stay away from it.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean that it’s not somewhere I would take my niece for lunch. Come on Joe, you know what I mean. That place is dangerous. Girls go in there and don’t come out, or if they do, not the same person.”

			“And black magic?”

			“Well, if I was you, I’d keep clear of that place. My advice to you is that sometimes things are better left alone. There’s something wrong with that bar. I’ll tell you one thing for nothing, Joe. The closer you get to Francis, the closer you get to finding out what happened to Monica.”

			Joe passed him the piece of A4.

			“What’s this?”

			“Read it,” Joe said.

			We open the box

			We surrender to the Ancient Ones.

			We open the box, 

			ToRavana, the Destroyer,

			To Soma, the drink of pleasure,

			To Sita, Bringer of Beauty, love and hope,

			To Fonkeal, Master and Guardian of the secret

			To the number 10102555’

			He looked at the spell then spoke: 

			“Well, whatever you have to do, you’d better do it fast. That last set of figures is a date. Tomorrow’s date in fact, today is the 9th of October, 2010,” he said lifting his coffee cup to his lips. “Or if you go by the Thai calendar, then it’s two-thousand five hundred and fifty-five. Tomorrow, to be precise. 10102555.”

		

	
		
			THIRTY-FIVE

			IN THE Banglumphu district lays the neo-hippy hangover of On The Road. Kho San Road. 

			An oasis of West in the East. 

			It was a long time since Jack Kerouac hit the American freeway, but the spirit’s still out there and there wasn’t a Chinaman’s chance in hell of it stopping anytime soon. Beautiful Caucasians wore tie-dyed shirts and browsed market stalls, drank bottled water and gulped large bottles of Chang beer on the street. Tall Nordic blondes sauntered past, barefoot in loose fitting tank tops, braless and carefree. Nipples. Legs. Smiles. Shirtless gangs of western males. Toned biceps. Muscles stamped with contemporary tattoos. Complex mazes. Asian scriptures. Sacred texts. They ate fried rice and watched Hollywood movies. Guesthouses lined the road on either side. Pale-skinned novices huddled around tables pouring over maps and guidebooks. Initiated backpackers relaxed and drank beer, and watched the world go by. Flashpackers lounged around drinking mochas, consulting iPhones and planned their routes by GPS. They booked hotels and airplane tickets electronically. Some had left the rat race. Some were never in it. Some were retired and some were gap year students. Some were Buddhists, Christians, Muslims, Hindus. Old, young, rich, poor. All united by their hunger to explore the world. 

			Joe found the coffee shop and saw her sitting in there alone. He was almost thirty minutes late, but time didn’t matter much in the land of the free. She had bleached blonde hair and a synthetic tan. Her nose curved upwards slightly and her eyes were shaded by expensive sunglasses. 

			She wore a pink Gucci tank top and stared at her coffee. Her hand grasped a Styrofoam cup and she wore a silver thumb ring with the image of a butterfly. Several, perhaps too many, junk metal bracelets wrapped around her wrists. A small tasteful tattoo of a salamander painted on her left shoulder blade and another butterfly on her ankle. All recent. 

			“Joe Dylan. You must be, Janey?” Joe offered his hand. She looked at it briefly and then continued to stare at her coffee cup, and then at her watch.

			“Bangkok traffic,” Joe tried to explain. 

			She kept focusing on that coffee cup.

			“I’m sorry,” he said.

			Silence answered him. 

			He told her. “Look, I have travelled from the other side of town. Bangkok is a big city, and Khao San Road is not the epicentre of it, although it once was kind of in the middle. They have some of the best temples here in the old city. The river. It’s a nice place to start.”

			She stared at the coffee cup with increased intensity.

			“You wanted to speak to me. Now you’re not speaking. I don’t have the time to play daddy and try and convince you I’m a good guy, because I’m not. You wanted to hire me, so I am here. And now you are not speaking. This is not the way it works, honey, so now I am leaving.” Joe stood up, turned around, and headed for the door.

			“Wait!”

			He turned back around, walked back to the table, and sat down on the chair. 

			“Nobody, and I mean nobody, is ever late when they meet Janey. Nobody!” She screamed. 

			Joe glanced around the coffee house. The staff was staring. They had a right to stare. It was their place. Was she for real?

			“Are you for real?”

			“What?”

			“Welcome to Bangkok.”

			“Huh?”

			“Do you like the city?”

			“Like it? I can’t stand it here. I know what these girls do and I know what the men do. It’s horrible. Why, oh my God, why did I ever agree to come to this godforsaken country? It smells.” She lifted up her nose and sniffed. “Can you smell it? It’s like the smell of toilets, or drains. God, take me away from this place, Mr. Dylan. It’s like India or somewhere, where they have all those smelly people who wipe their fanny with their hands. It smells!”

			Joe smiled slowly and looked her in the eye. “Okay. Let’s start from the beginning. You have concerns about your father?”

			“The sun makes my skin all itchy. I have, like, an allergy or whatever. There was this time on campus where some guy, his dad owned an oil company, anyway he spiked my drink and…”

			“Okay. I get the picture. You contacted me. I’m listening.”

			“Yeah, sorry, what was it now? I just want to know what’s going on.”

			“With your father?”

			“Yes.”

			“Are you sure you want to know? I mean really want to know? Remember anything that I find out may affect your relationship with your father in a way you are not ready for. All our life we rarely see our parents as real people, we see them as parents. Whether they are good or bad people remains a mystery until we are much older. The psychologists call this learned behaviour. It’s there to protect us. Sometimes, it is better to go on believing what we have always believed. The truth can really mess up a young girl’s head, especially if it’s a truth about her family. Hell, I’ve seen grown men go insane after discovering a family secret. It can disturb and sometimes destroy our mental well-being. Sanity is more fragile than most of us think. Most of us are only one truth or one secret away from the nuthouse.”

			“I know all that already. I just need to know what’s going on, Mr. Dylan. I’m not looking for a therapist. I’m looking for answers.”

			“You ever really liked a boy and then found out he’s not into you?”

			“What’s with the questions? You are a strange man.” She returned to staring at that coffee cup.

			Joe continued, “You know that feeling when you find out he just doesn’t like you? It feels crappy, yeah? Well times that by a thousand and you are getting close to what you might discover by spying on your father.”

			“I need to know the truth, Mr. Dylan.”

			“Okay, fair enough. You’ve been warned. What can you tell me about your father?”

			“Well, he’s always been kind of strict and well, just like such a pompous English person. We’re so different; sometimes I wonder if I am even his daughter.” She smiled. If there was a likeness between her and her father, Joe couldn’t see it.

			“What does he do for enjoyment?”

			“I don’t think that he does enjoyment. He used to go hunting back home and he likes to read books. I don’t know. He’s just Dad. I can’t explain it.”

			“Right. Let’s take a walk.”

			Out of Starbucks and along Kho San road, tourists sat on plastic chairs and had their hair braided in the street. A Thai man had a paper bird on a string that rotated above his head like a helicopter propeller. Rows of CDs, DVDs, Bookshops, clothing stalls, sunglasses, and at the mouth of the road was an American theme pub. They walked inside, sat in a booth, and studied the menu. The pub did an exceptionally good burger. “Would you like to eat?”Joe asked her, she said yes and they ordered two of the house special burgers. She had a beer and Joe ordered a soda water, no ice.

			“Would you say that your father is a secretive man?”

			“Right now, yes. I know him and Mom have had some problems, but prostitutes! Oh my God, I just want to die. What would Mom think?”

			Mommy’s probably into the gardener, Joe thought, but he didn’t say it. “Look, I’ve checked into the address and there doesn’t seem to be anything going on there out of the ordinary for a single man in Bangkok. If you want me to continue the investigation, I’ll need a retainer. The work I’ve done so far is free.”

			Her eyes turned into those of a hurt child. She sat there smiling. “About the retainer? I thought that perhaps we could come to some kind of arrangement?” She smiled. 

			Joe looked her in the eye. “Bangkok is a tough city. I have to keep swimming. If I don’t keep swimming, I drown, and I need money to keep swimming. I can’t afford to work for free. Sorry.”

			“But I thought...”

			“This is not a holiday for me. Sometimes, I wish it were. Sometimes, I wish I could just jump on a plane back home and get on with a regular life. But I can’t. I don’t have a home anymore. This is it. I’m the guy that made a big mistake and now tries to help others making the same mistakes I made. Maybe your father is one of them. We all make mistakes. Some big. Some small. Some beyond remorse. I deal in mistakes. I do what I know, or at least what I think is best most of the time.”

			“That must feel terrible.”

			“Sometimes. Sometimes not. You mentioned in your message that you’ll be doing some teaching here. I’ll look into your father’s activities for you and you can make a payment once you get paid by the school or the agency. Have you met any of your father’s friends here in the city?”

			“Just one. His name was Palm. He’s half German and half Thai. Gave me the creeps.”

			“Why?”

			“The way he looked at me. Dad says that he got mixed up with the wrong people here, that he’s wanted by one of the gangs or something.”

			“Mafia?”

			“I just know that he is somebody I don’t like. Mom says I have a good instinct about people. Look, here comes the food already.”

			Mom got it right. The burgers arrived and they ate in silence for a few minutes. Joe took out the picture of Monica. Showed it to her. “Have you seen this woman before.”

			“Is that Dad’s girlfriend?”

			“Have you seen her before?”

			Janey stared at the picture pensively. She swallowed some of her food: “I don’t know her. Is she a prostitute?”

			“No. She’s just a ghost from the past, Janey. Nothing to do with your father or anybody else.”

			“She’s cute. Is she your girlfriend?”

			“Used to be.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be.”

			Joe watched two backpackers play a game of pool. He paid the bill, they stood up, and walked back out onto the street. She followed. The sudden sunlight was offensive.

			“Janey, does your father rely on your mother financially?”

			“Nowadays, yes. Dad lost his job in London. Mom’s family has money. It was partly her idea for me to come out here. Now I wished I’d stayed at home.”

			“Why don’t you go back?”

			“I will, soon. When will I see you again?”

			“When I have some answers. You just try and enjoy yourself here. Us expats call it the Zone.”

			“Why’s that?”

			“It’s a secret,” he told her and walked towards a yellow and green, opened the back door, waved goodbye, and headed towards the Oriental.

		

	
		
			THIRTY-SIX

			JOE FOUND Francis at the Oriental Hotel sipping a cocktail on the terrace looking over the river. The afternoon had twisted into a purple smog that teased the oily waters. The sun was visible between two clouds like Turner’s Chichester Canal. Riverboats bobbed up and down along the banks. An aeroplane flew overhead. 

			He was sitting at a table for two. Joe sat down opposite him and asked a nearby waiter for the menu. Joe ordered a soda water and a basket of boiled quails’ eggs, and spoke. “Joseph Conrad used to stay here. Women are the perfect curse, don’t you think?”

			“I think Joe was right. They are the perfect curse. Somerset Maugham also stayed at the hotel. Back then, this was the only hotel that western travellers repeatedly used. Astonishing to imagine that one of greatest writers of English literature was a Pole. Conrad’s third language was English you know? He was often in debt and travelled extensively. A captain of many vessels.” He had a notebook computer in front of him. He looked at the screen, smiled, and looked up. “But enough of literary talk. Onto business. I’ve always been one to hit the cricket ball straight down the wicket. I was educated at Eton, Oxford, and then in the army. This is where I learned the art of honour and integrity. I have always handled personal relationships the same way I have handled business relationships. Honest, up front, and dignified, as is the British way. As for the Thai way? There’s this curious culture based around deceit. It is perfectly normal for two Thais to lie to each other, both knowing that the other is lying. It is expected. Now, this is cultural. To avoid an unpleasant situation, the average Thai would rather lie to the effect of telling someone that they enjoy the situation, rather than tell the truth that the situation is unpleasant. Rather than deal with criticism on a case-by-case basis, they rather ignore criticism and let it build up until there is a bank of negativity from which there is only one way to withdraw – through violence or immediate withdrawal. It is very unhealthy. The Thais are perhaps the most well-mannered people in the world, and by paradox, one of the most vicious.”

			“Is this what happened with you and Monica? Did she get vicious, angry, or violent? You had to defend yourself as best you could. It got out of hand. The perfect curse? A brief moment of madness turned into a disaster?”

			“No. These are just observations from having lived in the kingdom for a little time. That whore took the money. She stole from me as I slept. She was a brazen opportunist. A simple whore. Joe, I need that money back. It is in a briefcase. Do you think if I killed her, I would be hiring you to find the briefcase? It doesn’t make sense for me to do that. It’s irrational...Idiotic.”

			“We live in an irrational and idiotic city. Were you alone with her that night?”

			Francis avoided the question and lit a cigarette. “She was a prostitute, I know, but I travel a lot and I have been researching sexual behaviours around the world. I am writing the book as you may know with the aforementioned title: Sexual behaviour around the world. Has a nice ring to it, don’t you think? Now, this is how I see it, Joe, try to keep up with me here. It may bore you but I need some feedback from a man with a mind - lord knows such men are in short supply here. I need a man with a mind that understands literature to listen to me.” Francis took a good drink and launched into it:

			“Attitudes towards sexual behaviour tend to move in circles in most countries. One generation finds sexual freedom a good thing; the next generation condemns it. Look at the English example. The Victorians were embarrassed by the Georgians’ pursuit of pleasure and brought about a strict moral code, which wasn’t reasonably challenged until the 1960s’ cultural and sexual revolution. If you go back to the Roman libertines, then you will see that the Dark Ages was a reaction against their excesses. To put it simply, it’s the younger generation being embarrassed by their parents’ sexual freedom, for a generation, and promoting proper behaviour. Then the next generation rebels against their parents, and demands more sexual freedom. You see, if little Johnny knows that his mum and dad are at it hammer and tongs every night and he can hear them pounding away, then that is going to have a deep psychological effect on the little chap. He will endeavour to keep his own sexual endeavours secret or at least not audible to his children, should he have children. So, Johnny’s kids grow up wondering why their parents never touch each other and why they seem so cold towards each other. Of course, Johnny junior knows nothing about his father’s exposure to his grandparent’s libertarian behaviour. So little Johnny decides to experiment and let his family see the extent of his sexual freedom. He grows up. He does not marry, but he has a child out of wedlock. He has a succession of girlfriends that walk around the house naked. His son is shocked and grows up intent on keeping all of his carnal activity behind closed doors.” Francis sipped his drink. “Do you see the trend? Am I boring you?”

			“So your daughter gets to grow up with a neurotic fear of sex and you get to play in the Red Zone to your heart’s desire. Sounds like you got this all worked out.” Joe’s drink arrived. “It’s possible to justify any behaviour, right? We are after all, just animals here to reproduce?”

			“I never told you I had a daughter.”

			“You didn’t need to.”

			“Janey, poor girl. I blame her mother and the move to the States. An American school is not the place to bring up a child. We should have stayed in the UK, but the money was too good to turn down.”

			“What would happen if you wife and daughter knew what was going on here?”

			“I won’t tell them and neither will you.”

			Silence for a few beats and Francis continued.

			“As an aside, it seems interesting that the most historically important works of art, both European and Asian, were created during times of sexual freedom. Take a walk around Angkor Wat,” Francis looked out towards the boats on the river, massaging his moustache. “My wife and I have an agreement when it comes to our sexual relations. We are from the sixties generation. Before your time, Joe.”

			Joe watched the grey cone on Francs’ cigar increase in size. He flicked the ash on the decking and continued. “According to Freud’s thinking, art is built on the repression or sublimation of sexual impulses; the sexual energy is focused in another direction, towards creativity. I don’t agree with this. I doubt there is any relation between sexual freedom and art. And besides, what constitutes art is also a debatable question.”

			“It’s a three letter word.”

			“Indeed. But there is a reasonable sexual freedom in Thailand, more than in most Western countries. Especially among people in the villages who don’t have much property. High society people have more to lose, so there are stricter rules. Well, there may be a tendency for hi-so people to impose their values and norms downwards. You know, Jack the Ripper was a high society man who went east to get what he couldn’t get west.”

			The eggs arrived de-shelled. Joe dipped one in soy sauce. “Does this agreement between your wife and yourself include in its terms that you can sleep with transsexuals?”

			Francis looked at Joe across the table. His hands began to shake. 

			“I take that as a no.”

			He snapped down the screen on his notebook computer. “Now, look here. I have paid you in good faith to investigate a robbery, not my bloody private life.”

			“Well, it came up during the investigation. I must follow all leads to try and trace this briefcase. Maybe Lady Luck and Monica were working together. There were twenty-six women found dead across the city. Did they all have a briefcase?”

			“Just what are you getting at?” He raised his screen back upwards. His eyes narrowed. 

			“Lies are like cockroaches. When you find one there is always seventeen more lurking around. Your first lie was to tell me you hadn’t gone to the police. That you didn’t know that she was dead. I’m figuring you are in this thing so deep you haven’t touched the bottom.”

			“I panicked. What else do you know?”

			“About Monica? Well, she has bar pedigree. Left home at the age of fourteen and worked the bars. No children. No parents. Age twenty four. Casual drug use. Smoke and drank. But of course, you knew all that. She dabbled with black magic, just as Jack the Ripper did. What do you know about the Demon Dreams?”

			“Nothing.”

			“Okay, play it your way. I visited the morgue. Seems like the authorities are happy with suicide. The experts aren’t. It wasn’t a suicide. She was murdered. Strangulation and S&M is bad for the tourist industry. But I’m not telling you anything you don’t know. Who killed her, Francis?”

			“This is preposterous. I paid you in good faith, young man.”

			“Sure, and I’m doing the job you paid me to do. To get that case, I need to know a little of its history. Well, I’ve spoken to the proprietors of the Demon Dreams. Interesting couple. They simply adore you. They have the case and are prepared to do a deal. Will you play ball?”

			“What kind of deal?”

			“You give me the codes. I go into the bar and open the case. I give the Adams family their magic potion and they give me the cash, which I return to you.”

			“No. This is absurd. Just take the suitcase. Go in there and get the bloody thing. And why you are at it, find out what happened to that poor girl.”

			“We know about the girl. The briefcase code?”

			“No. I had committed them to memory, but after the other night, you see… What I mean to say is that, I seem to have…”

			“Forgotten them?”

			“Precisely.”

			“Well can you tell me how many digits there are in the codes?”

			“Yes, that I can do. There are eight.”

			“And, Sir, can you tell me if the first three digits are 101?”

			Francis looked at Joe quizzically for a moment and then frowned. “But, how could you…”

			“Enjoy the sunset.” Joe stood up.

			Francis sighed and turned his attention to the notebook computer. Pretended to start typing. Joe took two steps away from the table. He thought of one more question. He turned around and walked back up to him.

			“Just one question, Francis, how much money was in that case?”

			Francis looked down and massaged his temples. “My life is in that case.”

			“And is there anything else, any secrets that you aren’t telling me about?”

			“I don’t have secrets. If there is some kind of mumbo jumbo nonsense in that case, it’s because that tart put it in there, not because of any of my doing. Just give them what they want and get my bloody money.”

			Joe swung himself around and let his feet carry him to the pier.

		

	
		
			THIRTY-SEVEN

			THE GHOST eye pans across the city rests on a hotel window, zooms in through glass stained pigeon-shit yellow.

			Lek lays on the bed, her make-up has run down her face. Black mascara smears across messed-up blusher. Her wrists and ankles are tied to the bed posts. Her mouth open, green tongue stud, her body quivers as the thin man advances.

			He straps on an old wooden phallus, ancient Khmer script along the shaft.

			“You freak! My father will have you hunted down. He will destroy you.”

			“A bit dramatic… I know of your father, he’s on the pay roll. Cut you off long ago. No one wants a whore shaming the family name. But I digress. Say hello to my little friend,” the thin man says while lubricating the shaft. “My own is, shall we say, out of action. I still have the urge now and again just like any other man.”

			“You freak,” she screams again.

			He enters her with one powerful dry thrust. He gags her with a pillow case, finds a rhythm and continues.

			She loses consciousness. Her peroxide blonde hair fans across the pillow.

			The thin man takes off the strap-on and dresses into a suit. He takes out a syringe from a medicine kit. Shoots the morphine straight into her main line. 

			The bitch can wait.

			He decides. 

		

	
		
			THIRTY-EIGHT

			HOTEL LOBBY.

			The thin man sat on a wicker chair. He stood up suddenly like a boy who’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He approached Joe with the charisma of a body organ salesman. Smiled like a lizard. 

			Smelled like an ashtray. 

			“Mr. Dylan. We must talk. My name is Khun Palm,” Palm was somewhere between thirty and forty with a low hairline. A cheap tailor-made suit with red-striped shirt and black spats. He was luk-krung – half Thai half Caucasian. His accent had a vague Germanic ring to it. He was clean-shaven and had the mannerism of a commodity broker on the skids. He offered Joe his hand. Joe looked at it for a moment, thought about it, and decided it wasn’t worth shaking.

			The man smiled. There was something familiar about the smile as if they were old friends and the smile referred back to those good old days. 

			“You’re Francis’ man, right?” Joe asked him. “You’re the guy that took a swing at me from a moving motorcycle. This better be good. I’ve had a bad week.”

			“He calls me his assistant, but I’m not sure about it. Maybe it is he that assists me. I hope so. If you have a moment then we must talk. I’m sorry about the case. I couldn’t let you have it. Turns out, I’ve now lost it. I know a place not far from here. Please follow me.” Palm turned around without waiting for an answer walked briskly through the doors of the hotel and back in the direction that Joe had just travelled. Joe followed him for two blocks into what looked like a Pizza restaurant. They walked upstairs and took a table with a red and white checkered tablecloth and a view across the road. Joe took his jacket off and put it over the back of the chair. His piece was in the jacket pocket. He thought about putting it back on. There were no other customers in the dive. 

			The thin man ordered himself a coffee. Soda water for Joe. The waiter was a middle-aged Chinese Thai who looked like he’d been defrosted from the Ming dynasty. Palm waited for the drinks to arrive before giving it to Joe. “The contents of that case are important, Dylan. I had it in my hand and then I lost it, just like that.” He took a toothpick from the table and weaved it around his fingers. He closed his hand into a fist. He then stretched out his fingers like a magician performing a slight-of-hand trick. The toothpick had disappeared.

			“That much I figured out. I saw you with that case in your hands. You may recall you took a swing at me with it. How much scratch was in the case?”

			“There’s something more valuable than cash in the case, J.D. Something that money can’t buy. The fact is, I lost it. There are some things that money can’t buy, JD.”

			“Love?” Joe said. 

			“Yes, if you want to call it that. I would describe it more as desire. The contents are powerful, but also dangerous,” Palm took a tiny sip of his coffee and then stared at the cup thoughtfully as if assessing it for value.

			“And the Demon Dreams?”

			“A monstrous place where sick things happen. I am not here to clean or tidy it up. My interest is the briefcase. And more importantly, what’s inside that briefcase.”

			“I’m still not sure I understand what’s in there, mister.”

			“A snake venom is needed to create anti-venom. In a similar way, the spell can be used to cure demons or it can be used to unleash new monsters. Or it can be used to make the world a safer place. The potential uses for that spell are astonishing, Joe. Beyond belief. The important thing is that it is used wisely. You want to know what is in there? I will tell you, Dylan. Magic is in there,” his eyes twinkled.

			“Right. I heard a story about some kid cooked up a spell like the one you are so keen to get your hands on. Things didn’t turn out to dandy for her. It’s my belief that a dancer called Monica also used the spell. She also ended up doing the big dance. It was a dance of two halves. I used to like her.”

			“Yes, but in the right hands, just think what we could do with it?”

			“Okay, I’m not in the magic circle, explain it to me. In layman’s terms. I’m no magician.”

			“This potion is the potion of love and desire. With it, we can make world shakers and movers fall in with each other. Why waste such a powerful secret on hookers and dancers whose desires are so shallow, so obvious and so unimaginative. In the right intelligent hands, this spell could cause governments to be seduced into peace. World Leaders manipulated into calling truces with each other. Religious schools mesmerized into seeing things more objectively, tolerating one another. Riches beyond our wildest dreams could be accumulated, spent, and then accumulated again. If money is something that interests you. Or maybe you’re happy living in a ten-dollar hotel room and chasing around hookers for the rest of your life.” Palm smiled and then laughed nervously, “In the right hands, that little spell could be the ultimate asset. A tool to make a better world for everybody.”

			“Or the ultimate weapon.”

			“Come now, Joe, the female of the species has been using love as a weapon since time began. Read all your western literature, watch a few Hollywood films and you get the idea. In your line of business, you should know this more than anyone should. Great men have fallen because of that heady feeling, that belief that one person has the answer to all life’s tribulations. That walking on water we call love.”

			“You ever heard the term, Pandora’s box?” Joe asked.

			“Who hasn’t. You see we stumble through life fully aware that love is just an illusion. We know it’s simply the morning mist that burns away with the first daylight of reality. We see lovers walking hand in hand and pity them for their stupidity. But then it happens: We meet someone and we lose all rhyme and reason. Everything we have learned during those formative love disasters becomes obsolete. People say we fall in love, but I have come to understand the opposite is true. We rise up into love like a phoenix from the ashes, with new hope and with all our past doubts abandoned. Love, brings with it new life, creativity. It’s during this flight of fantasy that men truly enjoy life. The trouble with, or perhaps the beauty of this feeling is that it makes us feel invincible. We drop our guard. Sign away our life with the knowledge that money matters little compared to love. Risky decisions are a symptom of pleasure. Rich men in love have caused empires to fall whilst poor unloved men have produced works of great art. People generally make the worse decisions while intoxicated with love or anything else for that matter. Decisions that can be stacked against our favor with the help of this potion. Our children may perish under the spell of a new lover’s whim. Or our children may grow strong enough to defeat us. It’s a fascinating concept, don’t you think?”

			“It’s a nice pitch. I’ll give you that. What is it you do for Francis?”

			“We have business interests together,” Palm removed an invisible speck of dust from his lapel and flicked it away from himself with a gesture of distaste. “Look up at the lights,” Palm said indicating to a tacky chandelier on the ceiling. Joe looked up. The lights glowed a dull yellow and then suddenly went out. Joe looked across the table. Palm wasn’t sitting there. He looked around the restaurant. He was standing by the door next to the light switch with a smile on his mug.

			“Neat trick.”

			“My father was a magician,” he walked back over and sat down. “He taught me all I know.”

			“The deal I have with your business partner is to open the case and receive the money.”

			“There is no money of any real importance. It’s a metaphor. Of course, they wish to have access to the contents. But I am prepared to offer you another deal. The spell in the hands of those two would be an utter disaster. You must retrieve the briefcase with its contents intact,” Palm said, “and give it to me.”

			“And in your hands it would be safe?”

			“It would be safer. And less of a waste.”

			“A waste?”

			“The spell can only be used as a cure once, Mr. Dylan. What would you rather have, world peace or a speaking ex-boxer?”

			“I’ll take the boxer. Seems like he’s got talent.”

			“You would be making a big mistake. Of course, you will be rewarded financially. We don’t have to look too far to see the opportunities. Burma is sitting on oceans of oil that they have not the technology to appreciate. Who knows what a little offshore exploration will find? The Americans have been trying to get at it for years. It’s no secret why their NGO applications are continually turned down. It’s a transparent trick the Burmese see through. Go in as a charity organization and make some contacts. People think the CIA is smart, but their operations in South East Asia tell a different story. Imagine if we had somebody, female, go in as a broker. Danish, perhaps? Negotiate with the Burmese government on behalf of American oil operators. Start with the odd concession here and there. Everybody wins. Most of all, us. And that us includes you, Mr. Dylan.”

			“In my experience that kind of money brings with it a truckload of misery. I’m sure the woman you are talking about wouldn’t be interested. I’d rather take my fee and do my job if it’s all the same to you.” Joe finished the water and placedthe glass down on the table. “What can you tell me about Monica? The girl who died because of this potion.”

			“So money is no use to you, but the girl is of use, even dead? Your foresight is blind. Let’s make a deal, Mr. Dylan. You get me that case and I’ll tell you the whole story about the girl. I’ll let out the secret if you let me have that case. This is a fair deal?”

			“Maybe. Maybe not. Let me go and chew it over. If you try and follow me, the deals off. If I so much as smell your cologne, I’m sticking with the job in hand. Understood?”

			“Perfectly.”

			“Just one thing. How does Francis fit into all of this?”

			Palm lit a cigarette and blew out a cloud of bitter smoke. “Financial markets. Francis used to be a city broker. He has most of the markets sewn up in London. When it comes to oil, it doesn’t just stop at drilling, transporting and selling. Not by a long way. We will broker everything from equipment contracts to financial products. Insurance contracts. Stocks. Futures. Currency deals. We can predict which companies will receive tenders and then buy up their stocks before selling at a massive profit. We can even set up companies where they are needed. When you have an understanding with the head of a new order, the world is your oyster, Mr. Dylan. But why stop there? We will move on to bigger fish. China, Russia, the USA. All one big happy family.”

			“Indeed and what happens when this big happy family starts killing each other. That’s what’s been proven to happen with every person who has used that spell. It doesn’t take Einstein to work out the logistics.”

			“Omelets and eggs, Mr. Dylan. Omelets and eggs.”

			“Well, I prefer my eggs easy over. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

			“Without love there is no conflict.”

			“There is no conflict without love, I grant you. But you wish to exploit that naked hope that dwells within all of us.” Joe stood up from the table. He stopped, “You wish to use what is the most pure, hopeful emotion and turn it into pain. Pain for financial reward.” Joe turned around and nodded at the half-caste who sat there smiling like a Tomcat toying with a dead sparrow. “I’ll be seeing you around, mister, maybe.”

			“Oh, you will be seeing me. You can be sure of that.”

			Joe got up and left him and the bill to become acquainted with each other. Joe picked up his jacket and put it on. He was back out on the street before he realized that the bastard had swiped his gun.

			Fucking magician.

			The answer came to him as he headed back past the win of motorcycle taxis and stepped onto a bus heading east. He knew who had killed Monica. He knew who had the most to lose that night. He knew it didn’t make sense, but nothing did in The Red Night Zone. He headed toward the Demon Dreams. Outside the bus window, the city flashed past in waves of sounds and color. It was obvious. The answer lay in the epic story. The answer was in the Ramayana.

		

	
		
			THIRTY-NINE

			JOE MADE it to the Demon Dreams with the code and a bad feeling. No iron. The magician had it.

			Through the lobby he took a seat on the couch opposite the bar. 

			Ben stood behind the bar wearing a simple grey suit of Asian cut. 

			Thin lapels. 

			Waves of hostility radiated from his body and filled every nook and cranny of the lounge. Carmen wore a tight black leotard and a pair of large leather riding boots that rode all the way up to her thighs. Her silicon breasts jutted out at impossible angles.

			“Today’s the day. The codes, please, Mr. Dylan.”

			“I have decided to not reveal the codes. Not yet.”

			“But the time is today, the prophecy, the epic; do you not understand what I have taught you?”

			“Some of it, yes. I understand that you had a little role-play going on. My guess is that Monica was Sita, the heroine that dies at the end of the epic. Pops over there was Ravana the destroyer. And that would make you Keikeyi, the wicked witch who deceives the masses. You would dress up and fool vulnerable bargirls into thinking you were making them irresistible by using some bullshit spell. Hell, you even got some half German Thai with aspirations to take over the world. You and he are the same person. You scrub up well.”

			“Mr. Dylan. If you are going to black be black. If you are going to be white be white. It’s the shades of grey that I can’t stand. You know much of our culture. I’ve a good mind to let Ben tear you limb from limb after this is over. But the clock is ticking. It is almost time for the exchange. But before, if you will join me for a drink,” Carmen sat next to Joe on the couch, her hand rested on his knee. “A little tipple?”

			“Soda water, no ice.”

			“Now come, Mr. Dylan, isn’t it about time you had a real drink? It would be rude to refuse. This is a bar after all. It pains us to serve water.” Her hand began to stroke Joes crotch as her brother smiled. Joe saw the Thin Man beneath the make-up. 

			Those cold calculating eyes.

			“I don’t drink anymore. Like Ben here, I was seeing demons. When I stopped drinking and I took the vow, the Demons stopped. If I start again, well, you work it out.”

			“All I understand, Mr. Dylan, is that in order for this exchange to work, you will be joining us for a drink. The prophecy! Ben!” She snapped her fingers and Ben fussed behind the bar. Her hand continued to toy with Joe’s equipment. “Now, Mr. Dylan, Vodka, I believe was your poison of choice. If you do not believe in the power of Soma, then you have nothing to fear. Like you say, our beliefs are bullshit.”

			“Lady, I didn’t say that. I don’t drink anymore.”

			“But I think you do,” Carmen reached inside her riding boot and pulled out a small .22 automatic. She pointed it at his temple, the middle one. The other hand tightened its grip. Ben walked over with the Vodka. He had mixed it with tonic and some ice and there was even a slice of green lime. It looked good. A lot of things looked good when you had a gun pointed at your head. Joe picked up the glass and Carmen’s grip on Joe loosened, while the other hand kept the piece pointed at him. The safety clicked off. Joe moved the glass towards his lips and then put the glass back on the table. 

			“You had to be a big shot! Come on, Joe! Drink it. What’s the worst that can happen? It’s only a shot.” She smiled looking at the gun, then the glass, and then back at him.

			“Nice to see you’re well heeled,” Joe said looking at the shooter, “I made a promise.”

			“And I’m telling you to break that promise, Mr. Dylan. Break it. Promises are to be broken. Secrets are to be told. Let us see the truth.”

			“What about the demons?”

			“When I pull this trigger, I very much doubt you’ll be seeing angels, Mr. Dylan. You’ve been here in Bangkok too long. You know what will happen. I know what will happen. Let’s make it happen. Drink it!”

			Joe looked at it. Cool transparent liquid in a glass. 

			Harmless.

			“Well, it sure looks like you got me behind the eight-ball lady, but let me tell you. If I tip the head off this eel juice, you and me can relax with the heat. I can’t think straight with the smell of fog in the room. Tell me one thing. Where’s Carina?”

			“Drink it and we shall see.”

		

	
		
			FORTY

			THE FIRST sip was cool and refreshing like a chance meeting with an old friend. 

			Then Joe’s eyes opened and the heat was still there.

			Carmen jerked the barrel up ever so slightly to indicate that he drink the rest of the glass. It was a cinch. Joe tipped back the tumbler, drank the entire contents in one, and placed the empty glass on the table. Ben walked over, picked the glass up, and took it back to the bar to be refilled.

			“There, that wasn’t so bad was it? Now, one more for luck, just to make sure the medicine does its job, yes? You see I have tried to be nice. I have tried to explain the importance of all this, but the only way is for you to see for yourself. For you to do that, you must drink the poison drink, the Soma. Drink that which you vowed not to drink and see the world as Ben sees it. Perhaps see it as it really is. A battle ground between demons: drink!”

			Ben handed Joe the next one and he knocked it back like it was water. The alcohol was beginning to work like a switch, like somebody somewhere turned the lights on in that god-awful asylum. 

			“Now, Joe, the codes.”

			“The briefcase.”

			“No, the codes first, and then we open the briefcase and we both get what we need.”

			Joe finished the glass and this time, Joe waved his glass at Ben for a refill. He went about it quickly and handed Joe the next glass. Every object, every piece of furniture in the room seemed to shake with its own energy. It had been a long time. Ben left the bottle on the table next to him. Joe glanced across at the old green skeleton inside the cabinet and smiled. The skull seemed to grin back at him with a demonic deathly grin. At that moment, Joe realized who the skeleton used to belong to. He hit the drink. 

			“Here’s to Pops.”

			“Is the poison working, Mister Dylan?” She managed to put contempt in the word Mister and looked at him with mock anxiety. 

			“Like you’ll never know, bitch.”

			Joe poured more vodka into the glass and waited for the world to swing sideways. “You know what we do to people in the city? When they have been misbehaving?”

			“You feed them vodka?”

			“Something else. Have you ever been to Lumpini Park? It is full of the most disgusting creatures. Big green lizards. They bring bad luck. Ben likes to throw them onto the back of his pick-up and we let them loose in gardens. Can you imagine how much face you would lose to find one on your property?”

			Joe didn’t have time to answer. 

			It came out of nowhere. 

			A black shape hurtling towards his face. Ben’s booted foot smashed his jaw. Then a sudden sense of violation followed. 

			Darkness.

		

	
		
			FORTY-ONE

			THE DUNGEON. There were no windows and the walls were made of thick stone painted black with a red band around the perimeter. 

			A dungeon. 

			His arms and legs were strapped to a rack. Ben stood beside him with a rubber tube in his hand. One end of the rubber tube was fixed inside a five-litre Russian vodka bottle, and the other fixed inside Joes right nostril. He held the tube in place with the powerful fingers of one hand pinching his nose and the other hand pinching the tube to create a suction. The bottle stood on the floor in front of them. Carmen beside him. “Mr. Dylan, you were interested in the downstairs facilities, we felt it only polite to show you what we have down here for our special clients. Besides, after all, that vodka we thought you might like a top up.”

			“Forget it.”

			“Mr. Dylan, the code please.”

			“Suck it.”

			“Ben!” Joe felt the shot burn through his nose like a hot iron poker. And then another. And another. The alcohol burned as it absorbed through the eyes and passed through the pharynx and then dripped slowly down his oesophagus towards the liver to join the war that was started earlier in the bar. 

			Yom Pai.

			“How does it feel to be stuck in a man’s body?” Joe said. Carmen looked directly at Joe for the time it takes to kill a mosquito. She smiled slowly and purposefully and she clicked her fingers. “You tell me,” she said. “Ben!” Another shot burned through his system. Joe focussed on the room.

			Another wave of heat. 

			The vodka burned through his body.

			There was a large box in the dungeon. The type of box used to imprison submissive masochists.

			The secret box. 

			Pop’s box. 

			Joe imagined himself inside that box. He imagined being inside that box for a long time and then he imagined Joe Dylan, P.I., being found inside that box by aqua-archaeologists after the flood came that would drown that wretched city. He would be one of the many curiosities found in this strange city. He’d have a foot note in history. Historians would discuss his remains during their coffee break. They’d disagree on the turn of events that put Joe in that box in that dungeon at that time in history. 

			But history could wait.

			“Okay, I’ll tell you.”

			“Good. Ben untie him.”

			They untied him, brought him down from the rack, and strapped him into an electric chair. It had thick leather straps, undone on the arms and legs. It was wired up to the electrics. There was a large metal pull lever on the wall.

			“The codes,” Carmen’s gun looked him in the eye. He tried to figure a way out of giving it to her, but there wasn’t one. Not one that he could see. Joe had to get out of the dungeon. Ben stood five paces away from where Joe sat in the chair. To his left was the door. The briefcase was on top of the box about ten paces in front of Joe. Carmen was squatting in front of him with the gun trained on his mug. 

			“6.7.4.8.1.0,” he told her.

			Ben walked over to the case, picked it up, and began to tap in the numbers like a Neanderthal trying to figure out a cigarette lighter. The moment Joe needed was the moment the ape realized that the code was incorrect. That split second when Carmen and Ben were focussed on the case and the contents inside it. 

			It happened.

			Carmen turned her head to look closer at the briefcase. Joe stood and pushed the shooter to one side. He sprung upwards and made for the door. It was unlocked. He opened it. Carmen let off a round that sounded like a bomb explosion inside the dungeon. Joe made it to the other side. He hazily ascertained his bearings. The alcohol washing through his system. It wasn’t a dungeon. Not below ground level. It was on a higher floor. Stairs. He jumped down four steps as another blast of powder exploded behind him. The stairs led down. It was an old shop-house. He reached the next floor as another blast fired. The stairs dog-legged around a corner and Carmen fired another shot. It missed, ricochets off the wall in front of him. Ben’s footsteps were heavy behind her as they chased Joe down the next flight of steps. Joe jumped three at a time and found himself on the ground floor. A door. The bookcase. He found himself in the bar. 

			Past Pops.

			The skeleton. 

			Through the hallway and back onto the street. 

			A passing Tuk-tuk caught the wave of his hand, “Hey you!” Joe jumped into the back seat and told the bucket to drive. No time to negotiate. No price. No destination. Drive. The two-stroke screamed. The front wheel came off the ground. 

			“Drive, drive…”

			The bucket revved. The driver turned to face Joe in the back seat. “Hey, where you go?” He spoke in broken English, “My name Tip. I give good price,” he turned back to face the road. Oncoming traffic swerved to avoid his path. “Where you go?”

			“Drive,” Joe told him in Thai, “drive wherever you want as fast as you can go.”

			“Okay, boss,” the bucket shot though the traffic. Joe looked behind them. Ben. He had commandeered another tuk-tuk giving chase the length of five cars behind. His driver was revving with the same ferocity as Tip. 

			“Turn left here,” Joe told the driver. Tip jammed the handlebars to the left. He revved the bucket and they burst out of the mouth of soi thirty three and onto Thanon Sukhumvit heading to the east of the city. Where Monica was found. The temple. Away from the Zone. Ben’s tuk-tuk was gaining distance on them. “Look, my brother, that tuk-tuk behind is trying to kill me, can we drive faster?” Joe shouted at the driver as they hurtled forward. No time to panic. His thoughts were slow and careful. Like an animal’s.

			They weaved in between traffic narrowly avoiding disaster with a pick-up. Construction workers loaded in the bay. The bucket tipped to one side as Tip avoided a breaking number twenty-five. The engine screamed past a stretched limo, a Porsche, a tour bus. 

			Tip waved at the passengers. 

			They swerved around taxis, snaked through tuk-tuks, motorbikes.

			“Him?” Tip said pointing a thumb backward to Ben’s driver. “He my friend. Same same my brother. No problem. We like have fun together.” Tip pulled out a mobile phone, dialed a number while driving with one hand, spoke for a few seconds, and put the phone back in his pocket. 

			Joe looked back and saw the other driver simultaneously put his phone in his pocket.

			“What did you tell him?”

			“I say crazy tourist want race,” Tip smiled and pulled back the accelerator as Thong Lor flashed past them. Restaurants, markets, shop-houses all a blur of color, all history. Joe’s noodle pounded with alcohol but the wind was helping. The streets were a vision, a blur of color and lights.

			Red lights of Ekami ahead. 

			Tip took a short-cut though Watt Tha Thong and waied with both hands at the statue of Buddha. The bucket veered across the road as the drivers hands left the handlebars. 

			Rocketed forward toward a row of stalls. Tip looked, screamed, “JepMare,” grabbed hold of the handlebars, and steered the heap through the car park. 

			Pedestrians leaped clear of the vehicle. Mothers grabbed their children screaming and running for safety.

			Ben was still following. His hands came up. So did the blowpipe. He fired a shot. It whistled past Joe’s bucket. 

			Pierced the foam seat cushioning.

			“Hia!” Tip shouted. “Fucking lizard.” He thought for a moment, “My friend, you have gun too?”

			“Stolen by a magician,” Joe told him as they mounted the sidewalk.

			Pedestrians diving for safety hurtled along from one block to the next. The tuk-tuk rattled along the uneven sidewalk. Ben bumped up onto the pavement following close behind. He blew another dart. It whistled past and hit an obese American tourist in the buttocks. She collapsed in the road clutching her behind.

			Her face a snarl of surprise.

			“Have idea,” Tip scanned the road before swinging a sharp right across a busy U-turn section. Oncoming traffic headed straight toward them. Horns blaring, they sneaked down a sub soi. Ben still followed. “Esad!” said the driver.

			Ben’s driver swung the tiny vehicle left and followed Tip’s heading toward a klong, a canal, a small bridge separated them from the other side. Tip’s bucket rocketed toward the water and then they were airborne. Joe’s noodle hit the carriage ceiling as Tip launched the bucket over the bridge.

			Landed with a thud. Wheels still rolling on the other side of the canal.

			Looked back to see that Ben’s tuk-tuk hadn’t made it and was stopped the other side of the klong, Ben waved his fist at the driver. He raised his blowpipe and then put it back in his pocket, slowly. Joe got out of the vehicle and dusted himself down. Smiled and got back inside.

			“Hey mister, where you going now?” Tip said.

			“I need a drink,” Joe replied, “take me to a goldfish bowl.”

		

	
		
			FORTY-TWO

			THE GOLDFISH bowl has a green-tinged undersea glow somewhere in the Red Night Zone. 

			A bottle of Vodka in front of him and two glasses. 

			One for Monica’s ghost and one for Joe.

			A large glass screen and behind the screen, sit a number of women. Some are dressed in bikinis and some in sarongs of gold and reds. All are beautiful.

			Some of these temptresses chat into mobile phones and some watch a television screen at the front of the bowl. Some simply stare into space or into the eyes of one of the customers. 

			Upstairs, king sized beds, hot tubs and massage rooms, inflatable mattresses, and soap. Monica’s ghost had disappeared. He finished the glass and stared at the goldfish bowl. His eyes are drawn to a woman behind the glass, she has a beehive hairdo. Thick red lipstick, eyes staring straight at him, through him, examining him. She walks up to the table, she leads him upstairs into a room with a hot tub in the middle and a bed to one side. She sits on the bed, opens her handbag, and takes out a small emerald pillbox. Two tablets, swallows one, and gives the other to Joe. 

			“What is it?”

			“Just something to help you relax.”

			She turns on a tap. The sound of water, hot water, she adds some foam to the bath, and turns the jets on. She takes off her dress, young firm Thai body, a tattoo like Monica’s, the tiger scratch. Her body is hairless’ shaven smooth. Monica’s ghost was somewhere within her. Her ghost was inside every woman in the Red Night Zone.

			He takes off his shirt. She sighs contented. He takes off the rest of his clothes and steps into the water. She soaps his body. Tensions relaxed within her hands. Muscles loosen and tendons retire. She takes the soap, rubs it into lather, and then puts her hands under the water. She picks up a long razor blade that sits on the edge of the bath. This won’t hurt, she tells him as she begins to shave his body hair. She runs the razor blade over every contour. 

			His eyes close.

			He drifts off for a moment and then something wakes him. 

			Splashing water on his centre. 

			She tells him it is time to clean him. She speaks in Thai. The soap she rubs into a lather, up and down on his shame, 

			“And now I shall clean it properly,” she splashes some more water to remove the soap with a slow sensual motion and then she did what nature dictated.

			Joe slips away into what Freud called, 

			The little Death.

		

	
		
			FORTY-THREE

			The thin man returned to the room. 

			Lek was still out. 

			He takes out a syringe. 

			Burns a methamphetamine tablet into a solution. 

			Plunges the spike into her and pushes it into her body.

			Her eyes opened.

			She wishes they hadn’t.

			She takes in the room, the transsexual Thin man. He or she is stripped to the waist. Her wig sits on the hotel vanity. She opens a bag. Takes out a butcher’s knife. Says,

			“I didn’t want you to miss this, dear.”

			Advances on her. She watches the blade sink into her chest, and slice along and down towards the pubis. She listens to the sound of her flesh tear, watches Carmen open her abdominal wall and pull out a kidney. 

			Hacks it free. 

			Looks into Lek’s eyes. Says,

			“Sorry to be such a pain, honey.”

			Blackness. 

		

	
		
			FORTY-FOUR

			YOU ARE sitting in a bar on Sukhumvit soi Seven. Wicker chairs and a table in front of you. The Sunday newspapers. 

			Soccer scores. 

			The heat is obscene, 

			but the beer cools you down.

			“Did you win?”You follow the voice to where a middle-aged man in his mid-forties sits. It’s Pops. He has short-cropped hair and wears a lightweight business suit. You recognize the voice and the face from the dreams.

			“No. My team never wins,” You tell him. “How about you? Are you winning?”

			“The demons never win.”

			“Tell me, what’s the secret?”

			“Things happen. This is Thailand,” he says removing an invisible piece of dust from his jacket lapel and lighting a small brown cigar. He smiles sadly.

			“They do indeed. Tell me what you did?”

			“The dead know what they wish they didn’t know. You are seeing me as a normal person because you are almost dead. You drank the soma. You are seeing me as I used to be. The dead see the dead like the living see the living. Don’t ask me too many details. It is exhausting to explain the answers. All cats are grey in the dark.”

			“How did you die?”

			“So Monica didn’t tell you?” He walked away from the bar and sat at a table. He picked up a menu and glanced at it. He shrugged, “Not much use on an empty stomach.”

			“Tell me about Monica,” you ask again.

			“She was such a lovely girl. A playful child. We used to play games when she was an infant. I would hide pieces of candy around the home and she would search for them. When she found them, she would kiss me. As she grew older, our games would change. Even as a child, she was flirtatious. With the perfect smile the world would be yours, I told her. I taught her many things. She was a romantic child.”

			“Can a child have romance?”

			“Yes, but they can resent it in adulthood. She had her revenge. I searched for her everywhere, but I could not find her and my heart became weakened by loss and whiskey. Then about eight or nine years later, I saw her in the street. Of course, her clothes had changed, her hair was different and she wore much make-up, but I recognized the little girl I had adopted as my daughter all those years ago. The one who pinched my nose, danced, and played my little games. She took me to that horrible place. The place where the demons lived. We drank and she began dancing slowly, seductively in the traditional style. I was stuck between a fatherly need to protect, and an insatiable lust brought on by the beauty of Sita and the soma that had much consumed me by that time.”

			“Sita?”

			“The wife of Rama, the most beautiful of women. I later found out that Monica was indeed special. A reincarnation of Sita. If she had had an education, you understand, she may have been a very powerful woman. But she ran away, onto the streets, into that life.”

			He takes off his jacket, shirt, and turns to show you his back and the violet, blue, and green marks across it. “She whipped me,” he smiles, “I was so drunk by this point that my eyes were beginning to close into a beautiful dream as she danced and toyed with a whip in front of me. I didn’t know if I were in a dream or a nightmare. I did not care. Then I thought there must have been something in that drink, a sleeping tablet. I woke up a long time later. When I awoke, I was locked inside what I thought was a coffin.”

			“The isolation box?”

			“I don’t know what they call it, but I was in there for what seemed like many days. Sometimes I could hear others outside the box. In the room, there were groans of pleasure and pain and sometimes the sounds of metal on human flesh. It sounded as if animals were being slaughtered. I thought for sure that this was hell. That I had sinned and that Ravana had no place for me. That I would stay in this box for eternity, learning about the pain I had caused others. Every sin I had ever committed washed through my body in that box. The full assault of shame and misery.”

			“And then what happened?”

			“She opened the box, and I would rather she had let me die from starvation and suffocation than witness what I saw happening in that room. Will you do one thing for me? Please do not let my wife suffer. Tell her anything but the truth, if you see her, give her this,” he hands you a small object.

			Pops fades away and you are travelling at top speed along a dark tunnel. 

			Suddenly, the scene changes to

			a waterfall on an island. 

			There is a black dog sitting next to you.

			The dog rubs against your inner thigh. 

			Monica suddenly reappears sitting on a wooden chair, its grain worn away by the years. She begins to transform in front of your eyes. And then the middle-aged man in a suit and tie appears next to her. 

			Pops. 

			They both slowly transform into grotesque creatures with long pointed mouths, tiny necks, and swollen stomachs.

			“Do you have the key?” Monica asks you.

			“What key?”

			“The key.”You reach into your pockets and find a key. You pass it too her.“No, not this key. This is the wrong key. Go back and get another key, and while you are there make sure you put everything right.”

			A sudden feeling of movement. Incredible speed, back into the blackness from whence you came.

			The darkness of heaven.

		

	
		
			FORTY-FIVE

			10th October 2010

			JOE WOKE up fully clothed in an empty hot tub. He rode the train of his mind back to the night before. 

			The relapse, the chase, the girl, and the pill. 

			In his hand was a five-baht coin. 

			He turned it between his fingers. 

			Double sided. 

			He got up and pocketed the coin in his jeans. There was a bed in the room. He sat on the end of the bed, got up, walked over to the tub, and turned on the taps. It filled with water. He took off his clothes, got inside, and splashed around. He felt slightly more human. His body shook. His head ached as he stepped out and got dressed. 

			He walked out of the room and down the red-carpeted steps. Inside the goldfish bowl, two bored masseuses sat staring into space. Opposite the bowl, sat a man with a cocktail in his hand. He was wearing a brown uniform. He wore bug like glasses and his free hand rested on his gun holster. He smiled at Joe and patted the chair next to him.

			“How was she?” Rang said.

			“I don’t remember much, Inspector. She could have been wonderful or she could have been a man.”

			“I’ve been thinking about bringing you in, Joe. We have the evidence that you killed Monica.”

			Joe’s drunken mind reeled back to his visit to the police station. The panties that the inspector had passed to him. He handled them. His prints would have been on them. They had him. “Why don’t you?”

			“Because I like the way the case has been resolved. I don’t want to reopen it and I don’t want to take you in. I don’t want you pursuing this case either. You pursue it, I take you in, and when I take you in, you won’t be out for another thirty years. Think about it, Joe. Thirty years without one of them.” The inspector pointed at the two women sitting behind the glass screen. “The only sex you will have will be with the katoeys. Also thirty years without one of these,” the inspector took a long drink from his cocktail. “Then there are the sleeping arrangements. Thirty to a cell. One ceiling fan between them. You want to eat a decent meal, then you’ll have to buy it. There’s protein in cockroaches, but you have to eat a lot to sustain any kind of health. The rice soup gets a bit boring after a few years. Believe me, Joe; you don’t want to go inside. Stay away from the case. The whore killed herself. Let me hear you say it.”

			“Say what?”

			“The whore killed herself.” 

			Joe looked at the inspector, looked at the door, and then turned and walked towards the door.

			“Say it,” Rang repeated.

			Joe turned around. “We both know who did it, Rang. It wasn’t me. It wasn’t Francis.”

			“Then who?”

			“I know who visited the room that night. Found their little Halloween party and saw red. The only one with motive.” 

			“She did it. To herself.”

			“Sure she did,” Joe opened the door. He heard the footsteps behind him. He turned. Rang had a standard police issue in his mitt. Joe smiled and took a step closer to him. “Rang, this case is not your case. You could shoot me, I don’t have much to live for and I don’t have anybody. If you pulled that trigger, hell, you might be doing me a favour. Think about it if you kill a foreigner in Bangkok, things could be tough. That’s why you haven’t locked the killer up. Bad publicity. Twenty-six missing hookers. You will be involved soon. The next target will be a girl with connections. Her name is Lek, worked out of Nana. Now a Danish woman is trapped in the bar. If you go in and rescue her you’re looking at promotion.”

			Joe continued: “I’m going to make you a deal. A fifty-fifty challenge. I have five baht in my pocket and I’m going to flip it. If it lands on the side with Wat Benjam, then you get to take me in to the station. I’ll walk with you now. If it lands on heads, then you let me walk out of here alone. What do you say?” Joe could smell the whiskey on Rang’s breath. “How about a little bit of fun.”

			Rang smiled.

			Joe took the coin out of his pocket and flicked it up into the air. They both watched it spin. Joe put out his hand to catch it. The coin landed on his palm. Joe slapped his other hand over the coin. “Ready?”

			Rang nodded. Joe took his hand away to reveal the coin head side up. Rang grinned. “You report to the station in twenty four hours.”

			“Sure.” Joe walked outside. He saw the black and white motorbike parked outside. The sun hurt his eyes. He spotted a win of motorcycles. He told the rider to take him direct to The Zone. 

		

	
		
			FORTY-SIX

			AFTERNOON HAD turned into early evening. He found Lucky leaning against a lamppost smoking a cigarette and watching the tourists swimming down the road. She reminded Joe of a crocodile on the banks of the Nile. She looked Joe up and down as he approached and slid the tip of her tongue out of the corner of her mouth. She nodded in the direction of the coffee shop. They sat at a table near the window. Tourists walked by. She emptied the contents of her purse and riffled through various pill bottles. 

			Hormone tablets. 

			Whitening creams.

			Uppers.

			Downers. 

			Sedatives. 

			Anti-depressants. 

			Pink. 

			Blue.

			Red.

			Green.

			Purple. 

			Capsules, tablets, and pills. 

			Joe got up and ordered two coffees. 

			“So, you change your mind?”

			“What?”

			“You want to try the goods?” She leaned down low with reptilian grace on the table. Just within earshot. “There’s a pill here for every pleasure, an antidote to every fever.” Her tongue flicked out. “Soma is for kids.”

			“Not right now, Sugar.”

			“You want to take my medicine? Listen, baby. My tablet not good enough for you, huh, huh?”

			“Not now.”

			She picked up a green methamphetamine tablet known on the streets as yaaba. This was the poison of choice for truck drivers, prostitutes, katoeys, and law students. She put it in her mouth and washed it down with the coffee.

			“Where do you want to take me then, Joe?”

			“Luck, I don’t want to take you anywhere, baby. I just want to speak about your boyfriend, Francis.”

			She opened her hand and Joe put a purple five in her palm. She closed her long fingers around the banknote and then it disappeared into her purse.

			“What do you want to know?”

			“You said before that Francis was into some strange things?”

			“Yeah. You too, huh?”

			“What kind of things. Did he go for hurting, or want you to hurt him? Foreigners sometimes like to do some strange stuff.”

			“Not really. It stops hurting after a while. You know. He was shy. Had a camera. Took pictures. Said he was writing some book about sex and wanted to try everything. He liked to dress up and play games. I think he enjoyed it. I treat my men well.”

			“Try what?”

			“He liked it, the thrill, the adventure, plus he didn’t drink. He needed something in this city to keep him alive,” she mimes the action of swallowing a tablet across the table, her green eyes flickered under the streetlights through the window. 

			“Yes, I get the idea. He ever use toys, chains, whips, strangulation?”

			“What is that?”

			“I have a friend, she died. She was found hanging. Her name was Monica. The police think somebody helped her die. I don’t know if Francis could do it, but they were close. That’s why I’m asking you. Did he ever pretend to hold his neck like this?” Joe demonstrated by holding his own neck with both hands. “He ever play with you like this? Did he hurt you?”

			She shook her head slowly and looked Joe in eye, “I was in the room that night,” she said, and then cursed herself beneath her breath for letting the secret out. 

			“What room?”

			“Udom Suk.”

			“What happened?”

			“I shouldn’t say, but I want you to understand that my boyfriend could never kill another person. It’s not his style. He’s serious, yes, but not a killer. Luck understands people. It wasn’t him.”

			“How many people were in that room on that night?”

			“There were six or maybe seven of us in the room. I was a little drunk, you know. It might have been eight.”

			“You were performing a spell?”

			“We just wanted to be successful like the other girls. They told us that we were special. That we had been chosen to learn the secret.”

			“The secret?”

			“The ways to get what all of us deeply want. All of us working girls are destined for a life of dirt and then dust. But with the Secret? Carmen said that she had discovered it whilst trying to find a cure for her brother… She had travelled around the country talking to the jungle people, learning about their spells. It was whilst she was in a small village, Kap Cheong, near the Cambodian border that she found out about the spell.”

			“Did you use the spell?”

			“We were supposed to and then it happened, that poor girl died. That is all I can tell you. I have said enough already.”

			“It’s okay, Lucky. I understand. One question, what were you to pay Carmen for the spell?”

			“We were to give her fifty percent.”

			“Fifty percent of what?”

			“Of whatever we made once the magic worked.”

			“That kind of magic, Lucky, never works. At least not for you.”

		

	
		
			FORTY-SEVEN

			CARINA STRUGGLED.

			She had been inside that room, on that bed, tied, longer than she knew. A thin man and then a woman had abused her in equal measures.

			It was during the last episode that she realized that they were one and the same.

			An evil entity existed as both male and female. Her mind flashed back to tales of shape-shifters and the true face of evil that she once doubted even existed.

			Evil existed. 

			She had seen its face.

			She had been penetrated by it, abused by it, tormented, drugged by it.

			She had spat in its face.

			It was real.

			The door swung open. It stood there in the shadow. “I want you to introduce you to my brother. He doesn’t say much.”

			Carina watched Ben stride into the room. He undid his pants, the belt buckle clinking on the tile floor.

			Ben brushed a hand through her blonde hair and then lower, he held one of her large breasts, smiled. His face lowered to her center. Her legs tied apart, he sniffed, his tongue lapped at her labia. He ate greedily.

			“This is his first farang lady, he will want to make it special,” Carmen said.

			Ben’s face looked around and stared at his sister.

			“Very well, I shall leave you two love birds alone.”

			He took off the gag so that he could hear her screams as he entered her. She closed her eyes, swore to God that she was a fool to have ever believed,

			 in Him. 

		

	
		
			FORTY-EIGHT

			TWO THINGS were certain.

			Joe needed a gun.

			He needed a plan.

			Chow sat on the floor next to the opium pipe. 

			“A man. He die where you sit now,” he said.

			Chow was the Chinese connection for junk and iron in Bangkok. His place of business was behind a simple noodle restaurant in the heart of China town. He paid the heat to stay away.

			Stay away it did.

			“Hale?”

			“Yes, James Hale was here. The police never came looking for him.”

			Joe stared up at the ceiling fan. He gaze fell to a Siamese cat lounged next to the opium pipe that sat in the center of the room.

			“I need a gun.”

			“Yes. This is why people come here. I no have real friend. Only gun friend,” Chow smiled and brushed a hand through his long hair.

			Joe told Chow about it. He told him about Monica. About Carina. About the ancient epic. He told Chow the whole story. It took the length of time it took for the opium pipe to be refilled four times. Joe told Chow about the black magic ritual that was taking place that evening in a fetish bar on the other side of town.

			“These people are dangerous. I know of the brother and the sister. Before we had a good fighter. A warrior. From here. China Town. He die in the ring. In Lumpini. To lose face is bad. To lose friend is too much bad.”

			“Ben?”

			“He is animal. Have heart same animal. Devil take his tongue. Now he kill women. It is revenge.”

			“And her?”

			“She was taken away. She go to Europe and study English. She is like snake. Very dangerous. Dangerous more than him. Dangerous more than snake.” Chow stood up and walked over to a cabinet. He came back with two weapons. A glock 17 and a Tommy. “Which one you like.”

			“I’ll take the glock.”

			“You take the glock. I come with you. Take Tommy.” 

			Chow walked back to the cabinet. Began to fill a bag. Dynamite. Flashlights. Knives.

			“Good to be prepared.”

		

	
		
			FORTY-NINE

			THEY RODE,

			a yellow and green,

			to the street. 

			Got out. 

			Chow positioned the explosives by the door. They both took cover behind the fish pond.

			The explosion shook the palm trees. Chow kicked the door down. Up through the secret doorway. Joe motioned for Chow to remain downstairs and approach when gunfire started. 

			Francis was dressed up. Carmen dressed down. The thin man was inside her. Twelve Thai women sat naked. They were all shapes and sizes. Some beautiful, some grotesque. One, a dwarf, sat wearing a school uniform and sucked a lollipop.

			Carmen turned to Joe, “Quite an entry?”

			“I’ve never been one to use the tradesmen entrance, Carmen. Each to his own.”

			“Now you are here, the ceremony is complete. All the characters from the epic are here.”

			“And all these girls will become beautiful to man. Even short stuff over there?”

			“Why, of course.” 

			The briefcase lay open on the table. 

			Inside?

			Pieces of meat wrapped in cloth.

			“Body parts, one from each of the fallen women. Tarnished meat brings fortune,” Carmen said.

			“I see it. The case was a trick to bring me here. The case means nothing. No money, no fortune. Both the physical case and the assignment were a way to get me here on time to play out your little pantomime. These women will all be found dead in a few months from now. You were having one of these little dress rehearsals the night Monica was killed by mistake. Francis’ kid came over and saw red.”

			“The Zone isn’t for everyone, my dear.”

			“Janey came at her with a knife. The cops want to keep it out of the news.” 

			“How inventive, Ben!”

			The kick-boxer stood… The pipe rose to his lips… He blew… Joe reached inside his belt. Drew out the glock… 

			Fired.

			The slug hit Ben in the bicep.

			Retreated…The women stood up and ran in all directions…

			Ben came at him like an animal.

		

	
		
			FIFTY

			HE WOKE strapped to a chair. Francis stood and began to read in a dialect that Joe could not understand. 

			He knew the words, 

			the translation. 

			We open the box

			We surrender to the Ancient Ones.

			We open the box, 

			ToRavana, the Destroyer,

			To Soma, the drink of pleasure,

			To Sita, Bringer of Beauty, love and hope,

			To Fonkeal, Master and Guardian of the secret

			To the number 10102555’

			Carmen walked to the isolation box. Inside something was moving. The walls of the box shook as she opened the lid. An elongated green snout appeared. A long tongue flicked from the beast’s mouth. It’s eyes were half-closed. Its arms found purchase on the lip of the box and it jumped from the box and approached them.

			The huge water monitor approached Joe. The lizard looked around the room. Carmen said something in Isaan to the women. They spoke softly amongst themselves as the beast took in the room, its surroundings. 

			It took in a Thai Chinese, standing with a Tommy. A Chinese with a long ponytail and the weapon aimed at its flank.

			Chow fired.

			He fired accurately.

			The lizard decorated the ceiling. 

			Carmen fell to the ground. 

			It was a stomach shot. Wouldn’t kill her for another twenty minutes. The stomach acids would poison her eventually. 

			Ben followed. Chow’s spray found his head and decorated the wall with brain matter. 

			The women ran while gathering their street clothes, down the stairs, and out onto the street. The gunshots stopped. Chow pointed the nozzle at Francis but didn’t fire. He waved the nozzle towards the stairs. The Englishman stood, walked toward the door, and then turned around and waved at the Chinese.

			Chow spat on the floor, walked over to Joe, and untied him.

			Another shot hits Chow in the liver, he falls to the floor. 

			Carmen approaches Joe with the .22.

			“Time to check out,” she says.

			“Suck it.”

			She doesn’t.

			A number of men in brown uniforms rush into the room. 

			For the first time Joe was happy to see them. Rang fired a shot into Carmen’s back. She fell to the floor. The hand came up, she caught Rang with a shot to the calf. He strode over, blood dripping from the wound and spent a round into her breast, the sound of silicon popping.

			As she lay, blood pulsing from the shot her face switched from being a woman to a man, back and forth, to and fro. She lost too much rogue and she stopped being anything.

			Rang stepped toward Joe. His face was one of calm. “I might fire one in you.”

			“Too many witnesses?”

			“Yes. Like the python, I must wait.”

			“Like the fox I’ll be ready.”

		

	
		
			FIFTY-ONE

			11th October 2010

			YOU RIDE a taxi to Pra kanong and step out of the yellow and green. You walk across the road and into slums. 

			The place where it began.

			Underneath the bridge.

			Across a dirt track. 

			The canal. You watch the sun rise over the city.

			Bathe in its red light. 

			Shops set up in a small shantytown. Timber and corrugated iron nailed together with pieces of two-by-four. Old men sit in rotten rags underneath the motorway bridge looking at the oily river, drinking rice-whiskey and cooking vile stews on open fires. Canned heat and spiced rum. White whiskey and hopeless dreams. 

			You walk beneath the flyover and across the labyrinth of lean-to shacks. 

			Across to the other side of the bridge where whores lounge in doorways and smoke cigarettes. Money-lenders and betting shops beside heaps of junk, broken televisions, and transistor radios. Law offices run by the type of lawyer that you’d be happy to be cross-examined by, estate agents that sell properties that don’t exist. 

			A monitor lizard slides across the riverbank, splashes into the water, and swims with its hideous head erect above the surface, surveying the area. 

			Its head languidly panning from side to side.

			The city is a reptile swamp.

			You walk in circles under the bridge. Ask an elderly man repairing a bicycle where Monica’s shack was. He responds with a flick of his head, pointing with his wrinkled lips. 

			You find the old wooden shack next to the river. The house where Monica grew up. An old lady squats outside on a raised platform chewing betel nut. She looks out across the river. 

			Beside her is a photograph. It is a picture of Monica as a child. This old woman was the one that taught her how to play the game. The one that had married a monster and brought up an orphan. 

			Both of them dead now.

			There is a man with her. A foreigner. His eyes are weary and his clothes are dirty.

			You stand and listen. 

			“Excuse me, but may I sit for a moment?” The man nods toward the photograph. “I too feel your loss.”

			“Thank you, son. You knew her?” She glances up at the man with sad eyes. 

			Pity?

			Shame?

			Remorse?

			A cocktail of tragedy danced behind those eyes.

			“We were close.”

			“I failed her in every way. I was supposed to take care of my niece. After she left, my husband left. At least I can now say good-bye to her. What have I done to deserve this? Why would she kill herself?”

			“Mother, she was in pain and she was angry. She is no longer in pain. She is no longer angry. She is now at peace.”

			“And what of my husband, he has been gone so long.”

			“Maybe he is at peace too. Maybe they are in peace together.”

			“You mean he is…”

			“I mean he is also gone.”

			“But how do you know, you are a foreigner?”

			“I know. I am a foreigner, but I’ve been a guest in your country some time. My name is Joe Dylan. I have something for you.” Joe handed her the coin. She picked it up and looked at it. She held the coin to her breast. “The coin is magic,” Joe said, “it will bring you luck.”

			The woman’s tears came slowly at first,

			then they broke free...

			He walked away.

			Away from it all.

			Back through the shantytown and toward the Red Night Zone. 

			THE END
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