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The Kissinger Detail

October 1973

Tel Aviv, Israel

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Axel, you’re so sweet. What’s this?”

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

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

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

Josephine Bateman burped.

The garlic odor flooded his senses.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Oh, darn,” Jo’s voice called out.

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

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

“It’ll mend,” Russell said.

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

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

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

The door began to shake again.

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

She was right there, against the door.

“Oh Russell, do you love me?”

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

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

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

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

 


Seven years later in Bangkok…

 


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

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

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

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

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

“Well, Axel?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Just resting my eyes.”

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

“Listen up, you might learn something.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hello, Khun Pramoth,” Jo said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What did you study?”

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

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

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

“Perhaps,” he said.

He wanted to say more, to tell her how
incredibly beautiful she was, but one never spoke to the queen
after she had bequeathed her blessing.
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When lunch ended, Supaporn had affected Axel
like a dessert so utterly sweet it could do harm. Pramoth should
have been a politician. His good-byes were praises and his
agreement to meet Jo tomorrow night for a doubles match despite
their scheduling conflicts was a diplomatic concordat, a treaty.
Supaporn turned heads as she and her father proceeded toward the
lobby. The Thai Minister, Sukit, abruptly ended his conversation
with another politician and trailed after them.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Supaporn ran in the direction of the
intersection.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You’re lucky,” Axel said.

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

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

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

 


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

On the other side of the Chao Phraya River,
Bangkok, the City of Angels, ignored the god Indra, the eventide
and the balmy heat and steered an angel of its own to an unholy
place.
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He stood in the shadows until the DARLING
MASSAGE PARLOR sign lit up at random intervals behind her. Axel
leaned against a jagged alley wall, baffled as to why this beauty
should waste her time on this seedy stretch of New Petchaburi
Road.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Where did you say you’re from?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“You should be more careful.”

“I happen to enjoy taxi driver scams.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He joined the Brit’s visual tribute.

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

“Yes, old chap, I’m afraid so.”

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

Axel chuckled. “Cheers.”

“What do you find so humorous?”

“How Bangkok twists men around her
finger.”

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

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

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

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

“Really.”

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

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

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

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

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

What in the hell was she doing here?

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

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

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

“Until what?”

“Nothing.”

“What island did you choose?”

“I’m afraid I’m still looking.”

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

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

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

But then there was Supaporn.

“What is it?” the writer asked.

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

A sobering look overcame the Brit.
“What?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Again, the three men cackled among
themselves.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Axel swallowed hard and rearranged his
crotch.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He sank back into the water, gasping for
air.

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

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

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

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

“Tell me the American DEA agent’s name.”

“I don’t know his name. They never told me.”
The old guy pointed. “Please! My medicine…in my trousers…you can
keep my wallet!”

She walked over, picked up his wallet and the
small bottle. She put the wallet in her bag along with the cassette
tape.

The man's teeth quieted. Hope had rekindled
in his eyes.

“Now you remember the DEA agent’s name, don’t
you?”

“No, they never told me.”

Supaporn, her face full of concern said,
“Help me and I will give you the medicine.” To reinforce her
concern she again showed him the shiny edge of the stiletto.

A numbing expression of shock had replaced
the jagged edges of fear in the muscles of the old man’s face. His
eyes bulged.

Supaporn turned toward the door. “What does
it matter if you tell me?”

The man blurted out, “Help me, I need to go
to the hospital.”

Supaporn pointed at his chest. “What was the
agent’s name?”

“It hurts!”

“Tell me the DEA agent’s name now and I will
help you.”

“I can’t die here,” the man cried. “My
family…”

The word family made Supaporn pause.

She stood there frozen; she seemed to be at a
crossroads.

The man’s eyes rolled, and he tried to lift
himself out of the tub.

She gave a sigh and placed a gentle hand on
his forehead and said, “Old man, tell me the name now. Your heart
is failing you.”

Axel watched her push the old man’s head down
into the water with one hand. Her other held his arms. The old guy
had no strength left.

She allowed his head to rise out of the water
in search of a gasp of air.

“Dee-no-flee-oh!” the old man spat out before
he fell back into the tub.

Axel didn’t recognize the Thai words, but
then realized they were not Thai words but the last name of Senior
DEA Agent Daniel Dinofrio.

Supaporn frowned at the bottle of medicine.
Her face held the gaze of a mother putting diapers on her baby. She
pushed the old man’s head down in the water and held it for perhaps
two minutes. When the old man had expired she did something Axel
would never forget. She reached down, pulled the plug out of the
tub, and lifted the frail old man out of the water. She laid him
down on the massage table and slowly dried him with a towel before
dressing his clothes back on him. She combed his white hair back,
straightened him out, and gave his cheek a gentle kiss.

When the mock funeral ended she stooped and
made a short prayer to the Lord Buddha with her hands clasped. “I
didn’t mean you any harm old man,” she spoke in Thai. “It was for
my father and my country.”

She looked in the mirror, quickly applied a
new layer of lipstick and then straightened her hair.

Axel remembered the British writer’s quote
about her beauty, “It is like the perfume of a rose: you can smell
it and that is all.”

He squinted to see into Supaporn’s eyes.

“Don’t be afraid, my beauty,” he
whispered.
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CHAPTER FOUR

 


The starlit sky offered a clear view of the
heavens. The moon, a silver coin on the horizon, shone on the low
Bangkok skyline. Axel peered down the lane called Soi Cowboy, past
the bobbing heads of American oil contractors on leave from Saudi
Arabia and the swinging sun-burnt arms of German tourists.

Up ahead, Choke Fan and his two thugs plowed
through the go-go music and amorous girls. They stopped at the end
of the block long bar zone and lit up three cigarettes.

Soi Cowboy, less well-known than the town’s
more famous girlie bar area of Patpong Road, offered drinks ten
baht cheaper and girls often ten years younger. Axel caught a
glimpse of a Cowboy hat floating above the bar. They said the
Cowboy, a Bangkok fixture, bedded each new girl before she began
working at his bar. Of course, it didn’t matter whether the rumor
was true or not. The ex-U.S. military man—a tall black man—needed a
legend to live by and Bangkok had obliged him.

Axel watched Choke Fan crush his filter under
a sharp heel and bark at his two underlings. They dropped their
smokes and followed their leader into the Honeymoon Bar.

Axel ordered soup out of the bed of an old
Toyota pickup truck, where old women prepared Kuey Teaw, the
traditional meatball noodle soup. Next to him a wok the size of a
small parabolic antenna crackled with a field of grasshoppers.

The Brit, apparent victim of another taxi
driver scam, sat alone at the Mitch & Nam’s bar, which was open
to the street. Jack’s eyes were locked on a beautiful young
fair-skinned girl. She had just disembarked from a tuk-tuk,
a motorized samlor. Axel believed the Brit had lied to him. He
wasn’t researching a book. He was searching for a girl to replace
his woman in London. So many stories…

He felt Supaporn’s presence. She was a lost
spirit, a curl of incense spiraling up into neon lights. Poof! She
had become a black cat. She leapt from one rooftop to another,
frightening a girl with outstretched arms in a second-story window.
No one saw Supaporn but him. Her unearthly eyes stared down at the
wandering men. A beam of light reflected in them and she
disappeared into the moon.

“I shouldn’t have worn this loud Hawaiian
shirt,” he said under his breath. The old woman handed him the bowl
of Kuey Teaw noodles. A boy had to go fetch his beer.

“You want see ping-pong pussy show?” a Thai
hawker’s voice called out to him. The young man stepped out of a
shadow, his thin eyebrows flaring upward toward gummed hair, parted
in the middle.

Axel flashed his best tourist smile. “You
want me to ram a ping pong ball up your rear end, right here?” he
asked, in fluent Thai. “It might make a better show than ping pong
balls spewing out of a whore’s vagina into a glass jar, don't you
think?”

The hawker narrowed his eyes and retreated.
Axel’s crazed behavior translated into pure terror in the kid’s
eyes.

“Bye-bye,” Axel yelled after the boy. He had
spent part of his youth on a motorcycle in Bangkok, dealing with
street boys and young Thai hookers. After his father died of cancer
of the liver, he joined the U.S. Navy at the age of eighteen.
Following his stint in the Navy, he earned an engineering degree
through the University of Maryland. His mother harassed several
high-level State Department officials and a congressman until she
got him an appointment into the Foreign Service. “It’s the least
they could do, considering your father gave his life to the State
Department,” she had explained. Nowadays, she watched television in
a Del Webb “Sun City” retirement home in Phoenix.

Mother Trink would be proud to see her lone
son’s name etched in marble on the State Department's memorial
wall—a place reserved for Foreign Service heroes killed in the line
of duty overseas. Perhaps he would invite Jo, Russell, and all the
rest to share the honor.

The door swung open at the Honeymoon Bar down
the street. One of Choke Fan’s hoods looked in his direction but
Axel believed he hadn’t seen him.

Several bar girls filed out of the Honeymoon
Bar and turned the heads of onlookers. They performed a right turn
onto the narrow neon-lit lane and marched to the tune of “Play That
Funky Music,” by Wild Cherry, emanating from My Place across the
lane. The okra-based aroma of soul food from Mitch and Nam’s Bar
drifted over to where Axel stood slurping hot noodles. Jack the
Brit had exited the bar and, unsure about which direction to take,
stopped and watched the parade.

The girls, dressed in bikinis, hot pants, and
high heels, wore a collective smile on heavily made-up faces. When
they marched in his direction, Axel grinned, eager to see what they
were up to.

The girls paused and then, one by one, broke
off and formed a circle—around him.

“What’s this all about?” he demanded.

He spun around, dazed by the multiple odors
of perfume and the sense of purpose in the bar girls' eyes.

“Will you be my valentine?” a chorus sang in
English.

“What do you want?” he asked.

They moved in closer. Each bare midriff
exhibited a lipstick painted heart around the belly button.

“Get away from me!” he yelled.

Eight heads swiveled in all directions and
eight pairs of hands swarmed over his body. The dish crashed to the
pavement and hot noodle soup crawled down his legs. A breast
pressed against his face. A broken brassiere strap gashed his
nose.

He kicked out at them.

A bar bell rang down the street. High heels
ground into the asphalt—rat-tat-tat-tat-tat—back toward the
Honeymoon Bar. A flash of light blinded him. He rubbed his eyes,
blinked and wiped a streak of blood off his face.

“You whores!” he yelled at the retreating
girls.

He reached into his back pocket for his
wallet and diplomatic passport. Both were gone. “Dammit!” he
wailed. The boy held out his Singha beer with two shaky fingers.
Axel grabbed the bottle and flung it against the wall. A
tourist—no, it was Jack the Brit—dove out of the way and gave Axel
a sorrowful look before he edged into the My Place bar.

The crowd dispersed. Axel kicked at the
ground with his burnt leg and spun around.

What’s wrong, Mr. Trink?” Supaporn asked.
“Girl trouble?” The stiletto that she had shown the old man only an
hour ago pointed in the direction of the Honeymoon Bar. She
anchored her other hand on her hip, and the familiar sweet smile
egged him on.

“You,” Axel said. “Isn’t Soi Cowboy a bit
below your social stature? What is your father, Khun Pramoth, going
to think?”

Skittish eyes overturned her coquettish
smile. “You wouldn’t tell him, Mr. Trink, would you?”

“Of course not.”

She looked down the Soi and nodded her head.
“You shouldn’t have followed me. Now keep walking, Mr. Trink.”

Axel chuckled. “How did you get mixed up with
a character like Choke Fan?”

“You seem to know a lot about me…too much
about me.”

He turned around and said, “Listen, I know
you’re in this mess to save your father. I can help you.”

She nudged him. “We can talk later, if…”

“If what?” He kept walking.

“If Choke Fan doesn’t murder you.”

She said it as a matter of fact, not as a
threat.

He felt uneasy walking down the center of the
lane, Supaporn a step behind amidst distant snickers from the
foreign men and vacant stares up close from the Thai street
hawkers.

“Where is he taking me?”

She didn’t answer.

At the Honeymoon Bar, Choke Fan strutted out
to the lane and joined them.

“Lose something?” the brute asked, flashing a
glimpse of his wallet and passport.

Axel held a white handkerchief to his
bloodied nose, and the three of them continued down the lane.

“Bad night, huh mister?” Choke Fan grunted
and put his arm around Axel’s shoulder.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw the Brit,
saluting him with a beer bottle and a smug face. “My friend over
there, he’s a witness,” Axel warned, pointing in the direction of
the Brit, who again ducked into the bar.

“All I see is pussy,” Choke said and shoved
him down the lane.

He felt helpless.

At the end of the lane the Boy Scout opened
the doors of a white BMW sedan.

Supaporn sat down in the passenger seat.
Choke Fan barreled into the back seat and scooted across the slick
leather upholstery. “Come in and have a seat,” his voice beckoned
out of a dark grotto.

He had no choice, since the Boy Scout stood
behind him with a revolver.

Supaporn looked into the rearview mirror and
said to the brute, “He works at the American Embassy.”

“Yes, I know,” Choke Fan’s gruff voice
regurgitated. “He holds a diplomatic passport.”

The Boy Scout slammed the rear door, ran
around and jumped in the front seat. The BMW sped away from the
curb. Supaporn turned around in the front passenger seat, her chin
resting on sleek hands adorned with diamonds and gold. Her eyes
taunted him.

“I should take you to Klong Toey, slit your
throat, and throw you in the canal for the crocodiles,” Choke Fan
said in the dark. “What are you doing with a diplomatic
passport?”

Axel shivered at the thought of ending up
dead in a canal. He smelled a cornucopia of odors: hashish, cigars,
and durian, the spiny Thai fruit that reeked of a thousand armpits
but tasted heavenly. No doubt Choke Fan was capable of extreme
wrongdoing. He would have to be careful.

The back of the man’s hand slashed through
the darkness and burned his face, followed by sharp words, “Answer
me or I’ll slit your throat right here.”

He labored to gather his composure. “She’s
right. I work … at the American Embassy. I’m a Foreign Service
officer.”

It sounded like a lie.

Choke Fan breathed hard and heavy. “You look
like a tourist. Now tell me why I’m not going to murder you
tonight.”

Axel swept the cobwebs away. “You’re not
going to kill a diplomat. Besides, we can help each other.”

Choke Fan lifted his chin. “How can you help
me?”

“I know they hung your brother for drug
trafficking.” He looked into the man’s sunglasses, then into
Supaporn’s beautiful eyes, then back at the sunglasses. The white
BMW sped down Ratchadaphisek Road—toward Klong Toey’s death
pit.

“Go on.”

“The Thai fellow whose heart she stopped at
the massage parlor informed on your brother. Also, the DEA turned
your brother over to the Thai Police narcotics division to be
hanged. Am I right?”

The smoke from Choke Fan’s cigarette formed a
gray caricature beside the blacked out windows. He made no
reply.

“You seek revenge with the DEA chief,
Dinofrio?” he said to Choke Fan, but his eyes were momentarily lost
in Supaporn’s.

The Lumphini boxing stadium flew by on the
right—they were heading away from Klong Toey. The brute stared at
Supaporn to get her take on his comment.

She nodded. Her clever, calculating mind
underscored her attractiveness.

“What is it?” Choked asked.

“He cannot be trusted,” she said, “but that’s
not so important.” The last part of her sentence trailed off.

“Can you lead me to this man, Dee-no-flee-o?”
the gruff Choke Fan fired back at him.

Huge neon-lit billboards advertised the
cosmopolitan Silom Road. Its department stores reflected off
Choke’s sunglasses. Private black sedans with black windows snaked
into narrow lanes interrupted by mirrored chrome flashes.

“I don’t know,” Axel said and put his hands
up to his face. “I mean, Dinofrio is a senior official at the
embassy. There are always other agents around him. Besides, why
should I cooperate with you?”

“I can kill you right now,” Choke said.

Time for a little white lie. “My writer
friend, a British citizen, whom I pointed out, saw you accompany me
to the car. Questions will be asked and let’s face it, any man who
had seen her face would never forget it.”

Choke grunted. “Are you sure he’s not made up
in your imagination? Supaporn, did you see this farang?”

She shook her head. The same piteous look
consumed Supaporn’s face before she had dunked the old Thai man in
the bathtub. She had more intelligence than Choke. She wouldn’t
allow the brute to harm him. He gave her a wink with his right eye,
out of sight of Choke Fan, and said, “Wait, perhaps I can help
you.” The BMW turned to the right and made another right onto
Suriwong Road, headed toward Patpong Road.

“Go on, I’m listening.”

“I know everyone at the American Embassy,
including the DEA personnel. If revenge is what you're looking for,
well, we’re in the same boat.”

“Damn you,” Choke said. “Don’t talk in
riddles.”

“I might be able to arrange for DEA Agent
Dinofrio to pay a visit to the bar area, Patpong Road, up
ahead.”

“If you’re not telling the truth, I promise
your life will end early.”

Supaporn crooked her head. “Choke Fan means
what he says, Mr. Trink.”

Axel nodded his head.

The gorgeous Supaporn belonged up on the
hand-painted four-story billboard up ahead. It showed a perfect
likeness of the American actor Charles Bronson except for his
slanted eyes.

Axel decided to go for broke and spoke in
Thai, “I understand your concerns and I’m prepared to help you.
Now, there are two items I need in return.”

Choke Fan’s brow wrinkled above the
sunglasses. Supaporn’s eyes searched the lining of the sedan’s
ceiling.

He never used hard drugs but considered their
value beyond his Foreign Service career, after he had carried out
his plan, when his hands would deteriorate into his mother’s claws.
“I need heroin…or whatever drugs you have.” He held up his hands.
“I have a disease. I’ll tell you where the DEA agents hang out
during their off hours.”

Choke Fan let out a long, rasping sigh and
said in a low, guttural voice, “Tell me where or we will take a
trip to Klong Toey.”

Axel pointed up ahead to the neon glow of
Patpong Road. “The Barrel Bar.”

Choke signaled the driver to pull up where
Suriwong Road intersected with Patpong Road. Dozens of tuk-tuks and
taxis lined up along the famous lane to ferry patrons to short-time
hotels.

Choke said, “Be at the top floor of the Red
Barn restaurant at ten o’clock tomorrow evening, on Chinese New
Year’s Eve. We’ll talk about it.”

Axel replied in English, “I may have an
engagement. Tell me, why is Dinofrio so important to you? Why New
Year’s Eve?”

A rock hard fist slammed into his stomach
followed by Choke’s angry voice, “You don’t learn, do you?”

He doubled over holding his aching gut with
both hands. He gasped. “Okay, okay,” whatever you want.”

“Be there,” Choke said his voice suddenly
calm. “On the second floor of the Red Barn. By yourself. At ten
o’clock tomorrow night. You will receive instructions.”

He heard a rasping sound coming deep within
Choke’s chest.

“And don’t think about organizing an ambush.
Your life will end on Patpong Road, in a pool of blood. Do you
understand?”

It took all his strength to keep from
vomiting on the floor of the BMW. “Yes, I understand.”

Choke glared at him, lit another cigarette,
and nodded at Supaporn. A dark figure had handed something to her
through the window.

She showed Axel a large envelope.
“Photographs for your embassy. If you choose not to cooperate.”

I’ll cooperate, but not because of your lame
threats.

“Supaporn,” Choke whispered.

Axel raised his head. The driver stared
straight ahead.

The girl’s eyes beamed. She set the envelope
down and removed a small plastic packet of white powder from her
Gucci handbag, licked her lips and said, “For your good faith.”

“I assume it’s of high quality.”

“Number four grade heroin,” she said.

Dinofrio had explained drug quality to him
while they waited for the tailor Raja to finish the DEA agent’s
silk suit. “Then it’s ninety-nine per cent pure,” he said, and
allowed her to reach over the seat and drop the small packet into
his shirt pocket. He peered down through her blouse at her
exquisite breasts. They bobbed ever so gently. She wore an
abbreviated bra and her nipples had forced their way over the
top.

“So, why are you in the white powder trade?”
he asked Choke.

The brute reached across him and opened the
door.

Axel hustled out before he received another
sucker punch or got shoved into the pavement. He doubled over, in
intense pain. The door slammed behind him.

Choke Fan’s black sunglasses glared at him
through the open rear window. “I want Dee-no-flee-oh,” he said in
Thai. “You saw what happened to the Thai fellow in the massage
parlor. Don’t double-cross me. It’ll be a lot worse for you.”

Axel stared at his sunglasses.

Choke tossed him his wallet. “I’ll retain
your black passport until tomorrow.” He removed his sunglasses.

Axel looked into the evil shark eyes and
wondered if revenge was the only reason why Daniel Dinofrio was so
important to the gang. Was Dinofrio important to the higher ups—all
the way to Tan Sukit?

Choke blew smoke at him and crooked his neck.
“What is the second thing you ask for?”

Axel forced a smile. “We’ll talk about it
tomorrow night.”

The black window rolled up and he saw
Supaporn’s sad face before the passenger window did the same. As
the white BMW sped away, he stood there. How had Choke Fan gotten a
hold of C-4? Was it to be used in a coup d'état led by Tan
Sukit?

The eerie night caught up with him and the
cramps in his stomach forced him to his knees. He vomited into a
drain in the sidewalk pavement.

From out of the darkness below, a huge white
rat sped up and out through a hole in the steel grating. Axel,
caught unawares, fell and crawled backwards on the pavement,
terrified as the furry creature ran up his arm and flew past his
ear.
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CHAPTER FIVE

 


Chinese New Year’s Eve

Friday, February 15, 1980

 


The American Embassy at Bangkok stood on
Wireless Road, conveniently located within a few kilometers of
Axel’s main haunts. A short walk to the north, and a right turn at
the British Embassy led to Sukhumvit Road, where he conducted
business with Indian tailors and Persian carpet merchants. The
opposite direction led to the Gaysorn area—the President Hotel and
the Three Sisters bar—across from the shrine Phra Phom. Beyond that
was Axel’s temple—Wat Arun. To the south, Patpong Road lifted her
skirts to entice expatriates and tourists.

The embassy’s white walls protected the
beautiful green manicured lawns within. Except for the lack of
Magnolia trees it reminded him of the grounds surrounding a mansion
in the old south.

In the top floor code room, he had dismissed
the junior code clerks an hour earlier and at 6:00 p.m. sat alone
in front of a computer monitor gathering his thoughts. For
telegraphic purposes, the mission was designated AmEmbassy Bangkok.
It stored secrets inside classified computers and Moser safes but
released them in daily conversation, like butterflies for Axel to
pluck out of the air. Besides, he held a “Top-Secret Cryptographic”
clearance, which gave him even greater access to classified
documents than the ambassador.

He wringed the early traces of arthritis out
of his hands and scanned the queue of messages in the
code-protected computers after Jo had run off to get her locks
dyed. “It infiltrates my hair like a well-organized spy ring,” the
willowy blonde had said, referring to her natural auburn color.

The telecommunications center processed
hundreds of incoming and outgoing messages daily. It hummed the
uninterruptible power supply’s tune, a whiny sci-fi movie sound
effect. Axel missed the constant cicada chatter of the old ASR
Teletype machines that once lined up in rows in code rooms around
the world. The all mechanical ASRs converted radio ASCII coded
signals and printed the resultant telegram messages out on huge
rolls of paper. As a communications and records officer during the
1960s and most of the 1970s, Axel had continually fed those babies,
and through the years, he had done his best to fuel the rumor he
could take an HW-28 Teletype machine apart and put it back together
blindfolded.

The recent arrival of the sophisticated
terminal equipment computerized the message handling capabilities
between SECSTATE and all U.S. missions worldwide. It had changed
his title from telecommunications technician to communications
electronics officer, an assignment Axel had not yet adjusted to.
Missing his beloved Teletype chatter, he flicked on his cassette
stereo. Steely Dan singing “Reeling in the Years” at several
decibels louder than normal would have to suffice for eardrums
accustomed to the clac-clac-clac of the machines.

The electronic queue displayed the first
message, from the desk of the Far East Bureau at SECSTATE, on the
computer screen. A political analyst warned about Prime Minister
Kriangsak Chamanan’s government. Teetering on the edge, a coup d'état, a regular occurrence in the
history of Thai politics, remained a real possibility. The analyst
went on to say the U.S. government expected the new leader to be
General Prem Tinsulananda.

He wondered what Tan Sukit had to say about
it. And who would be his Prime Minister?

The next message in the queue rattled him.
Labeled “info,” which meant it would be read by half the embassy
staff, it stated he would be selected out of the Foreign Service
per State Department Uniform Regulations. He spit out a sarcastic
grunt at the last line: “SECSTATE will provide Communications
Electronics Officer Axel Trink every opportunity to challenge the
results.”

“Yeah, right,” Axel snarled at the computer
monitor he had learned to hate almost as much as he hated Jo
Bateman. The woman with a mere seven years of Foreign Service
experience, who could do no wrong, had no doubt allowed his
promotion to fall through the cracks.

Axel wiped the sweat from his forehead.
Revenge took his mind hostage. He scanned the next telegraphic
message, high priority, from the American Consulate General in
Chiang Mai, the northern Thai city and gateway to the golden
triangle. The NIACT IMMEDIATE precedence message from the office of
security demanded a response, day or night.
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AMB DCM ADMIN AO GSO DEA DAO RSO TSO POL
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TAGS: ASEC

 


SUBJECT: TERRORIST
ALERT

SEC STATE FOR A/SY, AMEMBASSY FOR DEA, COM
AND Acting RSO

 


1. Intelligence reports have confirmed that
the secretive Asa Tui group is currently operating in Bangkok and
seeks retribution against the Drug Enforcement Administration after
the Thai government recently hanged one of their members, Liu
Fan.

2. Sources say the Thai defense minister made
mention of the group after a recent attack on a Thai military
weapons depot where an undisclosed amount of C-4 explosive was
stolen.

3. Unconfirmed reports state the Asa Tui may
be backed by political extremists bent on overthrowing the current
government of PM Kriangsak Chamanan.

4. The Regional Security Office considers the
Asa Tui a high-level threat against the embassy, particularly the
DEA. Personnel are reminded to adhere to terrorist guidelines.
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He knew the role of regional security
officers well thanks to Russell Blake in Cairo. RSOs were sworn law
enforcement officials assigned to protect U.S. personnel and
missions overseas, advising U.S. ambassadors on all security
matters and establishing and maintaining an effective security
program against terrorist, espionage, and criminal activities. The
message from AmEmbassy Bangkok’s RSO Strickland would be taken
seriously.

“Choke Fan, a terrorist? An anarchist?” Axel
muttered. “How about a local thug dumb enough to pilfer C-4
explosive from a military depot and get away with it?” He would
figure out how to separate a hunk of the C-4 from the Asa Tui
through the girl, Supaporn. But he must act fast—embassy security
was already onto the group. Poor Jo, she had no clue her boyfriend
Pramoth’s daughter was involved.

His old pal, Russell Blake, head of security
for the Far East Bureau, was scheduled to arrive at post on Sunday
evening. He pulled the message off the printer, stuffed it into his
pocket, and erased the data from the computer memory.

“Jo’s going to get the surprise of her life,”
he bragged to the video monitor. The sight of Russell Blake
arriving unannounced at the code room would throw Josephine Bateman
into an emotional tailspin. The two had had a falling out after
their initial slam-bam against the door at the Tel Aviv Hilton
hotel. Russell’s soul sister security assistant had showed up in
Tel Aviv at the end of the detail to provide ancillary support.
Rumor had it that Josephine walked in on the two frolicking in the
shower. Russell had been Jo’s adversary ever since.

He downloaded the last of the traffic in the
queue, archived everything onto tapes and began printing out copies
from the Optical Character Reader, the OCR. He would miss the
day-to-day routine of it all.

He lifted the phone and dialed the
ambassador’s extension. Billie Cassidy, the ambassador’s
closet-lesbian secretary said Ambassador Bartholomew was in an
important meeting with a Thai minister.

“Don’t worry, Axel,” Cass drawled. “Terrorist
threats are getting to be as commonplace as security meetings. I’ll
send Bart up when he’s done but it might be an hour or so.”

“There’ll be somebody here, Cass,” Axel
said.

“That was a shocker about the regional
security officer, wasn’t it?”

“What happened?”

“Axel, I thought you would be the first to
find out. RSO Strickland had a heart attack during his visit
up-country to Chiang Mai. They’re shipping him back to the
states.”

“Too bad,” he said. “The RSO office here is
already short handed.”

“Axel, dear, do you know the whereabouts of
our young acting regional security officer?”

“It’s three o’clock. Cliff Nicely is probably
in the gym,” he said halfheartedly, and heard Billie’s grunt of
agreement in the phone handset before he set it back on the
cradle.

“A lack of security at post along with
terrorist threats,” Axel muttered. “Two vital ingredients in my
recipe for chaos and revenge.”

He blew a satisfied whistle, “Heigh-Ho,
Heigh-Ho, it’s off to work we go,” while he walked into the code
room foyer, where he distributed the messages to embassy personnel
in A4 paper-sized slots. Acting Regional Security Officer Cliff
Nicely stood on the other side of the Dutch door. The medium-height
athletic guy on his first overseas assignment gave the appearance
of a thoughtful, intelligent security officer, albeit
inexperienced, but the jury was still out.

“Hi, Cliff,” Axel said. “Looking for your
traffic?” He smelled the odor of burning food from the classified
waste incinerator. The rookie had a habit of tossing his leftovers
into the incinerator, a definite no-no for Miss Perfection. Jo
followed the rules and regulations to the letter.

“Yes, as a matter of fact I am, Axel.”

He handed the security man the confidential
message about the Asa Tui group from AMCONSUL Chiang Mai. He placed
the zinger about RSO Strickland’s heart problem down on the narrow
shelf below the Dutch door.

“Cliff, what do you know about this Asa Tui
group?” he asked.

The “need-to-know” look surfaced in Cliff’s
face. “A quasi-terrorist group out to wreak havoc on the Thai
government. But these guys have a personal vendetta against our
DEA.”

“Quasi-terrorists?”

“Ordinary drug runners, but I understand
they’re trained in explosives, and funded by as-yet unknown
politicians. A dangerous group. They can’t be easily
classified.”

“What’s your take on this group’s involvement
in a coup d'état plot?”

Cliff looked at him and scratched his head.
“Coup d'état? I wouldn’t put much stock in it.
But I understand coups are about as frequent as the rain around
here.”

The young security officer wasn’t going to
tell him anything. “I was just wondering,” Axel said. “I thought I
read about it in the Bangkok Post newspaper.”

“The last place you would hear about it,
Axel. Is Jo around?”

He placed the Asa Tui message on top of the
RSO’s medevac message on the shelf below. “No, but she should be
back any minute. Why don’t you wait around?”

“Where did she run off to?” Nicely asked.
“I’ve got news for her.”

Nicely’s deep voice belied a man whom rumors
had said could be intimidated, an odd trait for a security man;
like a pilot afraid of heights.

“She went to get her blonde hair restored,”
Axel said.

“Hey, Axel, you know why blondes don’t eat
pickles?” Cliff asked out of the blue.

“No, why?”

“Because they can’t get their heads in the
jar!”

Axel didn’t quite get the joke but Nicely’s
uncharacteristic guffaw was worth watching. “Good one, Cliff.”

He glanced down the hall, moved closer to the
Dutch door and said, “Listen, Cliff, you notice anything different
about Jo’s behavior?”

“She’s as pert and sarcastic as ever,” Nicely
said. “Why?”

“I don’t know. You being a professional, a
security professional, I guess you would notice personality
changes.”

Nicely straightened up. “Well, of course,
we’re trained to recognize behavioral changes, but maybe it’s just
a female thing.”

Axel gritted his teeth and smiled. “I hope
so. I’ve known Jo since her first assignment, the Dr. K detail in
Tel Aviv in ‘73. I just hope her being cooped up for four years in
Timbuktu, Africa hasn’t caught up with her. And it seems these new
computer systems are more important to her than, well, the folks
around her.”

Cliff’s eyes narrowed. “Did she leave you out
to dry with your promotion?”

“You heard about it?”

“Everything flows through security.”

Axel arranged the muscles in his face for a
serious effect. “Cliff, you’re one of the few people around here
who’s got his head screwed on straight, if you know what I mean.
Could you advise me if you notice changes in Jo’s personality,
vis-à-vis sudden outbursts? I’m really concerned.”

“Sure, Axel, and thanks for the heads-up on
this.”

He relaxed his facial muscles. “By the way,
how did you find the quality of the tailor? I informed Raja that
you were going to pay a visit.”

The security man’s face softened. “Axel, he
offered me free beer when I arrived. I ordered a silk suit and a
half a dozen dress shirts.”

Where the hell was Jo? “I’m glad to hear Raja
took good care of you.” It reminded him to check on the fake
Persian Bukhara carpets he was supplying to a local rug
merchant.

“What’s Jo getting her hair done for?”

“Tonight is Chinese New Year’s Eve,” Axel
said. “We’re going to celebrate on Patpong Road. You’ll join us,
won’t you?”

He lowered his head. “Of course.”

Sure, you know about Patpong Road,
Cliff. The story had gone around the embassy. Nicely bought a
few drinks for what he believed to be a Safari bar girl.
Apparently, the so-called bar girl placed Cliff’s hand down
where, instead of passion fruit, he found a ripe banana. Cliff
threw down a wad of baht on the bar and fled the katoey, a
ladyboy, and the Safari’s drumbeats.

“Will you meet us at the Barrel Bar at around
nine?”

“Patpong Road, the Barrel Bar. It should be
fun.”

“Some of the most beautiful bunnies in the
world,” Axel said. “Besides, you don’t want to miss the ‘Year of
the Monkey.’”

Nicely looked at him sideways. “Come
again?”

“In Chinese astrology they celebrate a
different animal every year. This will be the year of the monkey—my
sign.”

The Dutch door framed Josephine Bateman’s
upper half. Her blue eyes scrutinized the broad shoulders beneath
Cliff’s blazer. “I know what my sign is,” she said, her peachy
cheeks still ripe looking after seven years of Foreign Service
abuse. “The dragon.”

In Chinese astrology the dragon often gets
into a worried state — for the worst of reasons. She’s an idealist,
a perfectionist. He watched Nicely allow Jo plenty of room to
open the lower half of the door.

“More trouble brewing?” Jo reached for the
messages he had set below the Dutch door on the counter.

He watched her scan the high-precedence
message.

“Your boss, the security chief, had better
get his tail back here from Chiang Mai,” she said. “We’ve got a
pack of terrorists in town. Axel, have we notified the
ambassador?”

“Done.” He watched her lift the second
message. Her job title of Regional Communications Programs Officer
at the embassy entitled Jo to be the first to see the bad news. He,
of course, regularly usurped her position.

“RSO Tom Strickland has had a heart attack,”
she said. “They’re going to medevac him back to the states.”

When Cliff realized he had been temporarily
promoted, his anxiety reached out to Axel and then Jo.

The color drained out of Jo’s face. “Cliff,
I’m sorry to hear about RSO Strickland.”

“I’m sure A/SEC will send us relief,” Cliff
said. “Security is not what it should be here.” He shook his
head.

Jo looked at Axel. “Whatever we can do to
help out, we’re available Cliff. I’ll be here another two hours if
you need to send out an immediate message. Of course, my staff is
on-call twenty-four hours a day.”

“Thanks,” Nicely said, wearing a hang-dog
look.

“Blondie’s back,” Axel said in an effort to
lighten things up. At thirty-five years old, four years his junior,
the telecommunications chief could still turn heads.

She sniffed the air. “Yes, and I feel ten
years younger.”

“Jo, can I see the rest of my traffic?”

She didn’t look up; instead Jo sorted through
the messages. “Just a sec, Cliff.”

Axel turned his head to the ceiling and took
in a deep breath of the foul odor, waiting for the sparks to
fly.

Nicely fiddled with his Bangkok original Jim
Thompson silk tie and rolled his upper torso to close fit the navy
blue blazer over broad, athletic shoulders. He looked at his watch
and blew away a thicket of black hairs that obscured the hours and
minutes. “Jo, It’s getting late…I’ve got work to do.”

“You know, Cliff,” Jo said, lifting her head,
“if you’re going to be in charge of security around here for the
short term, you might want to show more maturity about throwing
garbage in my classified waste incinerator.”

Nicely walked a tight circle outside the
Dutch door.

“Here’s your traffic.” She dropped the
official messages on the tabletop of the Dutch door. The slippery
winged papers soared around until they landed on the floor.

“I’m sorry, Cliff,” she said, bending over
the Dutch door. “I didn’t mean it.”

The young security man already had a bad day
going. “Well, you should be sorry.” He reached down and scooped up
the messages. Huge ivory teeth gleamed within his Herculean jaw.
One massive hand clutched the messages.

Axel marveled at how Jo stood her ground. He
would miss her courage. Hell, she wasn’t afraid of anything, except
maybe herself. He might explore how that area of her psyche fit
into his revenge plan.

“Well, I’ve got work to do,” Nicely said as
if the fate of the embassy resided in his huge hands.

Axel chuckled. Cliff had just glanced over a
message from SECSTATE in Washington, D.C., requesting a security
update for Am Embassy Bangkok.

Cliff jumped up and hustled down the hallway
but paused at the classified waste incinerator. “Say, Josephine,”
he said, her name resonating in the dark hall.

“Yes, Cliff.”

“I was on the horn with my security
counterpart at SECSTATE.”

“Yes, Cliff.”

He glanced at Axel and then Jo.
“Communications Electronics Officer Alan Welles has been
reassigned. He’s not coming to Bangkok after all.”

Jo’s old boyfriend from Jakarta, Welles had
wined her and dined her in Kuala Lumpur a few years ago and surely
got in her pants during the excitement when the Red Army took
hostages of some fifty diplomats, including the U.S. Consul, in
’75.

Axel knew the only spouse Jo would ever be
abused by was the Foreign Service. He had heard the stories: Jo
forced to eat monkey brains over rice in Timbuktu to avoid a
diplomatic incident, Jo incurring a hernia after dragging
diplomatic pouches across Nairobi airport on a non-professional
courier run.

Nicely stood there waiting for a
response.

Axel watched her eyes settle on the new
classified paper shredder. She looked like she wanted to stuff the
acting RSO into it. If Nicely had any balls at all, they'd turn
into confetti.

She kept her composure. “It can’t be true
about Alan,” she said. “I just talked to him a few days ago.”

Axel was going to spring the news about her
boyfriend later. Her old nemesis, Russell Blake, for whatever
reasons, had axed Welles out of this assignment.

Cliff said, “My source at SECSTATE tells me
the new regional security officer for the Far East—Russell Blake—is
shaking up the region. He’s even pushing OC to assign a computer
expert here.”

Axel’s replacement.

He absorbed their stares, shrugged his
shoulders and said, “Hey, I’ve already turned down job offers from
the private sector. If I do get selected out of the service I’ll
get paid twice the salary for half the nonsense.”

Jo ignored his comment and turned her
attention back to the Acting RSO. “Let this be a final warning, Mr.
Nicely,” she called out. “If you throw your leftover tuna fish
sandwich in my incinerator again, I’ll report you!”

“To whom? Security?” Nicely’s voice trailed
off. “With our regional security officer en route to Bethesda,
Maryland, for double bypass surgery, I am security.”

“God help us all,” Jo whispered.

He wouldn’t argue with that.

Jo put her hand on his shoulder. “Axel,
sweetheart, with my grade increase, I’m sure I'll have enough clout
to straighten out your promotion snafu.”

Sweetheart, my ass. Axel cringed at
her touch. I haven’t forgotten how you used me in Tel Aviv to
jump-start your career.

He moved away from her hand. “Listen, Jo, I
have to bug out of here before too long.”

“You better go get some rest if you’re going
to celebrate tonight, Axel. You don’t look so good.”

Choke Fan’s sucker punch may have damaged his
insides. “Yes, you’re right. I think I’ll go lie down.”

The bell rang. “More traffic incoming,” he
said, for the umpteenth time in his career.

Jo, excited, shook her head. “That’s all we
need around here—more threats on embassy personnel.”

“Billie Cassidy said the ambassador should be
up before long.”

“Russell Blake’s the new security chief for
the Far East,” she said. “He’ll be coming here sooner or later.
Probably soon, since we’ve lost our RSO. I’ve managed to avoid
Russell since Tel Aviv.”

“Did I hear the name Russell Blake?”

“Oh, hello, Ambassador Bartholomew,” she
said, lowering her voice for the chief of mission standing at the
Dutch door. “You remember the security man, Russell Blake. He’s
been promoted to head up the Far East region. I was telling Axel
how I’ve managed to avoid his charm over the years.”

Ambassador Bartholomew smiled at them. “Who
could forget debonair Russell Blake? I understand he’s straightened
up his act after the black market incident in Cairo a few years
back. Word is he’s become a damned good security man—straight as an
arrow.”

Axel grinned.

The ambassador reflected for a moment and
said, “Russell Blake is a first-rate Foreign Service officer—the
clothes he wears, the way he carries himself, and his positive
attitude. He handled my security affairs like a true professional
on a temporary assignment the year before last in Kuala
Lumpur.”

With Jo lost in her thoughts, Axel greeted
the youthful-looking career diplomat. In his early fifties,
Bartholomew looked tanned and healthy.

“Axel, are you feeling okay? Your face is
pink.”

“Maybe I have the Asian flu, sir.”

The ambassador attempted a smile. “I guess
this would be the place for it, wouldn’t it?”

“Sir,” Jo said, “it’s another band of
terrorists out to threaten us.” She handed him the message from the
American Consulate General at Chiang Mai.

Axel watched Ambassador Bartholomew scan over
the telegram. A series of professional crises had deepened the
furrows in the chief of mission’s brow since Axel had worked for
him in Jakarta.

“The Asa Tui,” the ambassador said and the
furrows in his brow reached a new depth. “Prime Minister Chamanan
may be in for trouble, over and above the day-to-day coup
rumors.”

Axel and Jo waited for a snippet of
first-hand information but the ambassador only shrugged and said,
“Too bad about RSO Strickland, he’s a good man.”

Axel shook his head and Jo said absently,
“Yes.”

“I think it would be a good idea for Russell
Blake to pay us a visit,” the ambassador said. He set the message
down and rubbed his forehead. “Security's not our strong point, two
of our junior security officers are on TDY and now we've lost RSO
Strickland…I don’t mean to insult the Acting RSO but… ”

“I understand," Jo said. “I’ll take care of
it.”

“Jo, you worked with Russell in the Middle
East, didn’t you?” Ambassador

Bartholomew said.

Axel detected the look of dismay in Jo’s face
at the mention of Russell Blake. No one, including Russell, knew he
had turned the security man in for dealing his Mercedes on the
black market in Cairo.

“Yes, sir, during a Kissinger detail, in Tel
Aviv.” She glanced at him. “Axel was there, too.”

Axel smiled. “They were the best of times;
they were the worst of times.”

“You can say that again, Axel,” the
ambassador said. “We’ll be saying the same thing about Bangkok a
few years from now.”

The ambassador began to leave but the twinkle
in Jo’s eye stole a moment from him. “What is it, Jo?”

“Not to change the subject, sir, but the
Motorola rep said before too long technology will allow personnel
to receive classified messages right at their desks, on computer
consoles.”

“Yes, I think they call it progress,” the
ambassador said.

Jo, looking vulnerable, said, “Then no one
would come up and visit me.”

The ambassador gave her a fatherly smile.
“I’ll still come up,” he said. “Besides, there will always be
crises. I wouldn’t count on this happening anytime soon. Think
about the security aspects of it. Classified messages on video
monitors left for anyone to see?”

Axel shook his head and said, “It’ll never
happen.”

“I hope not,” Jo said in a reflective tone of
voice.

They all three stood silent for a moment
until the ambassador said, “You two have a fun Chinese New
Year’s.”

“Yes, sir, thank you,” he and Jo said in
unison.

After the ambassador had left, Axel drowned a
pair of Alka Seltzer tablets in a coffee cup filled with water and
swallowed it in one long gulp.

Fate had arranged for Josephine and Russell
to join him again. The result rested in his capable hands.
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CHAPTER SIX

 


Axel lit another candle. He sat on a creaky
chair in his leased flat off of Ngam Duphli Road, across from
Lumphini Park. The flat would normally have sheltered an
international traveler or two who had run over-budget at the nearby
Malaysia Hotel. He shared the dingy room with cockroaches and the
oppressive heat. It offered more security than his embassy
apartment, where thieves, spies, and general nuisances masqueraded
as servants. He had installed a dead bolt door lock along with an
external lock. Rusted wrought iron covered the single window,
inaccessible from below. In the daytime it allowed enough rays of
light to remind Axel that he was in his own prison of sorts. He
routinely carved wood at dawn.

Power outages here were as common as cries in
the night. This one came at 8:00 p.m., when the citizens of Bangkok
were either eating dinner or stuck in endless traffic jams.

He read the page out of the Brit’s book next
to a candle. W. Somerset Maugham wrote: “In the country the
darkness of night is friendly and familiar, but in the city, with
its blaze of lights, it is unnatural, hostile and menacing. It is
like a monstrous vulture that hovers, biding its time.” Maugham
must have visited the Wat Arun Temple. The monstrous vulture was no
doubt the god Indra but Maugham had misunderstood him.

The foot-high teak elephant sat on the
rickety table in front of him. Earlier in the week, the Tan Ah
Jian, the master woodcarver, had showered him with praise. Upon
graduation, Axel had donated over a thousand dollars in Thai baht
to the woodcarving academy and in turn the Tan Ah Jian had agreed
to his unusual request to have his five Thai elephants shipped to
shops in five different continents.

He had been attending the nightly class on
the outskirts of Bangkok for the past three months. During his
final lesson Axel had sat cross-legged in a semicircle with his
fellow Thai students and stared into a fire. Across from them the
Tan Ah Jian lifted his wood carved pipe. He took a puff and turned
toward Axel and said in Thai, “Khun Ta-link, before one can become
a true woodcarver, one must learn about oneself and one’s
surroundings.” While Axel tried to decipher the cryptic words, the
master said, “You are a true artisan now.”

The lights returned and the fan on the floor
in the corner of the room gave a brief respite from the heat when
it managed to groan in his direction. He pulled a cold beer out of
the cooler on the floor, pressed it against his forehead and
admired his detailed work on the elephant’s nose and tusk.

The 1980 Moscow Olympics banner, pasted on
the wall by the prior tenant, had inspired him although there were
rumors the U.S. government intended to boycott the event this
summer. The five colored rings—blue for Africa, yellow for the
Americas, black for Asia, green for Europe, and red for Oceania—had
been the theme colors for his five elephants lined up on the floor.
They were destined for the marketplaces of Johannesburg, Mexico
City, Hong Kong, Amsterdam, and Honolulu, respectively.

He placed the elephant in the cardboard box
below and moved the G.E. desktop radio repeater over to the table
front. Designed to increase the hand-held radio signal coverage in
the telephone room for Jo Bateman’s upcoming ceremony, his custom
application would send a clear signal to her and a handful of
diplomats. He pulled an electronic device about the size of a
sandwich out of another box, peered up at the hand-drawn diagram
pinned on the wall and chuckled. The electronic device was normally
used for radio security. Earlier today, he had signed it out in Jo
Bateman’s name at the embassy annex.

He took a long swig of beer and winced. He
had modified the electronic device to activate the G.E. radio
repeater remotely. It reminded him of a newspaper headline from the
past, also pinned on the wall.
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During the mid-1970’s Axel had technical
responsibility for the embassies within the Middle East Bureau. His
job description within the Office of Communications, besides, of
course, repairing Teletype machines, included liaison with the
regional security office, post security, and the Marine Security
Guard to safeguard the ambassador and all post officials. The
protection of the ambassador was, of course, paramount. Axel
routinely installed special gear in the ambassador’s residence and
vehicle to insure his safety. The bells and whistles had always
worked, except once.

He regularly visited Ruth de Silva, a
twenty-four-year-old expatriate from the Indian state of Goa, who
worked in the travel section of his favorite Middle East American
Embassy. Ruth owned painfully dark Portuguese religious eyes. Her
long jet-black hair flowed down to mango-shaped breasts, a tiny
waist and a belly dancer’s hips. Her sharp curved compact body
reminded him of a dollar sign.

“Ruthie,” as Axel called her, had one goal in
life: to obtain a visa to immigrate to Canada and eventually
reunite with her parents in New York City. When Axel offered to ask
one of the consular officers at the nearby Canadian Embassy to help
with her visa, Ruth gave herself to him. Never mind she had later
been turned down by the Canadian consular officer and he hadn’t the
heart to tell her. He had become her knight in shining armor and
each visit to post ended with Axel bedding her down and delighting
in her supple body. After they made love he would whisper in her
ear, “I think your visa will be approved soon.”

When Axel learned of his transfer to the Far
East Bureau, he knew this visit to the embassy would be his last.
He had a tight schedule and had already reserved the limousine used
by the ambassador who everyone called “Pops.” Axel would work on
the vehicle between 3:00 and 4:00 p.m. He had had it all planned
out: arrive at post before noon, perform maintenance on a Teletype
machine, meet Ruth for lunch at about 1:30 p.m., followed by a romp
in his hotel bed. It allowed ample time to take care of ambassador
Pops’ limousine. His flight, the only scheduled departure to the
United Arab Emirates, would leave at 5:00 p.m. The regional
conference tomorrow morning in Abu Dhabi was a “can’t miss”
affair.

His flight had been delayed, though, and the
Teletype problem turned out to be major. Axel arrived at his and
Ruthie’s favorite Turkish restaurant next to his hotel tired and
soaked with perspiration after 2:30 p.m. With little time to spare
he bought flowers in the hotel lobby to go along with the gold
necklace he had purchased at the Damascus gold souk, or
marketplace, during a recent visit there.

He found her in the back of the small
restaurant, in a quiet, shady corner. She wore sunglasses and a
hat.

Axel held out the flowers and gave her a big
smile.

She wiped away a tear underneath her
sunglasses. “You lied to me.”

Axel laid the flowers on the table and sat
down. “Ruthie, I tried, honest.”

She looked into his eyes through the dark
glasses and sniffled. “I visited the Canadian Embassy. The consular
officer said you knew weeks ago he couldn’t help me with my
visa.”

Axel gave her his best sympathetic look.
“Ruthie, I just couldn’t tell you. I knew it would break your
heart.”

She patted her face with a handkerchief. Axel
caught the attention of the waiter and ordered two beers, which
required his passport and the equivalent of about twelve U.S.
dollars.

“I should inform the embassy about what you
did.”

Time for a white lie. “My intentions
were good, and besides, you still may have a shot at a visa. I
forwarded your information to a colleague who works at the U.S.
State Department in Washington, D.C.”

Her eyes lit up. “Well?”

The waiter sat the half liter bottles of beer
and two glasses on the table. Axel motioned for Ruth to order and
poured the beer.

“I’m not hungry, Axel,” she said, eager for
his response.

Usually she ordered a swarma, a pita
sandwich. Axel was famished but didn’t order anything either. He
handed the waiter the menus and lifted his glass toward Ruth.
“Cheers.”

Her glass touched his and she took a healthy
swig of the rare treat.

“I sent my contact in Washington your
information about three weeks ago and he said it would take four to
six weeks before he could tell me anything. He has to forward the
paperwork to the Canadian Embassy.”

The muscles in her shoulders relaxed. Axel
looked at his watch. It was five minutes before three o’clock. He
followed Ruthie’s cue and took another long swallow of beer,
already feeling giddy.

He decided he could rush the ambassador’s
vehicle job through in about thirty minutes. “I’ve got a present
waiting for you in my room.”

“What is it?” she asked and gulped her glass
of beer.

He dealt her a conspiratorial look. “You have
to come to my room and find out.” He had already paid off the hotel
security man to allow her to go up to his third floor room.

Ruth sunk in the chair after finishing the
last of her beer. “Please, Axel.”

He grinned at her, winked, and said, “I can’t
tell.”

She smiled now. “I don’t know if I can trust
you anymore, Axel.”

He too finished the last drop of beer, put
his hand over hers and said, “You’ll love it.”

“I thought you told me you had important work
to finish before you leave this afternoon.”

He rubbed her arm and with his famous Axel
Trink smile said, “All the more reason why we should hurry up.”

“Well, I don’t know…”

Axel rose up and tossed a wad of money on the
table. He grabbed her hand and Ruth succumbed to him.

Minutes later, he locked the hotel room door
behind them and looked at his watch. She studied herself in the
hotel mirror.

He walked up behind her and brushed his
hardness against her backside.

“A-x-e-l,” she said, as if he had just
awakened her from a slumber.

He dangled the gold necklace in the mirror so
they could both see it and kissed her earlobe.

“Oh, Axel, it’s beautiful.”

He attached the necklace around her smooth
neck and unbuttoned her blouse. She watched him in the mirror,
those dark penetrating eyes searching his. He removed her strapless
brassiere and massaged the large black nipples without removing the
blouse—that’s what Ruthie liked.

She sighed with pleasure and leaned into the
dresser, transferring her weight to the palms of her hands, bearing
down on the glossy wood.

When her nipples were good and hard, Axel
leaned down on his knees, unbuttoned her skirt, and pulled it down.
He slid his hands underneath her panties—that’s what Ruthie really
liked.

She moaned.

Axel gathered her up her naked body and
plopped her in the middle of the king-sized bed. He removed his
clothes and undressed, naked except for his watch.

He enjoyed her lush exaggerated curves for
what he knew would be the last time. She rocked back and forth on
top of him and he nearly swallowed those big black dollops.

When they finished their love-making he
glanced at his watch.

3:40 p.m.! He dove into his pants, tossed his
shirt over his shoulders and lunged for the door. “Goodbye, love,”
he called over his shoulder as the door slammed behind.

He sped to the motor pool, knowing that it
was impossible to finish up the ambassador’s limousine in fifteen
minutes.
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Axel couldn’t take his eyes off of the
five-year-old front page of the International Herald Tribune pinned
on the wall of his Ngam Duphli flat. “U.S. AMBASSADOR GUNNED DOWN
BY TERRORISTS.”

The affable man whom everyone had known as
Pops was shown slumped over in a chair, his head peppered with
bullet holes from an AK-47.

The official report had come out weeks later
and didn’t put the blame on anyone. The security gear in the
ambassador’s vehicle had failed but it wouldn’t have mattered.
Terrorists had stormed the vehicle, killed the driver and abducted
the ambassador. Hours later, negotiations broke down and a rescue
attempt resulted in a maelstrom of bullets.

Afterwards, Axel drank heavily, always
reminded of the fateful day when he had let down a member of
his Foreign Service family. He had never attempted to
contact Ruthie again nor had he ever heard from her again. He hoped
she would eventually make it to Canada and then join her family in
New York City.

He sighed, took a swig of beer, and clasped
his artisan hands together. Satisfied with the installation of the
special electronic device inside the radio repeater, he leaned over
to the calendar on the wall and circled Wednesday, February
20th, with a black marker. The day of the embassy
ceremony loomed like a bad moon coming up on the horizon. Jo
Bateman, the master of ceremonies, would cut over to the new
computerized telephone switch. Russell Blake, the guest of honor,
would have a front-row seat.

He turned around. The other elephants would
require a few hours work each but not tonight—his hands ached. An
ensemble of earlier works, carved during his various assignments
around the world were assembled in a small square on the cheap
linoleum floor. He had carved the cartouches in Cairo and the Bali
masks in Jakarta. The special olive wood heart from Tel Aviv rested
on a pink scarf. He reckoned one day an expert would discover his
collection. He imagined people clamoring over the opportunity to
purchase an Axel Trink original at a Sotheby’s auction.

He shook his hands and looked up at the photo
on the wall, taken at the Tel Aviv restaurant seven years ago,
during the Dr. K visit. The cutesy Josephine Bateman sat between
Russell and him and held out her wine glass. “Fill it up, Shalom,”
she had said to the waiter, believing shalom referred to the man’s
occupation. Neither Axel nor Russell bothered to tell her it meant
hello and good-bye, until the drive back to the hotel. Jo loved to
be the patsy for a joke. He believed it was her self-punishment, to
atone for her wrongdoings.

A slight tremor had taken his hands hostage.
After the Cairo assignment, he had taken home leave. The
incompetent doctor in Washington, D.C., to his amazement,
prescribed simple aspirin. But he knew, sooner or later these hands
would succumb to the rheumatoid arthritis passed on from his
mother

But not before next Wednesday, February
20th—the day of Jo’s telephone ceremony.

The parts of his plan needed to join together
perfectly for him to pull it off. His Cairo tour had been years ago
but then not so long. He remembered standing inside the great Khufu
pyramid, outside Cairo. The crafty old Egyptian guide gave the
group of tourists a wizened look, ran his finger along the seam
where huge granite rocks fit perfectly together and said, “No
cement!”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

 


Axel arrived thirty minutes late at Jo’s
place in a tuk-tuk that had behaved like a swatted fly. He held a
bottle behind his back, wiped the Cheshire cat grin off his face,
and tapped on the embassy apartment door with a five-baht coin.

The door opened and
Jo Bateman’s patented bubbly smile met him. Her puffy lips
exclaimed, “Axel, Happy Chinese New Year’s Eve!”

The smell of her breath and the glassy eyes
told him Jo had started her celebration early. “Happy New Year.” He
held the bottle out to her.

Her eyes grew to silver dollars. “What’s
this?”

The Thais joked that Mekong, the
high-octane whiskey, could power tuk-tuks. “Mekong whiskey, a gift
from one of the guys in the motor pool. He told me it is the
smoothest brew in Bangkok.”

She accepted the bottle and looked at it.
“Well then, we should have a sample before we leave. Come on
in.”

He had not expected an invitation. He had
entered her parlor only once before, during a birthday party she
had thrown for one of the consular officers.

“Well, are you coming in?”

Jo had fallen to a Foreign Service malady:
during working hours she was all business and after hours she
drank. He walked in the apartment appointed in various shades of
white—the carpet, the drapes, her furniture. Flat ivory caricatures
of Broadway stars hung on a wall papered in peach with white
daffodils.

“Nice decorations,” he said.

“Thank you Axel, I spent a lot of time on
it.” She walked over to the small bar. Her voice trailed past her
shoulder and landed in his face like a cool towel. “Axel, what do
you propose we mix with this fire water?”

He walked over to the bar and said, “The
Thais prefer Mekong and coke.”

“Ice?”

“Just enough to cool the fire.” He watched
her set down two whiskey glasses and splash Mekong over a few cubes
of ice. She forced the cubes to the surface with a can of Pepsi
Cola.

He lifted his glass.

Jo clicked her glass to his. “Cheers.”

It occurred to him there were few alcoholics
in the Foreign Service—there just wasn’t enough free time. Ill at
ease alone with Jo, he pointed to the wall. “Julie Andrews?”

She took a long swig and set the drink down
on the counter. “Yes, from My Fair Lady, my favorite
Broadway play.” She walked over to the wall.

He topped up her drink with a generous amount
of Mekong and added an ounce or so of Pepsi. “I thought Audrey
Hepburn starred in it.”

“The movie version,” she said, walking on her
toes, her hand held up. “On Julie’s right is Mary Martin, from
South Pacific, and on the left is Carol Lawrence.”

“Wow, you sure know Broadway.” He held out
the drink for her. How appropriate Jo should be Eliza Doolittle to
Russell’s Professor Henry Higgins. “Wouldn’t it be
loverly?”

“So what interests you, Axel?” she asked,
while tiptoeing across the room.

It reminded him of the evening in the Hilton
Tel Aviv control room during the Dr. K security snafu. Everyone
thought that terrorists had compromised their radio frequencies
until Jo tiptoed across the room and informed the SY chief that one
of his agents had a stuck microphone and that the sound he heard
was not Arabic but the agent, moaning in bed with an Israeli
girl.

She accepted the glass of Mekong along with
his grin. “Where do you sneak off to on the weekends and holidays?
Conveniently out of radio coverage.”

They had rarely discussed their personal
lives. He forced a smile and added a white lie, “I love Pattaya
Beach. It’s only a two hour drive from Bangkok, with great food,
breathtaking scenery, beautiful girls...”

“I get the picture,” she said. Her phone
rang. “Just a moment, Axel.” She waltzed over to the kitchen
counter.

Her eyes lit up. “Pramoth, Happy New Year’s
Eve!”

She smiled at him. No one would ever learn of
his long weekends and holidays on Phuket Island, near the Malaysian
border, where he learned from Thai villagers how to subsist on
coconuts and fish.

He wondered what role her Thai newspaper
editor friend had with the Asa Tui, if any. Was Pramoth aware his
daughter visited massage parlors, sent men into ecstasy, and put
them out of their miseries? And was he aware of the control Choke
Fan had over her?

Jo frowned at Axel’s mischievous grin. “Yes,
Pramoth, I’m going to meet my co-workers on Patpong Road, first.
I’ll see you at the party later?”

A beaming face suggested a hint of romance.
If only she knew the truth about her beau.

“Okay, I’ll see you later then. Bye.”

She put the phone down and gave him a sly
look. “Okay, Axel, what’s so funny?”

“Nothing, really. Just one of those silly
jokes Cliff Nicely told me.”

“Blonde jokes?”

“Yes, Nicely is such a …”

“A virgin?”

She took the bait. “Well, yes. You would
think all the places he has been … you know, being around all those
security studs, it would brush off on him.”

She bit her cheek.

“Remember, though,” he said recalling her
romp in the Tel Aviv Hilton seven years ago. “There is hardly
anyone whose sexual life, if it were broadcast, would not fill the
world at large with surprise and horror.”

She stepped backed and said, “I suppose
so.”

He had overstepped his bounds.

“Who are you quoting, Axel? It sounds
familiar.”

“Somerset Maugham.”

“Yes, I remember reading his book in college.
I think it was Of Human Bondage.”

“Currently, I’m reading Playboy and the
Bangkok Post.”

She laughed. “You never read the technical
updates on my bulletin board in the code room.”

He let it pass. She waltzed back into the
living room. Nostalgia pulled her eyelids shut. “During college, I
dreamt of becoming a Broadway star. I minored in drama and joined
the actor’s club at Oklahoma U.” She displayed the famous Jo
Bateman blush and admitted, “I starred in Annie Get Your
Gun.”

“Wow, what happened?” He made his way toward
the front door.

She took another healthy swig of Mekong and
cola. “I had to decide between a waitress job in New York City
while I hit the pavement for auditions, or a chance to see the
world with the Foreign Service.”

He studied her for the time it took a melted
ice cube to drop to the bottom of her empty glass. It explained her
behavior—she still acted. She’d never find her leading man.

“What is it, Axel?”

He looked at his watch. “I told Cliff Nicely
we would meet him at the Barrel Bar at nine. It’s nearly ten.”

“Oh, of course,” she said and giggled. “We’d
better get ourselves in gear.”

This promised to be an eventful evening.

“Wait, Axel. Before we leave, I’ve got a
question to ask.”

He took another small sip, put his drink down
and said, “Fire away.”

She looked deep into his eyes for the first
time since Tel Aviv. “You don’t blame me for not making the
promotion list? Based on my telegram, OC is looking into the
selection process in your case.”

He recalled another Maugham quote: “I do not
confer praise or blame. I accept. I am the measure of all things. I
am the center of the world.”

“Why, Axel, I feel like I’m in a Literature
101 class today.”

“To answer your question: I believe the
Foreign Service is all about covering your backside,” he said. “I
never blame anyone for anything. To blame someone or some
thing suggests a person or entity maintains some influence. No one
or group has control over me; that’s why I chose the Foreign
Service.”

No smile passed between them this time.

“We had better get going then,” she said and
tripped on her Afghan throw rug but regained her balance.

“Whoops,” she said followed by another
giggle.

The alcohol would eventually get to
Josephine; unless, of course, he got to her sooner.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

 


Atop the Wat Arun Temple, the center of the
universe, the Hindu god Indra waited patiently on his three-headed
elephant. Only a few kilometers away, a lone white elephant strode
along the avenue of sin known as Patpong Road. The clash of good
versus evil was about to begin.

 


Axel stared at the huge pachyderm whose balls
nearly dragged on the pavement. Scantily clad bar girls climbed the
shoulders of tourists to gaze at the gray shadow unconcerned by the
hullabaloo it was creating.

“The white elephant brings good luck,” an
Englishman’s voice trailed past his ears and then mixed with
incense and dissolved into the colored lights.

He whirled around and searched through the
crowd for the Brit, but couldn’t find the face lost in the crowd on
Patpong Road where every night was Carnival in Rio.

Axel weakly protested when an octopus of
hands, glittering in the lights, pulled him into the entrance to
the Grand Prix Bar.

“I’ll join you in a minute,” he called after
Jo, although she didn’t hear him nor did she notice the spectacle
behind her.

The elephant’s Thai handler, or
mahout, smiled and steered the giant creature down a side
street. The gray ghost disappeared into the night.

Axel caught his breath and watched Jo shake
her blonde hair off her ears in front of the Barrel Bar. She
smoothed the Thai silk dress against her hips and shoved against
the door between the two barrel-shaped windows.

“Hands off!” he said in Thai, afraid that the
bargirls could be part of Choke Fan’s shenanigans. He pulled away
from the hustlers and ran across the street. Just before he entered
the Barrel he glanced down the lane and saw Jack the Brit enter a
bar.

The Barrel’s doors shut behind him and the
cabaret mood of the bar blanketed the neon lights and cacophony of
music and laughter from outside. Jo, an untethered ballerina in a
music box, waltzed around the bar. If the frail Thai hostess got in
the way, Jo’s elephant bag would knock her out into the street.

“I could have danced all night,” the
inebriated diva sang, on key despite the Mekong and the years of
inactivity.

The chanteuse captured the eyes of the
participants. She warbled, “I could have spread my wings and done a
thou-sand things, I’ve ne-ver done be-fore.”

She elicited smiles all around, including
Acting Regional Security Officer Cliff Nicely. The dark-haired
lad’s smooth round cheeks absorbed his embarrassment like a spring
pear dipped in crimson syrup. His lime silk shirt from Majestic
Tailors fit him perfectly.

Axel sat down on the other side of Nicely and
elbowed him. He raised his brow and exchanged nods with the young
security officer. Cliff gave him a look that said I see what you
mean.

“Axel, there you are,” Jo said, leaning
against the bar. “I thought I lost you to the den of iniquity
across the street.”

He smiled. “I didn’t want to miss the show
here.”

“Sawasdee kup.” Jo gave everyone the Thai
greeting, cupping her hands together in the Buddhist way. “Happy
Chinese New Year!” She smiled at the slim bartender. “Hello, Lert.”
She leaned farther across the bar top and greeted the delicate Thai
girl who sat below. “Hello, Nang.”

The cashier’s soft dark eyes looked up. Her
high cheekbones were dusted with the orange glow from a small
penlight directed into the textbook in front of her. “Sawasdee
kup,” she said, cupped her hands together and wai’d Jo and Axel.
Her eyes sought approval in Cliff Nicely.

They returned the gesture. Axel leaned toward
Cliff and said, “Looks like you’re getting a head start on the Year
of the Monkey.”

As Jo would say, it appeared Cliff had found
his Guinevere here in Camelot. “Yes, it seems so,” Cliff said,
staring down at the cashier.

Axel couldn’t resist the opportunity to give
them a taste of things to come. “The monkey is mischievous, high
spirited, a joker who's always full of fun—he’s devious, too.”

“Well, it should be an eventful year then,”
Jo said. “Axel, isn’t the monkey your sign?”

It will be an unforgettable year. He
nodded and sipped his beer.

Cliff and the cashier Nang formed an
ensemble, but the opposite of what they appeared to be. She needed
to protect and he needed protection.

“How I envy you two,” Jo said as if she had
read his mind. She had a distant look in her eyes. “We girls all
look for true love, but few of us ever find it.”

Axel refrained from making a derogatory
comment about Jo’s attempt to make the security lad feel at home.
If she knew Russell Blake would be arriving in Bangkok tomorrow
she’d sober up fast.

Cliff sipped his beer, set it down, and said,
“This establishment has the ambience of a common place adorned by
the visage of a queen.” He peered down at Nang.

“I don’t know about that,” Jo said. “But it’s
my home away from home.” She reached into her elephant bag and
pulled out a green can. “It’s the only place in town that allows me
to bring in my own Heineken beer.” She nudged her bag toward Cliff.
“Feel the leather.”

This was a far cry from the demure girl he
had met outside customs at the Tel Aviv airport seven years ago. He
watched Cliff rub his hand across the surface of her satchel, its
texture rivaling the upholstery of a Mercedes Benz.

“Smooth stuff, huh?” Jo said.

Cliff nodded his head. “Nice leather.”

“It’s genuine elephant foreskin!” Jo’s guffaw
colored her face the shade of a pink rose blossom.

Cliff jerked his hand back and sloshed beer
over his fingers and the bar top.

Jo caught a breath of air and continued, “A
gift during my tour in Africa. Back in '75 a TCN, an embassy
employee named Ziggy gave it to me for my birthday. Poor fellow, I
used to harass him for scratching his balls and picking his nose at
the same time.”

Axel had heard it all before. Jo’s last
sentence wouldn’t draw many laughs at Am Embassy Paris or Rome. He
chuckled when Cliff gave him a sideways glance. Until now, the
young security officer hadn’t seen the real Jo—after she had
had a few drinks and got wound up. The Mekong whiskey helped his
case.

Jo removed her hands from her face and said,
“Sorry, Cliff. Ziggy was a thoughtful man and this bag holds as
many fond memories as Heineken.” She sighed and took a long swig of
beer.

Axel loved it. Jo Bateman always apologized
for her actions. She was the life and soul of the party who got
stone drunk and then remembered every detail the next morning. She
would never win over her prince charming. She was too busy making
excuses for being Jo Bateman.

“TCN, that’s Third Country National?” Cliff’s
apologetic voice punctured the quiet.

“Right,” Jo said. “They’re the folks who do a
lot of the odd jobs at the embassies. You’ve probably been barraged
by acronyms over the past few weeks.”

Cliff looked at her bag, grimaced, and said,
“Speaking of elephants, did you see the white elephant stroll down
the middle of the street earlier this evening?”

The young security man had stolen his
thunder—the elephant tale was to have been his. “White elephants on
Patpong Road? You had better take it easy on the brew, fella.”

Jo shook her head and smiled at the
bartender, Lert, busy polishing tall beer flagons. His gracious nod
agreed with her. Such an occurrence would never happen.

“A fellow with a gold tooth rode atop it,”
Cliff said and smiled down again at Nang.

“The only place you’ll find white elephants
is in Thai folklore or at the King’s palace,” Jo said. “Don’t you
agree, Nang?”

The petite cashier shook her head, stared at
Cliff, and then said, “Where did the elephant go to?”

“He disappeared down a side street.” Cliff
said and pointed. “In that direction.”

Axel saw the envy in Jo’s face when Cliff and
the cashier exchanged a quiet eyes-only communication. He tried to
imagine him ten years from now. The relentless Foreign Service
always demanded something in return: the nice hair or the
well-proportioned body. The daily grind would etch lines of
character in his face. Poor Cliff would at least retain the moral
intent in his eyes.

“Excuse me, sir, Miss Jo,” Nang said and got
up and rushed toward the door, where two of the hostesses joined
her. Their excited voices discussed Cliff’s white elephant
sighting.

Jo pulled another Heineken out of her gray
satchel and popped the top. “Nang has worked every night behind
this bar since ... before Christmas,” she said. “This is the first
time she’s ever smiled at a farang, much less talked to one.”

Jo looked at everyone around the bar for
approval.

Cliff dipped his head.

“I know because I’m here nearly every
night.”

Two American voices caused Axel to turn
around. The shark, Choke Fan, lay sprawled out in a couch behind
him. He gave Axel that evil look that turned him back around. At
least Supaporn wasn’t around for Jo to recognize.

Cliff looked around, a quizzical expression
on his face. “What’s the meaning of farang?”

“Farangs are us white-skinned folks,” Jo
said. “But I guess black Americans are farangs, too. I’m not sure
what they call Vietnamese and Cambodians. Do you know, Axel?”

“I believe a farang is anyone who’s not Thai.
They’ll smile at you, sleep with you, do business with you, even
learn your language, but in the end you’re still a farang and
they’re still Thai.”

Jo took another swig of beer. “Who said that,
Axel?”

He grinned. “I did.”

“You’ve managed to land in one of the unique
places in the world,” Jo said to Cliff.

He shrugged, more interested in the return of
the cashier.

Axel wondered if Nicely had ever gotten
laid.

Jo, lost in thought, stared into a mirror
stretched the entire length of the bar. “I’ll never forget the Thai
smiles,” she said absently.

“Farang must be a mispronunciation of
foreigner,” Cliff said.

“I believe so,” Jo said. “Thailand is one of
the few countries in the world that has never been colonized, you
know.”

“Well, here’s my chance,” Cliff said.

For the first time, Axel saw a mischievous
smile capture the young man’s face.

“What do think of Patpong Road?” Jo
asked.

“This place is great,” Cliff said. “But the
go-go bars, and the sex shows—you can have them. By the way, one of
the marine security guards invited me to their TGIF next week at
the marine house.”

“They’re nice boys, the marines,” Jo
said. “Occasionally you’ll find them here, but this isn't their
style.”

Early in his career Axel socialized with the
marines. It afforded an easy way to meet young local girls who
attended TGIF parties at the marine house, a military frat house.
Every post had one. The Marine Security Guard, lance corporal
through sergeant, was responsible for providing security at nearly
all of the U.S. embassies and consulates around the world. They
generally served eighteen-month tours at two posts, one of which
would be a hardship post in a third world country. In those dark
outposts in Africa, big sister Jo had had to routinely counsel
them. In jarhead jargon “hardship post” meant “lack of nookie.”

“I bought a Kawasaki 650 motorcycle from one
of the marines today,” Cliff said proudly.

Jo laughed. “The ‘fireball?’ I heard the
marine ran over a noodle stand with it.”

“The former owner is off to Okinawa Friday on
permanent change of station,” Cliff said. “The bike is in good
shape.”

The bartender Lert gave Jo a secret smile
that everyone saw and placed an empty beer flagon in front of her.
She poured the rest of her beer into the glass “Did anyone warn
Okinawa the guy’s on his way?” she asked Cliff. “You won’t drive it
around Bangkok, will you?”

“No, it's just for trips out to the
countryside.”

Jo seemed to reconsider what she had said. “I
heard it was just an accident—I mean the marine hitting the noodle
stand and all.”

Axel had to turn away and grin. A hostess
playing darts fired three bull’s eyes in succession in front of the
amazed American tourists. Choke Fan was wearing his signature
sunglasses and shoes made from an amphibious creature. Axel saw a
pile of hundred-baht bills on the table. The shark’s hand was
parked underneath the bottom of the hostess next to him.

Jo cocked her head. “Bangkok can be a shock
for a guy who has never been out of … where were you from?”

Nicely bobbed his head and said, “Fort
Lauderdale, Florida.”

“You’re used to the heat, then.”

“I suppose so.”

Jo looked at her watch and said, “Axel,
you’re quiet tonight.”

He cranked his neck. “I’ve got a date with a
terrorist later on,” he said, and looked up at the spirit house,
called a saan, above the bar. Smoky incense curled toward
the ceiling.

“Sounds exciting,” Jo said. “What’s her
name?”

Axel shrugged. “Trouble.”

“Well, I’m headed to a party,” Jo said
matter-of-factly and turned to Cliff. “Take it easy on the local
brew, until you get used to it. Trust me.” She sipped on the last
of the beer. “Oh, I didn’t mean much by what I said up in the code
room this morning. And you should take tomorrow off.”

“I need to follow up on security issues in
regards to the terrorist group reported to be in town.”

“The Royal Thai police are better equipped to
investigate than we are.”

Axel wondered if Jo wanted the kid out of
town so she could take over his security meeting.

She finished off the beer and looked the
young security officer in the eye. “This is a crazy corner of the
world, Cliff. The CIA drops money out of the sky via Air America,
and a syndicate of ex-GIs smuggle drugs to the states out of
Patpong bars.”

Dinofrio had given him the figures after Axel
had applauded the DEA agent in his new silk suit. “Khun Sa’s Shan
United Army of thirty-five hundred troops transports tons of raw
opium to refineries at the Thai border in caravans averaging over a
hundred mules and three-hundred armed guards each.”

Nicely took in his facts but his eyes
remained glued on the door for the return of his sweetheart.

“In the final analysis,” Jo continued, “we’re
the ones who balance the scale, us Foreign Service grunts—regular
people, cast in irregular circumstances.”

Axel detected a look in Cliff’s eyes that
said, don’t patronize me.

“They’re not going to get rid of the drug
problem here until they get rid of Prime Minister Chamanan,” Cliff
said. “Besides, Bangkok is overdue for another coup d'état.”

Cliff, who had seemed to age five years in
the last forty-five minutes, stared into his glass and said,
“That’s how he got in office, wasn’t it?”

Axel leaned over in front of Cliff, to
include Jo and whispered. “One of the spooks, a CIA agent, told me
Kriangsak will be out of office, one way or the other, by the end
of this month.”

“Axel, keep your voice down,” Jo looked
around to see if anyone was listening in. Then she nodded at Nang’s
return through the Barrel’s doors. “Maybe you can persuade someone
to enjoy the weekend with you.”

“I’ve heard all things are possible in
Bangkok,” the young security officer said, eyes riveted on
Nang.

“Your white elephant tale sure perked up the
house,” Jo said. “Didn’t it, Axel?”

“Yes, I’ll have to remember it.”

Jo got up off the stool. “I think I will head
to my party now.”

“Have fun,” Cliff said.

“Thanks,” Jo said. “I’ll see you gentlemen
later.” She got up, grabbed her elephant bag and walked over behind
him. “Axel, let’s talk about your promotion snafu next week,” she
said and added, a mere whisper, “Watch what you say about the PM.
It’s pretty sensitive information here.”

“Sure,” he said.

Mother Jo gave Cliff a solemn look. “Remember
what I said about the beer.” She nodded in the direction of the
young man’s half-empty glass of beer. “Happy Chinese New Year.”

“Good night, Jo,” Cliff said. “When is Thai
New Year?”

She had already started toward the door.
Three Thai smiles met her. One led the way and opened the Barrel’s
doors, the other two each took care of an arm — Thai
hospitality.

Axel realized why Cliff Nicely bored him so.
The young security officer was too obvious. Like a Jehovah’s
Witness, feet glued to the doormat, he concealed nothing. He could
tell exactly what the guy was going to say by watching his
eyes.

“The Thai New Year is in the middle of April.
It’s called Songkran Day.”

Cliff’s behavior reminded Axel of himself,
seven years ago in Tel Aviv when he made goo-goo eyes at Jo
Bateman. Nicely watched the cashier fondle a dull gold bracelet on
her left arm. A gold image of Buddha on a chain around her sleek
neck proclaimed her religion. Her silky black hair was netted into
a tight bun, embellished by a simple cluster of artificial
pearls.

“Thanks for the info,” the security man said
eyes wandering down the sleeves of the cashier’s white silk blouse.
He turned toward Axel and frowned. “You don’t look so good, guy. Do
you feel all right?”

I just knew you were going to say that. “All
I need is a few days at Pattaya Beach to get well,” he said with a
lowered voice. He looked around and moved his stool closer to
Cliff. “What I hanker for is this hotel right on the beach. They
have a hot tub I like to wallow in with a bottle of Jack Daniels
and at least two Thai beach bunnies.”

Cliff gave him a dumbfounded look.

“They remove their bikinis … you ever
skinny-dip in a hot tub?”

Cliff jerked his head the other way and then
turned back and gave him a measured look.

“Later, I chase the warmed-up, butt-naked
bunnies into a king-sized bed … hey, are you with me?”

The red-faced Cliff said, “Axel, you must be
drunk.”

“Just making sure you are paying attention,
pal.” He turned and looked back at Choke. He couldn’t tell if the
shark smiled, snickered or scowled at him.

Lert turned the stereo volume up a notch and
Joe Cocker sang, “You are so beau-ti-ful to me.” One of the
hostesses set plastic containers in front of the cashier.

“Excuse me, sirs, would you like Thai food?”
Nang asked.

Axel waved his hands and shook his head.

“Sure,” the naïve Nicely said. “And please,
call me Cliff.”

The girl smiled and floated her hand across
the dishes after she had placed them atop the bar.

“Where do I begin?” Cliff said

“Thai shrimp soup,” she said. “It’s hot and
spicy.”

Cliff swallowed a large spoonful of the spicy
sour soup with gusto. Axel waited for the results.

“This is delicious,” Cliff said rolling his
tongue around his lips.

Nang’s eyes sparkled and her tiny hand waved.
“Please, I have more.”

Axel saw Nicely’s eyes react to the hot red
peppers. His eyelids flapped up and he gulped down the beer. “Where
did you learn to speak English so well?” Nicely asked. “Is it part
of your study?”

“I studied English at the American University
language school,” Nang said. “But now I attend Ramkhamhaeng
University. I major in psychology.”

Nicely’s face blossomed red. Beads of sweat
formed on his forehead. He coughed and wheezed and said, “I think
something went down the wrong way.”

The cashier frowned and sighed. “I’m sorry, I
should have warned you.” She spooned out a red pepper about the
size of her fingernail. “It’s very hot.”

Nicely rubbed the back of his hand across his
brow and asked, “Where is the toilet?”

Her brows crimped. She put one hand over her
mouth and pointed with the other toward the rear of the bar. “Over
there.”

Nicely jumped off the stool and for a moment
lost his balance. Axel saw Choke Fan, in the booth behind Cliff
raise his hands, ready to deflect him, if necessary.

“Excuse me,” Nicely said and rushed off to
the toilet.

Axel crossed his arms on the bar, dropped his
head into them, and screamed with laughter.

Moments later, he lifted his head and turned
and looked into the shark’s dead eyes. An odd odor, emitted by a
tourist who had passed between them, permeated the air.

Choke waved the foul air away.

“Hey, mate,” the Aussie called out to the
bartender, busy mixing drinks. “How ‘bout a Singha beer down this
way.” He sat on the seat opposite the stool vacated by Cliff and
wreaked of body odor, cologne, beer, and stale hashish.

Cliff returned, along with the color in his
face. He gave the boisterous Aussie a disapproving stare.

The bum turned toward Cliff and said, “Hey,
mate, how’s the action here?”

Axel listened hard, ever eager to foment a
confrontation.

“I don’t know,” Cliff said and sipped on his
beer. “The police just left. They handcuffed a guy at the bar and
took him off in the paddy wagon.”

Axel, surprised and amused by Cliff’s quick
wit, believed the Aussie to be a small-time hustler—in Bangkok to
push enough drugs to finance his trip and get laid. He had wandered
into the wrong place. Lert poured his beer down the middle of the
glass, a sign of disrespect. The Aussie’s gaze settled on the
cashier.

“You on contract or vacation, mate?” the bum
asked Cliff.

“Neither,” Cliff said annoyed the guy was
moving in on his territory. He paused to consider his words. “I
work at the American Embassy.”

“Do you now?”

Cliff straightened up, turned toward the
Aussie, glared and said, “I’m Senior Drug Enforcement Agent
Dinofrio.”

Stunned, Axel glanced back at Choke Fan.
Nicely's remark had garnered the shark’s attention. Choke snuffed
out the stub of a cigarette and nodded at Axel.

What the hell are you doing, Cliff?

Cliff turned around, looked straight into
Choke Fan’s face and swiveled back for the second round.

The Aussie gulped his beer, wiped his mouth
and said, “A genuine Drug enforcement agent, are you?” He dropped
his arms in his lap to conceal the evidence tattooed on his
veins.

Axel saw bravery and naivety battle it out in
the young security man’s face.

“We did a bust out at Don Muang International
Airport today,” Nicely said. “Forty kilos of heroin.” On a roll, he
ordered another beer from the bartender by raising his index
finger.

The cashier’s eyes wandered off the page of
her textbook.

The acting RSO must have been copied on
today’s message from the DEA office. The story would be in the
Bangkok Post tomorrow. It would convince Choke that Cliff Nicely
was Agent Dinofrio. Cliff, in his effort to impress the cashier,
had put his life on the line. The fool had arrived in the country
only two months ago.

The tanked Cliff Nicely spewed out more
suicidal words. “We plan to eradicate drugs from Thailand and…”

Nicely turned and looked straight in the
man’s eyes and said, “And the people behind them.”

Axel again buried his face in his arms but
this time searched for a solemn thought. This could expedite his
plan for revenge. Would he dare pawn off Cliff Nicely as Daniel
Dinifrio to Choke Fan for C-4? No, of course not…or would he?

The headline would read: “Diplomat Rescues
Fellow Officer from the Hands of Terrorist Gang”

The Aussie gave a somber look. “Thanks for
the tip, mate,” he said, chugged the last of his beer, tossed a
twenty-baht note on the bar, and rushed off.

“Good job Dinofrio,” Axel said loud enough
for Choke Fan to hear. He turned back and gave Choke a nod.

“Yes, I should be proud,” Cliff said all full
of new found confidence. He grabbed the damp, crumpled twenty-baht
note, smoothed it out, and handed it down to the cashier, whose
faint smile of approval seemed to please the inebriated swain. He
leaned over the bar, took a leftover valentine candy out of the
basket, and asked the cashier, “Where do you come from?”

“Near to Sukhothai,” she said. “It’s an old
city to the north.”

“I want to visit your home at Sukhothai
tomorrow.” He handed her a five-hundred-baht note for his drinks.
“Keep the change, and will you come with me?”

“This is too much.” She held the large bill
between two fingers. “It is not necessary to tip in Bangkok.”

Axel watched Cliff hand the cashier a
business card.

“Call me,” Nicely said.

She looked at the card and then her
bewildered eyes searched his.

“If you don’t call me, I will break
into the king’s palace and steal a white elephant and ride it over
here and pick you up.”

The cashier’s eyes became two huge black
sapphires. She held her hand over her mouth but failed to conceal a
smile.

For a brief moment, envy won over Axel and
held his conscience captive.

Nicely reached over, grabbed the girl’s empty
hand, and placed the valentine candy in it. Written on the colored
heart shape was “BE MINE.”

“Wait, on second thought, I’ll meet you
outside the bar at eight o’clock tomorrow morning,” Nicely said. “I
want to get an early start for the trip up north.”

Cliff said, “See you later, Axel,” but stared
into the girl’s eyes, not allowing her a chance to reply. Instead,
he swiveled off his stool and rushed off, late for another drug
bust.

“Later,” Axel called after him and watched
the cashier read the words on the candy, hold it to her breast, and
smile. He had underestimated Nicely; the kid had the power to sway
people’s emotions, a talent Axel had never been able to
acquire.

He turned around. Choke’s face glowed. A rare
smile? The brute nodded toward the door.
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Axel sat down at an empty table at the Red
Barn restaurant and ordered two bowls of Kow Thom, a rice
porridge flavored with garlic, fish sauce, and ground pork. In a
few hours, when the bars closed, a seat would be hard to come by,
but for now the top floor of the restaurant remained empty.

The waitress returned with the Kow Thom, two
Singha beers, and Choke Fan. The thug sat down without a word.
After the waitress left he said in Thai, “How did you know I would
want Kow Thom?”

“All Thai men eat Kow Thom after a night on
the town.”

Choke grunted. “You arranged the DEA Agent
Dee-no-flee-oh at the Barrel Bar. Good work.”

Axel played Cliff Nicely’s performance down.
“No problem.”

Choke screwed his head around. “What can you
tell me about him?”

Axel forged ahead with confidence. “He’s a
senior DEA agent. And forget about any attempt to snatch him at the
bar. There are other agents present.”

Choke Fan frowned. “He looks young.”

“This guy’s a shaker and a mover. You know
what I mean?”

“Tell me more.”

“What do you want to know?”

Choke’s face soured with impatience. He
reached into his jacket and withdrew a stiletto knife similar to
the one Supaporn had had shown the old man the other night in the
massage parlor. He slid it under the table. “Tell me what I need to
know to catch him.”

“Choke Fan, I know you have a vendetta going
against the DEA but, believe me, you don’t want the power behind
the embassy after you.” He reached in his back pocket and pulled
out the copy of the telegram from Am Consul Chiang Mai.

Choke’s eyes got on the defensive. “What is
it?”

“The American Embassy is already on to you.”
He read excerpts from the message to the sour-faced Choke.”

“We have to act fast then,” the brute
said.

“You’re still going to abduct him?”

“My brother would do the same for me. I want
you to help me.”

“I can’t just throw one of my fellow
diplomats to the sharks.”

“You will if you smell blood.”

“No need to resort to violence,” Axel said.
Choke Fan leaned into the table and gave him a crooked smile.

“Ouch! Jesus Christ!”

The fiend had nicked him in the knee.

“Well?”

“He … he rides a motorcycle,” Axel said. “He
said he would pick the cashier up tomorrow morning and drive her up
to Sukhothai, to the historical park.” He unfolded a red cloth
napkin and tied it around his knee.

“So I heard.” Choke pulled the knife out from
under the table, wiped the blood off the tip into the red napkin
and then slid it back underneath the table.

“Yes … well, the guy is naïve. He listens to
people, even total strangers.”

The waitress smiled and set a small tray with
the bill on it next to Axel. He grimaced and waited for her to get
out of earshot.

Choke Fan barked, “Explain!”

“I went out to dinner with Nicely the other
night. He gave coins to beggars. He listened, sympathetically to
bar girls, street urchins, anyone.”

Choke took out Axel’s diplomatic passport and
flipped through the pages. What should I call you? Mr….Ah…”

Axel grinned. “Whatever suits you.”

“Midnight Cowboy,” Choke said. “You remind me
of the little man.”

“The actor, Dustin Hoffman? I don’t look like
him.”

“I mean the way you act, like Leez-o.”

“No, the character’s name was Rizz-o. Ratso
Rizzo”

“Leez-o.”

“That’s it, you got it.”

Choke, in a guarded voice said, “Leez-o, you
and I are going to catch this DEA agent, tomorrow when he takes the
cashier up-country.”

“I can’t make it. I have a high-level meeting
to attend tomorrow morning.”

“Cancel it.”

“I can’t cancel it.”

Choke Fan removed his sunglasses. “Cancel it
or you die.”

The coldness in Choke Fan’s steely-black eyes
persuaded him to throw caution into the same trash bin where he had
disposed of kindness and self-respect. What the hell, he’d figure
out a way for Nicely to escape. It would put character lines in the
lad’s virgin face.

The waitress poured his beer. He took a big
swig and watched her hips sway back and forth as she walked down
the stairs. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“I will see you on the corner at Silom Road,
7:30 tomorrow morning, sharp,” Choke said. He lifted a spoon of
Thai porridge to his mouth. “You should go home now and bandage
your knee.”

Axel squirmed in his chair. “Wait a minute.
Let’s get it all out on the table.”

Choke swallowed the last of his beer. “What
is it?”

He took a huge swig of beer. “You remember I
needed a second thing?”

Choke gave him a bored look. “Yes, yes, go
on.”

“I mean there’s only one way I could…I’ll
help you…but I need…”

“Spit it out, Leez-o.”

He leaned into Choke Fan and waved the
embassy message. “This paper says the Asa Tui stole C-4 explosive,”
he said with a hushed voice. “I’ve got a plan. It will interest
you.”

Choke Fan’s eyes scanned the room.

They were alone.

Choke’s brow wrinkled. “What the hell do you
want with C-4?”

Not to bungle a coup d'état against the Thai
government, Axel thought. But enough to cause a minor fracas
at the embassy.

“Well?”

“There are officials at the embassy that no
longer deserve to be diplomats,” he whispered.

Choke Fan removed the sunglasses and wiped
his forehead. “You are a crazy sucker, aren’t you, Leez-o.”

“Relentless is a better word.”

Choke gave him a dumb stare.

He sighed. “Don’t try to pronounce it. It
means to never give up.”

Choke shielded his steely eyes with the
sunglasses and considered it all. “Then we have much to talk about
tomorrow morning on the way to Sukhothai. Remember, if you don’t
show, I still have those incriminating photos to send to your
embassy.”

“You’re a smart customer,” Axel said. He
needed to establish a good alibi if he was going to head up north
tomorrow with this criminal.

“Who is the grin for, Leez-o?”

“No one. I can’t believe you poked me in the
knee—totally unprofessional.”

The stone-faced Choke Fan grunted. “If I had
a longer knife, I would have stabbed your penis.”

“Oh,” Axel said.

He realized his penis would soon be one of
the few assets he had left in his life.
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CHAPTER NINE

 


The drive from Bangkok up to Sukhothai
reminded Axel of a high school bus on the way to a football game.
Choke and his Asa Tui henchmen smoked Thai sticks and the hashish
stench nauseated him. When driver Supaporn complained of smoke,
they guzzled beer and exhibited a general lack of maturity.
Supaporn, above all this childishness, puckered her lips and
frowned in the rearview mirror.

Axel in the backseat, opposite Choke and his
underling, nursed a bottle of Mekong whiskey, and tried to figure
Supaporn out. Choke Fan and the Asa Tui must have an incredible
hold over her. He wore headphones and attempted to listen to a Thai
folksinger on cassette tape while playing peek-a-boo with her in
the rearview mirror.

Supaporn. To approach her direct on was to
look at the sun. Only through short glimpses and her quiet
reflections did she reveal her true self, as if she had saved it
for a benign god who only appeared as a sunburst flash in a mirror
and only then forgave all her wrongdoings because of her beauty.
“Don’t look at me,” her eyes whispered to her god, Lord Buddha,
“Unless I’ve been good.”

Despite all that had happened Axel couldn’t
help wanting her.

She dropped them off on an isolated stretch
of road, so quiet that not even birds ventured there. The rice
fields of the central lowland plains were barren as far as he could
see. The rice had been harvested and the new crops had not yet been
planted.

Axel rued his huge mistake. He sat hunched
over on the lip of the empty rice paddy canal that ran along both
sides of the seldom-used road. If Choke Fan’s plans ran true, Cliff
Nicely and the cute cashier would barrel down the road on the
powerful Kawasaki bike and the shit would hit the fan.

He eyed the wire they had strung across the
road between the only two trees in the vicinity and shook his head.
“I never agreed to murder.”

“We don’t intend to murder them,” Choke Fan
said. “Supaporn told me they are wearing helmets.”

“Helmets. How comforting to know. What else
did the quiet one have to say?”

“Supaporn speaks by her actions,” Choke said.
“I’ll tell you about her sometime.”

He took another swig of the Mekong. “I can’t
wait to hear her story.”

Choke Fan looked at him oddly.

He considered his options: run, play along,
or intervene. Could he intervene at the last second? He couldn’t
allow the kid to recognize him.

A hint of a smile crossed Choke’s face. “Are
you getting ‘cold feet,’ Leez-o?”

“If you murder this guy, the American Embassy
will pursue you and your Asa Tui pals to the bitter end.”

Choke pulled two Thai sticks from a brown
bag. “Leez-o, you are an accomplice.” He lit a stick with his
cigarette. “You want to try one?”

“I never touch the stuff. Where is Supaporn?
I thought you said she'd return soon.”

“No one escapes her desires,” Choke said.
“Not you, your fellow diplomat, nor the cashier from the
Barrel.”

Axel felt brave. “Not you either, huh?”

Choke Fan eyed him sideways and released a
big puff of smoke into the sky.

“You’re not going to pull the knife trick on
me again? My knee still aches.”

“Relax, Leez-o, you’re just nervous.
Everything’s going to work out fine.”

He tossed the empty bottle of Mekong out on
the road and pulled another pint out of the inside pocket of his
jacket. “What do you mean?”

Choke stared at the broken bottle and
attempted a smile. “Hey, it’s nothing. So, do you want to hear
Supaporn’s story?”

Axel unscrewed the top of the Mekong bottle
and said, “Why not?”

A three minute silent overture allowed him to
get comfortable in the rice straw. Choke gathered his thoughts
despite a pesky fly.

“It was about a year ago in Bangkok,” Choke
began in Thai. “I waited at a traffic light at the market in Din
Daeng.”

“Toward Don Muang airport?” he asked in
Thai.

“Yes…the light stayed red for a long time.
Many women at the marketplace wore jewelry. It excited me.”

Choke paused and took a big breath. The
vacant road was silent except for two sparrows pecking at the
broken pieces of a whiskey bottle Axel had thrown on the road. A
good story welcomed quiet, and Axel, too, relaxed. He could have
been lying in a hammock on the beach.

“When the light changed I turned my
motorcy into an alley next to the market. I saw this
beautiful girl walk out of a shop. She wore a large gold baht chain
around her neck. The sun shined on the gold. It was early. The
shopkeepers were yawning as they set out their wares.”

Axel wondered at the way Thais chopped off
the ends of English words like motorcycle but were comfortable with
every last syllable of their freight-train-long Thai names.

“I steered the small motorcy with my left
hand and puttered along. When she stopped to let a small minivan
pass by, I came up behind her beautiful rear. A tiger readied to
pounce on a tigress in heat.”

He held in his laughter.

Choke Fan grabbed at the air and barked, “I
ripped the gold chain from her neck!”

Axel, awed at both the big brute’s
storytelling ability and his bold move said, “Wow!” and shook his
head.

“I jerked on the throttle, but the old
motorcy hesitated. The bitch didn’t hesitate, though. She chased
me, screaming to draw attention.”

Choke stared up in the sky.

Axel, spellbound by the brute’s unexpected
story said, “Go on.”

“The tigress jumped on the rear of the
motorcycle and grabbed me around the neck. I struggled to keep the
bike upright on the wet pavement. She held on to my pants’ belt
with one hand and scratched my face with the other.”

Choke paused again just long enough for Axel
to join in a knowing smile.

“No shit! I had some anxious moments until I
got the bike straight. I just missed a stand piled high with durian
fruit. What a stink it would have made!”

Axel, feeling richly entertained, purred,
“Yesss.”

“People stopped and watched. I leaned forward
and gunned the machine down a narrow lane and back onto the main
road. The motorcycle wobbled until I got control and I zipped into
the fast lane. The girl had sense enough not to struggle. We could
both be killed—no helmets.”

“In the Din Daeng area I stomped on the
brakes and whirled around on the back wheel. The bike screeched to
a halt in an alley. The girl lost her balance and slammed into the
pavement. She lost consciousness.”

Choke gave him a serious look. “You know,
ever since then I get my rocks off at the sight of a motorcycle
accident.”

Axel turned away and held in the impending
howl of laughter. Still, he was impressed by the brute’s story
telling ability in Thai and didn’t want to interrupt.

“‘I must take my sister to a doctor,’ I said
to the curious passersby, and carried her over my shoulder the
three blocks to my flat.

“In Din Daeng.”

“Yes. I laid her on my bed and nursed her
cuts and scratches and the knot on the top of her head. I removed
her clothes. Never had I laid eyes on a woman of such physical
perfection. She was young but she was all woman. Even while
unconscious the defiance showed in the muscles of her face.”

Axel saw the spark of emotion in Choke’s
eyes.

“For reasons I’ll never understand, I
returned the gold baht chain to her neck.”

Axel quaffed more whiskey and Choke took a
mighty puff and expelled it into the air.

“When she awoke in the late afternoon I
untied her hands and laid a plate of fried rice in front of her. I
warned her if she didn’t eat I would force it down her throat. The
she-devil spat rice into my face!”

Choke paused for his rolling eyes to
settle.

“Su-pa-porn,” he said, shaking his head.
Do I dare ask him about her father, Pramoth?

“In one afternoon I transformed her into an
evil bitch,” Choke bragged, then nodded his head and bit the side
of his mouth. “It filled me with power. You know?”

“Yeah, sure,” Axel said the laughter in his
gut turning bitter.

“I used a bamboo stick on her. At first I
thought she just tolerated the pain, but when I realized she
enjoyed it my exhilaration mounted. I never touched her beautiful
face. Just when I believed she could take no more pain I crawled on
top of her. Two tigers wrestled. She dove on the floor and I
blocked her arm. A glass bowl fell and rolled into the corner. I
pinned her down and entered her with hard, angry thrusts. The room
grew quiet as she gave in to my superior strength.”

Choke Fan had surprised him with his graphic
description. The brute looked up into the blue sky again and shook
his head. His eyes demanded the gods shower him with praise.

Impatience replaced Axel’s urge to keel over
and laugh his guts out.

“When we finished,” Choke said, “I let her
limp into the bathroom to take a shower. Upon her return I held out
a pipe packed with hashish. The wildcat accepted it. When she took
her first puff I knew she had been tamed. She would be ready for
our next encounter.”

Axel added Choke Fan on his revenge list and
said, “Your Thai, it sounds upper-class.”

Choke, annoyed, had wanted to end the story
on his terms. “It should, I graduated from Chulalongkorn
University’s lawyer college in Bangkok.” He sat up erect and peered
down the road. “Here comes the tigress, now.”

Axel found it hard to believe Choke Fan had
graduated from the prestigious school in Thailand. “Wait, what
about Supaporn’s father?”

Choke’s mood changed. A scowl crawled its way
up his face.

He had gone fishing in dangerous waters. “I
know about Khun Pramoth and the Thai minister. Sukit is
blackmailing him for Supaporn murdering his son, right?”

The brute’s eyes bore down on him. “Leez-o,
you’re lack of concern for your own safety amazes me.”

“I’m too valuable to you now.”

“Supaporn didn’t do away with the young
prince,” his morose voice stated. “I did.”

Axel feigned utter surprise while dust
stirred far down the road. “So, what is Pramoth’s connection with
the Asa Tui?”

The familiar white BMW sedan flew down the
road toward them at about seventy miles per hour. Choke turned to
him, shook his head. “Leez-o, you’ve already dug your own
grave.”

Supaporn pulled up in the BMW and screeched
to a halt in front of them.

Choke Fan got up and brushed his
trousers.

Axel followed him over to the car. Supaporn
rolled down her window after the dust settled.

“They’ll be here in an hour or so,” she
confessed to Choke. “They would have arrived earlier, but the girl
had to introduce her sweetheart to her mother. They will visit the
local temple and have his fortune told.”

Axel hoped Cliff Nicely had good luck—he
would need it.

“Go park the car about a kilometer down the
road,” Choke said. “I’ll call you on the radio when it’s done. And
call me if anyone comes from that direction.”

She nodded.

Axel smiled and said. “How did you persuade
them to come to this desolate place?”

The look of innocence resurfaced in her face.
“We had a pleasant lunch together at a small café underneath a huge
banyan tree at the entrance to the historical park in Sukhothai.”
She pulled out a photograph.

Axel looked at the three smiling faces. Choke
Fan had hit it right on. She could charm anyone.

She looked at Choke. “I told them about the
place down this way where in the evening the whole sky is filled
with bats. I drew them a map.” She pointed. “A few kilometers down
the road to the river.”

Choke Fan leaned in to the car and placed his
hand over hers and said, “Good work, Supaporn.”

In a fleeting moment, Axel saw himself left
out of the grand scheme of life. He hoped that Supaporn was putting
on an act and would dump Choke Fan when her father got out of this
mess. Russell and Jo had not been an act in Tel Aviv. Even Cliff
Nicely had found romance in his twenty-four hour fling with the
cashier. He thought of Ruthie with her infectious smile and giving
body. He should have arranged for her visa.

Supaporn rammed the transmission into first
gear and sped away.

They returned to the ditch after the brute
had kicked the pieces of glass from the Mekong bottle into the
ditch.
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About an hour later, a few ounces of Mekong
for him, and a few Thai sticks for Choke, Axel heard the dreaded
hum far down the road.

“The DEA agent,” Choke said calmly, nodding
his head. “Supaporn could convince a rooster to lay an egg on a
crocodile’s tongue.”

Axel chuckled. “That would be difficult given
that roosters don’t lay eggs.”

Choke grunted and said, “Crocodiles don’t
have tongues, either.”

The goon on Axel’s side of the ditch gave him
a drug-induced stare. He felt panicky. Cliff didn’t deserve
this.

“Here he comes,” Choke yelled, loudly enough
for the goon on the other side of the road to hear.

The two trees, on opposite sides of the road,
played tug-o-war with the wire. The buzz grew louder. Axel
swallowed the few remaining drops of Mekong and tilted the glass
bottle in an attempt to reflect the sun’s rays in Cliff’s
direction. Perhaps it would slow him down.

He watched the big Kawasaki Z650 approach and
dropped his Mekong bottle into the paddy. Nicely’s rigid arms were
welded onto the easy-rider handlebars, the previous owner’s lone
deviation from the original equipment. He kicked the machine into
fifth gear and the cashier held on for dear life.

Choke Fan signaled the goons. The afternoon
sun danced in and out of a cluster of clouds, late arrivals. The
silver line flickered between the two trees.

“Get down, you idiot!” Choke cried out to the
goon on the other side of the road. The spaced-out zombie stood
there.

During the ruckus, Axel picked up the Mekong
bottle and tossed it out on the road.

The motorcycle stirred up a cloud of dust.
Cliff downshifted into a lower gear.

Axel struggled to catch his breath.

Choke swore in Thai at his underling.

Cliff didn’t brake. Instead, he revved the
bike at the last moment and accelerated. Axel gazed wide-eyed as
the front wheel of the monstrous machine rose up and the wild
stallion gave a mighty jerk.

The wire snapped but not before it
accomplished its task. Axel saw a brief look of anguish on Cliff’s
face as he groped for an explanation for the motorcycle’s erratic
behavior. The girl catapulted into a field and performed a series
of somersaults before coming to rest.

The goon on the opposite side of the road
stared wild-eyed at the huge machine barreling toward him. He dove
out of the way.

Cliff flew off the machine, rolled down the
road past the goon, and came to rest at the edge of the ditch.

Choke sucked in the heavy air. The motorcycle
had just missed his comrade. It plowed into the field, rolled over,
choked, and sputtered until it died.

Axel ran over to where Cliff lay about twenty
meters past the wire. The young man was not dead, but he was
unconscious. The helmet had saved him.

Choke ran over. “Where’s his wallet?”

“I didn’t … I don’t know,” Axel said.

Choke bent down and checked Cliff’s pockets
and then got up. “It must be on the motorcycle.” He took one step
toward the bike and then froze. A vehicle stirred up dust down the
road in the direction Cliff had just come from.

“Supaporn,” Choke barked into the handheld
two-way radio. “Hurry back, now!” He waved the two goons over.

“Someone is coming!” he yelled. “Gather up
the wire and take the farang to the car. Hurry!”

“What about the girl?” one of the goons
asked.

“Never mind about her. Let’s go!”

Axel stood in the field and watched. He got
caught up in the thrill of the broken bodies and the urgency of it
all. He couldn’t focus on any one thing. He meandered toward the
young cashier. He would never forget the look she had given Cliff
in the bar. Too bad she would never realize its implications.

The BMW sped to where Choke Fan held his arms
up. Supaporn performed a difficult 180-degree turn on the narrow
road and screeched to a halt. He saw Choke ordering the goons to
toss Cliff in the trunk. They all jumped in the sedan.

“Leez-o!” Choke Fan screamed. “Get your ass
over here!”

Axel glanced in the direction of Choke and
then stared down at the girl’s broken body. Tears bled from his
eyes. The image of the white elephant on Patpong Road stifled the
reality in front of him. “Poor thing. I guess it didn’t bring you
good luck.”

He wiped his eyes, turned, and raced toward
the open door of the BMW.

He dove in the backseat, and the door slammed
as the car accelerated. Choke turned to him. “Is the girl
dead?”

Supaporn’s eyes questioned him in the
rearview mirror. He fought off his alcohol induced funk and said,
“Her helmet came off. Not even Evel Knievel could have survived
that tumble.”

Her searching eyes wanted to know. Evil
who?

“Leez-o, you crazy bastard!” a jubilant Choke
yelled. “To Bangkok!”

Supaporn laid rubber toward the south.

Axel could hear the voices of American
Embassy security personnel: “Damn! First, the regional security
officer has a heart attack, and now drug-running terrorist thugs
have abducted the acting RSO.”

The afternoon became a blur except for Choke
Fan’s drug-induced ramblings about using C-4 explosive against his
enemies. Supaporn detoured around a passenger bus flipped over in a
ditch. Axel heard Choke Fan’s husky whisper brag about the DEA
agent being a key player to the Boy Scout.

A key player in the coup d'état? Axel took another
swig of Mekong whiskey and felt sick to his stomach. He had no
manhole to vomit into this time. The thought of the white rat
crawling over his chest reminded him that he had let down his
Foreign Service “family” for the last time.

There was no turning back now.
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CHAPTER TEN

 


Sunday Morning, February 17th

 


“Axel, answer up, over,” Jo’s voice boomed
out of the two-way radio on the Ethan Allen nightstand in his
embassy apartment. “It’s an emergency. Cliff Nicely has been
abducted!”

“Damn!” he screamed into his pillow and
reached for the microphone. How did she find out already? “Roger, I
copy,” he blurted out. “What? Are you sure?”

“The cashier, Nang, came to the embassy this
morning. They were upended on his motorcycle yesterday. Nang said
they took Cliff, over.”

The cashier? She survived? “Roger, I’ll be at
the embassy in a few minutes.”

“An emergency security meeting is about to
begin. I need your support.”

“Roger that,” he said, forcing his eyes open.
When the radio screeched her voice again he crawled out of bed,
turned the volume off and dressed for his own funeral. Incredibly,
the cashier had survived the crash. What if the girl had recognized
him when he stood over her in the field?
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At the embassy, Axel sat down at the far end
of the long rectangular table. The specially designed honeycombed
room treated electronic bugs to a lethal dose of electronic Black
Flag. Microwave radio signals were similarly eliminated at the
exterior of the walls. Eight embassy officials sat at the table
wearing Sunday morning casual clothes and looks on their faces that
suggested they better things to do. Except for Administration
Counselor Jean Gilroy; she wore a black pants suit, a white silk
blouse, and a look of serious intent.

The Economics officer, wearing a traditional
Filipino barong shirt from his previous assignment, looked
at his watch and sighed.

The marine gunnery sergeant sat at attention.
His deliberate eyes scanned around the table and his military
fatigue uniform warned everyone of the seriousness of the
meeting.

“Good morning, Axel,” Gilroy said. The
highest ranking official present and post security officer in the
absence of the RSO allowed him to pour a glass of ice water.

“Good morning Jean.” He took a sip of cold
water and removed his sunglasses.

Gilroy turned and nodded at Jo who continued
with her account of what the cashier, Nang, had told her this
morning.

At close to eleven, Jo finished her argument
and waited for the admin counselor’s verdict at the far end of the
long table. The pecking order descended toward Axel and he too,
listened to Jo’s pen scribble on a yellow legal pad: “They don’t
believe me. They don’t believe me. They don’t believe me.”

Jean Gilroy turned her white flat cheeks
toward Jo and said, “Do you expect us to take the word of this bar
girl whom Cliff had met the night before? I can’t take this to the
ambassador or the deputy chief of mission. We need tangible
evidence—a credible witness or physical proof.”

Jo sat at attention, speechless.

“You even said he should take the weekend
off,” Gilroy said. “Maybe Cliff found a girl more to his liking. We
all know how it goes in Thailand with things of this nature.”

Axel’s chuckle produced a patch of spittle he
quickly absorbed onto his wrist. They all stood down. Jo had failed
to convince them of Cliff Nicely’s abduction. Nevertheless, the
flag of caution had been raised.

A knock on the door brought in one of Jo’s
TDY’ers from the code room. The old gal, one step away from
retirement and one step into her grave after umpteen assignments in
Asia, smiled and handed Gilroy copies of a message. She
accidentally slammed the door on her way out.

Jo glanced at Daniel Dinofrio, the senior DEA
agent, and lifted her eyebrows. Dinofrio, a tall gangly animal,
gave her an amused hyena grin.

Admin Counselor Jean Gilroy served up the
copies of the message and took a deep breath. “Everyone pay
attention to the IMMEDIATE message that just came in. If Mr.
Nicely has been involved in foul play,” she said and peered over
her glasses at the end of her nose, first at Jo and then at
Dinofrio, “Perhaps it’s related to this.”

Axel watched the DEA agent peruse the
telegram with short, stubby fingers.

“What do you make of this, Daniel?” Gilroy
said. “It echoes the message from RSO Strickland before he was
medevac’d to the states.”

“Yes, agreed,” The DEA agent said. “The Asa
Tui is an independent group in the drug trade. They deal and ship
drugs from Bangkok, provide protection, and occasionally perform
assassinations. Their leader, Khun Somsaek, was a general in the
Shan United Army up in the golden triangle until he had
“disagreements” with his rival, the infamous Khun San. The Asa Tui
has probably been in existence for ten years or so. The DEA
believes they were involved in the assassination of Special Agent
Hallowell and his spouse at Chiang Mai, in 1976. They also have
dealings in other parts of the Southeast Asia area, particularly in
Hong Kong.”

Gilroy shoved her glasses back to the top of
her nose. “Why would they come after us now?”

“The Thais have Somsaek’s second-in-command.
He was captured as a result of our drug bust out at Don Muang
airport this week.” A serious look flooded Dinofrio's face. “This
is after the DEA turned over another member of the group recently
to the Royal Thai Police department. Mr. Liu Fan was subsequently
punished… ah, hung from the gallows.”

Admin Counselor Gilroy’s eyes narrowed. “So
they could have abducted A/RSO Nicely for revenge?”

“THIS GROUP IS DANGEROUS,” the DEA chief’s
words spread over the table like the front page of a newspaper.
“They don’t fit the mold. They’re not terrorists until they need to
be; they’re not drug runners until they need to be; they’re—”

“They’re not abductors until they need to
be,” the admin counselor said.

Jo’s face revealed guarded optimism.

Dinofrio returned Gilroy a face filled with
question marks, grabbed a sip of ice water, and said, “The DEA is
reasonably sure the Asa Tui’s threats against our mission are
controlled by political higher ups either here or in Hong
Kong.”

“Okay, that’s beyond the scope of this
meeting,” Gilroy said.

“One school of thought claims Prime Minister
Kriangsak Chamanan’s opponents may be using the Asa Tui to combat
the PM’s ostensive involvement in the opium drug trade.”

Gilroy raised her eyebrows.

Dinofrio addressed each individual as his
eyes circled the table. “I’ll point out that the Asa
Tui—terrorists, drug-runners, thugs—whatever you want to call them,
are not to be taken lightly. Their operatives are usually on hard
drugs when they carry out an assignment. They have no fear
factor.”

Jo nervously centered the telegram placemat
in the parquet square in front of her.

“What’s this about an informant here in
Bangkok?” the admin counselor said, her eyes narrowing into mere
slits.

“This is new,” Dinofrio said. “It’s odd this
so-called informant would contact our embassy in Hong Kong and not
here.”

Axel wrenched his hands under the table. This
could put him in jeopardy.

Gilroy’s sideways stare caught Jo
daydreaming. “Would you please send an immediate precedence message
to SECSTATE. We need to bring an experienced security man on board
ASAP.” She gave a pert smile and added, “I understand Russell Blake
is head of security for our region now.”

“Yes, ma’am, I’ll get on it,” Jo said.

Axel smiled but the new development about the
informant concerned him.

The admin counselor broke up the meeting by
pressing the message from Hong Kong to her flat chest. “Jo, and
Daniel, would you two mind staying a minute. The rest of you enjoy
the remainder of the weekend but keep your radios close at hand.
There may be further developments.”

Gilroy turned toward the head marine. “Gunny,
I don’t have to tell you how important this is.”

“No, ma’am. My men all know the procedure if
they receive any calls from terrorists.”

“Or bad guys, thugs, and general
nuisances.”

“All calls received on the main embassy
telephone lines will be taped.”

“Thank you, Gunny.”

Axel ached to stick around and find out what
Gilroy had to say to Jo. He would have to try to pry it out of her
later. His apprehension about the cashier, Nang, had receded,
though, after Jo had told the group she had left the girl in
intensive care in a local hospital. According to Jo, the girl
remembered nothing after being catapulted off the rear of Cliff’s
motorcycle.

Informant? Surely Dinofrio wasn’t talking
about the dead fish in the massage parlor the other night?

“Say, Axel,” Jo said before he left the room.
“I need a favor.”

He longed to return to his apartment and
sleep but agreed to tag along for lunch with Pramoth. Perhaps the
newspaper man would reveal something about his mysterious daughter,
Supaporn, and the diabolical Choke Fan.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

 


Axel escorted Jo by taxi to the small
restaurant located next to the highway in the direction of Don
Muang Airport. He led her to a table underneath a palm tree, pulled
up the yellow tablecloth, ready to melt, and rattled the chairs
before they sat down.

“Does Khun Pramoth talk about his daughter
very much?”

Jo settled in her chair and replied, “When I
saw her standing next to Pramoth at the President Hotel, well, I
thought she was a Thai movie actress there for the conference. He
had never mentioned her before. Why do you ask?”

“I don’t know. I heard them arguing about Tan
Sukit’s son. Something about the lad ran off or is missing?”

“This is the first I’ve heard of it.” She
reached in her elephant satchel and pulled out a cigarette case.
“Do you mind if I smoke?”

He shook his head. “Maybe we shouldn’t bring
it up with Khun Pramoth. Also, I’d let him talk before you mention
about the Asa Tui.”

Jo lit up, took a puff, and exhaled. “I don’t
believe the embassy is taking Cliff’s disappearance seriously
enough. I would have already—”

“Whoa,” Axel said, “Gilroy must have let you
down at your private meeting with agent Dinofrio.”

“Jean Gilroy is a top-notch admin counselor,”
Jo said, “but when it comes to security she has no business running
the show. With Ambassador Bartholomew on his way to Manila, the
deputy chief of mission up north in Chiang Mai, and no RSO here to
run security…well, we need all the help we can get.”

“SECSTATE will send us some help,” Axel said,
avoiding any mention of Russell Blake. “Did Jean Gilroy have any
pearls of wisdom for you?”

“No, just the usual: ‘Report suspicious
goings-on, etc.’”

He would try again later after she had had a
few drinks.

“Listen, Axel, Pramoth has a lot of contacts.
If Cliff Nicely has been abducted, he would be the first one to
hear about it outside our embassy. You know the most critical time
in a hostage situation is early on.”

He leaned back. “I suppose any discussion
with Pramoth regarding Cliff Nicely could lead to a gray area in
regards to security.”

“I’ll be careful about it,” Jo said and gave
an anxious smile, not quite sure of herself for a change.

Behind her, rows of banana trees marked the
boundaries of the outdoor restaurant, and beyond the trees the
canals along the highway grew beautiful lotus blossoms, and an
occasional cobra to feed the locals’ imaginations. “Well, as I said
on the way over, I’d be careful about what you ask for on Cliff’s
behalf. Pramoth is a newspaper guy, not a policeman.”

He waited for her reply in the shade
underneath the yellow umbrella. At nighttime, colorful lights and a
girl singing folksongs would attract customers and mosquitoes. When
she didn’t say anything, he ordered two beers.

A young Thai boy soon ran over, set down
their beers and then returned to the TV program he had been
watching in the hut that functioned as a kitchen. The small
television, sandwiched between a wall fan and the cash register,
could be seen but not heard.

Jo sipped on her bottle of beer as if it were
medicine and clawed at the Singha lion on the label. The brouhaha
surrounding Cliff Nicely must have affected her more than he
realized. He didn’t mind her getting strung out but a nervous
breakdown could upset his plans.

“Are you all right?”

She brushed her hair out of her face. “Who,
me? Do I look like something is wrong?”

He kind of hoped she would break out with the
song “I Have Confidence in Me,” from the Sound of Music. “You don’t
seem your usual self.”

“I’m sorry, Axel, I … well, I just feel
terrible about Cliff Nicely.”

“It’s not your fault. Cliff will show up
sooner or later. He’ll live to be ninety-nine years old and bore
the socks off of his grandchildren.” He saw a taxi pull up next to
the entrance.

“What do you mean?”

“Haven’t you noticed? Cliff’s a domestic.
He’s not the international lost soul you and I are.”

She gave him a deep-in-the-eyes stare. “Do
you believe he’s been abducted?”

“I don’t think the cashier would lie,” he
admitted and nodded toward the entrance to the outdoor restaurant.
“There’s your editor friend.”

She rose up out of the seat and waved a
napkin, a flag of hope.

Pramoth smiled and waved back, or was it a
salute? He wore a well-tailored navy blue leisure suit. His
handsome face drew on the blue hue of the suit, especially around
his clean-shaven jaw. Gray streaked through his thick black hair
and enhanced his mature looks. Axel understood why Jo had been
attracted to him—she needed a father figure, too.

He marched toward them and Axel got up on his
toes when he approached. The expectation in Jo’s face peaked and
then fell to earth. She, too, had glimpsed a commander but upon
close scrutiny realized Pramoth’s searching eyes belonged to the
face of a journalist out for a story.

Still, she smiled and said, “Hello, Pramoth.
You remember my co-worker, Axel Trink.”

He reached for Axel’s outstretched hand. “Of
course, the artisan.”

Axel, always amused at how Thais regarded
handshakes in the same negative manner as Americans looked upon
bowing, gave the editor’s hand a healthy crank. “Nice to see you
again, Khun Pramoth.”

They sat down.

Axel had expected Jo to pour her heart out on
the subject of Cliff Nicely. Instead she acted professionally and
made small talk to Pramoth. Yes, it was another hot, humid day in
Bangkok. No, they had not solved the traffic problem. Axel looked
on with interest when Pramoth claimed Bangkok was slowly sinking
into its own swamp and Dutch experts were in town to help the Thais
figure out how to reverse the process.

All three of them took too much time looking
at the rather plain menu.

The newspaper editor glanced at him and Jo
over the top of the menu. “The cook’s specialty is the noodles. You
must try the bami-nam noodles.”

Pramoth must have been aware of Jo’s
condition—her allergy to rice. Did he also know what color panties
she wore? Axel guessed the editor’s age at around fifty years,
which would make his birth date around the year 2475 on the Thai’s
Buddhist Era calendar. He sensed the man’s constant shuffling
around in his chair grew from his anxiety about his daughter and
Tan Sukit. That and the abduction of a diplomat would be front-page
stuff.

Jo immediately accepted Pramoth’s
recommendation of the noodles. Axel ordered basil chicken over
rice.

The silence outdid the heat. He gulped down
some beer, turned to Pramoth and said, “Is it true many ‘under the
table’ dealings occur in the Thai newspaper business?”

“Axel!” Jo said, grimacing.

Pramoth raised his hand. “It’s all right,
Jo.” He gave Axel a high-ranking dressing-down. “Unfortunately,
corruption exists in all parts of Thai society, Mr. Trink. I am
sure you are aware of this. As for the causes, we could spend all
day discussing them.” He glanced at Jo. “But we have come here to
talk over a matter that requires immediate attention. Don’t you
agree?”

“Yes, a missing diplomat is big news,” Axel
said.

Jo gave Axel a stern look and turned to
Pramoth. “I appreciate you helping me out on this matter.”

They finished their beers and the food
arrived.

Pramoth tilted his head back and exposed a
large brown eye above a swollen cheek, a result of his tongue
rolling around in his mouth. “Well, Jo, what do you have to
say?”

She gave a satisfying groan. “The noodles are
delicious.”

“This restaurant belongs to my cousin, the
cook.” He nodded his head in the direction of the kitchen. A wiry
Thai man looked their way and smiled.

Axel pawed at his mediocre dish and said, “It
must be difficult to cook in all this heat.”

Jo gritted her teeth at him. “I bet all the
food is good here.”

Pramoth sat straight up in his chair,
undaunted by the heat and Axel’s remark, and ordered another round
of beers from the Thai boy who had apparently forsaken the
television for homework. Only one other table was occupied this
late in the afternoon.

Jo wiped her brow. “I don’t know what I would
do without cold beer, myself. I seem to get posted to tropical
embassies.” She thought for a moment, embarrassed, and said, “I
meant embassies in the tropics.”

The leathery skinned Pramoth seemed to
reserve a private place for the heat and other small discomforts in
life as most Thais did. Jo said his quickness on the tennis courts
surprised her, although the other night he chased baseline shots he
normally converted into winners. Axel assumed the guy had plenty to
worry about, what with the day-to-day drug busts, murders, and
political throes, not to mention his wayward offspring. He would
not hesitate to add to the man’s woes. He waited for Jo to cut to
the chase and bring up their colleague, Cliff Nicely.

“Tell me, Jo,” Pramoth said, a more serious
tone entering his voice. “Do you have new information regarding the
missing diplomat?”

After the boy poured the beer she answered,
“It’s drug related, of course…not the diplomat, mind you…the Drug
Enforcement Administration. Some criminals seek retaliation, from a
recent crackdown by your government ... with the help of the
DEA.”

Pramoth took out a silver case and offered Jo
a cigarette. She accepted. He turned to Axel. “Smoke?”

He shook his head.

Pramoth turned to Jo and lit her cigarette
and then his own. They exhaled gray streaks and gathered their
thoughts. Pramoth said, “Could you tell me the circumstances around
the abduction?”

Jo glanced at Axel who tried his best to
express caution with his eyes, but not for her benefit. She gave
Pramoth a nervous look. “First of all, Pramoth, this has got to
remain confidential.”

“Of course,” he said, and took another long
puff.

While Jo related the abduction of Cliff
Nicely to Pramoth, Axel looked up at the Pan Am jet on its final
descent into Don Muang International airport, with RSO Russell
Blake aboard.

“If … When we get Mr. Nicely back, I
will give you the exclusive story,” Jo said in conclusion. She bit
the side of her lip. “But please don’t go to print until I give you
the okay. It could place Acting Regional Security Officer Cliff
Nicely in even more danger.”

Pramoth wrote the name down in a small
notebook. “I understand. Of course I will give you and the American
Embassy my utmost professional courtesy.”

Axel figured Pramoth would “hit the press”
before Nicely’s fate had been determined, if he had to.

A look of relief passed over her face. “Thank
you, Pramoth.”

Pramoth nodded his head and looked up. “It
could get nasty. These so-called terrorists you speak of are led by
a demon, a man named Choke Fan. Recently, he took revenge on a Thai
businessman who snitched on his brother Liu Fan. Choke Fan murdered
the man in a local massage parlor.”

“I heard about the incident,” Axel said.
“Shouldn’t the Royal Thai police have arrested him by now?”

Jo tried to show her displeasure to Axel,
outside Pramoth’s view.

Pramoth tapped cigarette ashes into a tray
and snapped back, “Part of the problem lies with the demands of
your DEA.”

“Okay, let’s concentrate on Cliff Nicely,” Jo
said.

“Yes, well, I have some interesting
information,” Pramoth said to Jo.

They were all ears.

“This, too, is confidential,” he said and
looked into Jo’s big blues. “Of course, I expect the same
professional courtesy from you, too, Mr. Trink.”

Axel nodded.

Jo glanced at him and then back at Pramoth.
“Axel and I are in this together,” she said, by way of an
apology.

“The Thai police believe this thug, Choke
Fan, is part of a terrorist group, the Asa Tui. They apparently are
in possession of C-4 explosive, stolen from a military depot up
north.”

Jo, daunted by the mention of C-4 said, “Do
they know what the group and this Choke Fan character intend to do
with the explosives?”

Pramoth tilted his head and gave it a slow,
grave turn. “We know he…they seek revenge on your Drug Enforcement
Administration.

You almost slipped there, Pramoth.

“Perhaps they mistook your security officer,
Mr. Nicely, for a DEA agent.”

“Interesting thought,” Jo said the pitch of
her voice up a notch. “What about the C-4 explosive, then?”

Pramoth blew smoke up into the umbrella. “I
would be very careful with your rescue efforts. There are
unsubstantiated rumors. They claim the Asa Tui may strike against
the government of Prime Minister Kriangsak Chamanan.”

Jo looked unsettled.

“These are only unconfirmed reports,” Pramoth
said, backpeddling.

The look of dismay in Jo’s face and the grim
demeanor of Pramoth charged up Axel. “Do you think Choke Fan might
use the explosives against the American embassy?”

“Anything is possible with this man.” Pramoth
looked at Jo. “Of course, it is highly unlikely he would target the
embassy itself.”

“The bottom line is,” Jo said, her eyes
crystalline, “Cliff Nicely may very well have been targeted by
Choke Fan and the Asa Tui.”

He watched Pramoth sit on the fence with the
issue for a few seconds until the editor released the headline,
“Yes, it is possible.”

Jo’s face deflated.

“Don’t worry, Jo,” Axel said, shaking his
head. “We’ll get Cliff Nicely back safely.”

Pramoth gave him a friendly nod. “Perhaps our
Royal Thai Police Department needs you instead of the DEA.”

Axel grunted. “The government could use some
help. General Kriangsak Chamanan is more concerned about protecting
the opium warlords in the golden triangle than the sorry Thai
economy.”

Pramoth didn’t object.

“Axel, please,” Jo said. “We’re not here to
discuss local politics. She turned to Pramoth. “Any other
thoughts?”

“Just, well, this man Nicely sounds very
young. He is certainly not a leader. Perhaps they are after the
higher-ups.”

“Daniel Dinofrio,” Axel said without
thinking.

“A senior DEA agent here,” Jo said to Pramoth
and gave Axel a questioning look.

“I see,” Pramoth said and shook his head. He
bit his lip, and then soothed it with cool beer.

Jo gave the editor her best thoughtful look.
“Pramoth, what is your advice about our missing diplomat?”

“Of course, I will contact you when the
police have a breakthrough. I think we should communicate updates
to each other, by phone, immediately. This man’s life is in the
balance and these affairs usually play out within a few days.”

Jo, who had lost a few degrees of optimism,
perked up with a smile. “Pramoth, I just remembered something else.
Nang, the cashier, mentioned a beautiful girl at the Sukhothai
Historical Park steered them in the direction of the Yom River and
the abductors—something about bats flying in the evening.”

Pramoth’s eyes reacted in shock only for the
length of Jo’s breath. He mashed his cigarette in the tray.
“Interesting.” He rubbed his chin. “No doubt this man Choke Fan has
accomplices in the Asa Tui.”

Axel pecked on the table with his fingers. He
needed to return to the pet shop. With time an issue, he didn’t
want to see this all fall apart before he somehow got Choke Fan to
part with a chunk of the C-4 explosive.

Jo looked at him. “Well, Axel?”

He put on his news anchor hat. “I think we
should let Khun Pramoth return to his job. There may be ‘breaking
developments.’”
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As the Taxi sped down Phahonyothin Road
toward the embassy Jo turned to him and said, “How’s the wood
carving hobby coming along these days?”

He was an artisan, not a hobbyist, but she
wouldn’t understand. “I’m taking lessons. Teakwood carving is a
different ball game.”

“Did I tell you someone broke into my room
back in Tel Aviv in ’73? They stole some clothes along with the
heart you carved for me.”

“I don’t remember,” Axel said. “Why do you
bring it up now?”

“They stole my favorite pink scarf, an
heirloom from my grandmother. The point is, Axel, I don’t like
people who steal. Someone has stolen Cliff Nicely from us and we
need to get him back.”

Jo’s face suddenly possessed a wellspring of
resolve which needed to be accompanied by a song but Axel’s
repertoire of theatrical numbers had been used up. “I’ll support
you all the way,” he said.

She managed a weak smile. “I knew you would,
Axel. Meet me for a beer at the Barrel Bar this evening? Maybe we
can learn something about Cliff.”

“Learn what?” he said, afraid of what the
answer may be.

“It’s possible one of the abductors had
overheard Cliff’s conversation the other night at the Barrel. Maybe
someone at the bar heard something or assisted them.”

Axel nodded his consent. “Good thought, Jo.
I’ll see you around nine o’clock?”

The taxi driver veered out of the way of an
oncoming tuk-tuk and just missed sideswiping another vehicle. Axel
removed Jo from his lap and glared in the rearview mirror. The
driver smiled.

“Damned tuk-tuks,” Jo said, pulling her skirt
down.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

 


The Wat Arun Temple’s jagged porcelain tiles
played hide-and-seek with the moon’s rays. The Chao Phraya River
complained about the roar of naked engines hanging off the rear of
long boats by splashing her waves against the temple pier. The
Hindu God Indra, in a guarded state beneath the Hindu thunderbolt,
prepared his three-headed elephant to do battle. The center of the
universe was in chaos—the relative positions of the planets
promised a fateful night.
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The Din Daeng Pet Shop was north of the
embassy, about three kilometers as the crow flies. But in Bangkok
there were no crows, only vultures, and the taxi driver had taken
Axel for an extra fifty-baht tour of the town after he had dosed
off. He told the driver to drop him off a block away in the area
characterized by row after row of shophouses; the inhabitants lived
on the floors above their street-level businesses.

He hid behind stacks of crates and shook his
head, after inhaling hot evening air laden with the stench of dried
dog feces and unkempt birds. The typical three-story Bangkok
shophouse building was sandwiched between a vacant motorcycle
repair shop and a storage space for pet cages and supplies. Under
Choke Fan’s ownership, the front for drugs would never open to the
public.

Cliff Nicely attempted to stretch his legs
inside a cage built for a large dog. The kid’s eyes were lost in
swollen circles. His facial muscles sagged, having stretched beyond
their limits. Yesterday, Choke Fan had balked when Axel had asked
him to send for a doctor. He wouldn’t allow Nicely to die in a dog
cage. Foreign Service officers deserved at least an honorary death,
if not heroic. After all, they were defending the country at the
highest echelon—the diplomatic mission.

The door to the pet shop office slammed and
Supaporn sashayed past him. A squirrelly Thai fellow followed her.
He wore an aged leisure suit exposed to too many hours in the
tropical sun and balmy rooms without air conditioning.

“Take your clothes off,” she said to Cliff.
Her breasts bobbed like Jell-O in the lime-colored tank top shirt.
Khaki shorts clung to her narrow waist and she wore tennis shoes
with cute puffy lavender socks. Behind her the man bit on a
thumbnail.

Axel saw recognition flicker in Cliff’s
eyes.

“Yes, it’s me,” Supaporn said,
apologetically. “The girl you met at Sukhothai Historical Park,
under the banyan tree.”

Cliff wore a sorry, woeful look on his face.
“Where is Nang?” he asked, his speech slurred.

Supaporn shook her head and stared at the
floor.

“I know she’s alive,” Cliff said. “Let me get
out of here and walk about to stretch my legs. I’m not a drug
enforcement agent … or a dog.” He nearly choked on the dank air.
“I’m Cliff Nicely, a security officer. Check with the American
Embassy.”

Axel figured the difference between a Drug
Enforcement agent and a security officer for Supaporn equated to
Dior versus Givenchy. He wanted to close his eyes. The side of
Supaporn neglected by Pramoth and molded by the evil Choke Fan came
into full view.

She stood outside the cage and stared at
Cliff for a few seconds and then suddenly opened the cage door.
“You can come out now.”

Cliff hesitated. But the need to stretch his
legs overcame his fear. He crawled out of the cage and struggled on
unsteady legs. “I need to use the toilet.”

“Later,” she said and tossed him a pair of
knee-length pants. “Put those on.”

Cliff struggled into the pajama-like
pants.

Supaporn pushed a rattan chair in front of
him. “Here, sit down. This man will examine you.” Then she grabbed
a paper sack she had set down, handed it to Cliff, and with a
softer, gentler voice said, “You can have them after the
examination.”

Axel smiled at her small redemption, a sack
of Dunkin’ Donuts.

Before she exited the backroom Supaporn gave
instructions, in Thai, to the veterinarian to make sure to do a
thorough job.

The door slammed and the vet went about his
business and examined Cliff.

Axel felt better but at the same time grew
uneasy watching a fellow diplomat being treated like a runaway at
the dog pound. He had had enough booze in the past forty-eight
hours to kill a mule. He thought about the doughnuts again and
couldn’t suppress a chuckle.

“Who is that?” Cliff asked.

The vet lifted his head and looked
around.

He froze.

Cliff screamed to holy hell when the Thai vet
jerked his shoulder. He repeated the maneuver and a loud snap
caused the kid to pass out again. Yesterday, Axel had considered
asking Choke to give Cliff morphine to relieve the pain but then
thought better of it. Choke might shoot him up enough to do him
in.

The vet searched over Cliff. He muttered in
Thai but his accent sounded from the south and Axel couldn’t make
out the words. He reached for a grungy old black bag, removed a
bottle, and shook lotion over damaged skin and tissue.

Cliff regained consciousness near the end of
the exam. Axel guessed he had a dislocated shoulder, broken ribs,
and a stab wound where the vet removed a sharp piece of wood from
his chest.

The vet bandaged Cliff up, pointed to his
chest and shook his head as if to say, “One more centimeter and it
would have penetrated your heart.”

The vet handed him a few pills and Cliff
swallowed them and then nearly choked on a tin can full of water.
The greasy fellow concluded the exam by applying an ointment to his
hair, probably to ward off lice. The vet replenished the water and
food dishes and then tossed him an old cotton T-shirt to go with
the pajamas with the legs cut off around the knees and motioned him
back in the cage.

Before he locked the door, the vet pantomimed
a squat over the pail and scooted it in the cage with his foot.

Cliff watched the veterinarian proceed to the
sheltie’s cage, and then he turned over, exhausted. He clutched the
sack of doughnuts to his breast.

When the vet concluded his examinations and
departed, the room quieted again except for the various scratching
sounds and an occasional bark from the sheltie.

“Who are you?” Cliff yelled in his
direction.

Axel lost his balance and knocked a broom
over.

“Help me get out of here. I’ll pay you
whatever you want.”

Axel sat still.

“Do you speak English?” Cliff asked. “Where’s
the Thai girl, Nang? Where are they keeping her?”

Axel watched Nicely’s futile plea through the
cracks in the crates.

The front office door swung slowly open.
Cliff’s eyes got all panicky.

Axel watched the poor guy hide the sack of
doughnuts behind him and wrap his arms around himself. Cliff looked
away. Then his frightened eyes returned to the door.

The door creaked open. Axel heard a voice
squawk in Thai into a two-way radio, something like, “The way is
clear.”

Cliff shook and sucked in a heavy dose of
kennel air. He pointed his head to the top of the cage and called
out, “You people…you have the wrong man. I’m a security officer,
no…not a DEA agent.”

Axel couldn’t see the door from his vantage
point, but knew it was Choke Fan. Even the dogs trembled and
retreated to their corners. But who was with him?

“Sirs,” Choke said in a subordinate tone.
“You both honor us with your visit.”

Okay, there were two other men. Who would
Choke Fan kowtow to?

“Have you been torturing him?” One of Choke’s
visitors said in Thai.

“No, sir...he needed discipline.”

“He is from the American Embassy?”

“Yes, a DEA agent,” Choke said. “I know you
despise them as much as I do.”

“Your brother Liu Fan’s death could not be
prevented,” the superior said in a gruff but sympathetic tone. “It
saddened me. He was a good soldier.”

“The best,” Choke Fan added.

“Choke Fan, your actions disappoint me. You
executed your brother’s accuser in an amateur fashion and now look
how you treat this man. He is an important part of our
mission.”

What mission? Axel craned his neck,
unable to view the action. But he didn’t need to. The voice
belonged to Choke’s leader, the head honcho of the Asa Tui—Tan
Sukit.

“When my brother passed on, a part of me died
with him,” Choke said.

“I want you to feed this man and clean him
up! By tomorrow morning!”

“But—”

“What should I do?” Tan Sukit’s angry voice
filled the room with electricity. The animals scurried around in
their cages. “Should I kill you here, now? Who would care? Would
you Khun Somsaek?”

Choke’s second superior, Khun Somsaek,
grunted. He was General Somsaek, the drug lord from the golden
triangle. Axel ached to take a peek.

“Not Supaporn, whom you’ve pulled down into
the gutter along side you.”

Silence pervaded the room for seconds.
Cliff’s eyes froze on the three men.

“Give me your sunglasses,” Tan Sukit
said.

Axel imagined Choke kowtowing to the minister
and removing his sunglasses. It would be worth watching but he
couldn’t chance it.

“The next time you disobey orders, I will
remove one of your eyes,” Tan Sukit said. “I promise. The fate of
the Asa Tui is much more important than your miserable
existence.”

Axel imagined the droplets of sweat from
Choke’s forehead oozing into the pits embedded in his face.

“I understand, sir,” Choke said.

“By tomorrow morning you will have him
looking like a diplomat or you will regret it.”

The pitiful Cliff sat there, bug-eyed,
clueless as to what they were saying.

“Does the American understand Thai?” General
Somsaek said.

“Not a word,” Choke said.

“We will return tomorrow morning and Khun
Somsaek will have one of his men pick up the American, along with
the white powder,” Tan Sukit said. “They will be ready?”

“Yes, yes, of course. The final shipment
arrived and we will package it tonight, sir. By the way, how do you
plan on using the American in the mission?”

“It’s not your concern,” General Somsaek said
gruffly.

Again, total silence.

“Choke Fan, what do you know of the
whereabouts of my son?”

“I haven’t…I know nothing, Tan Sukit.”

“Have you visited Chiang Mai recently?”

“No, sir. I have been in Bangkok all of this
month. Is your son missing?”

The sound of a heavy foot crushing glass into
the concrete floor sent the room full of animals into frenzy.
Cliff’s neighbor, the Sheltie, began an ear-piercing yelp. A group
of parakeets flew into each other and the fuzz from their feathers
snowed inside the cage.

Cliff turned away.

The door leading into the office slammed
shut. Axel figured Choke’s life had the value of a satang
coin, a penny.

The sheltie’s incessant barking wouldn’t
quit.

Choke Fan walked up to Cliff’s cage and
rattled a steel pipe against the door. Cliff turned back again, his
wild eyes glued on Choke Fan’s hand. He started shaking. Choke
walked over to the sheltie’s cage and opened the door. “Here,
doggie,” he called. The animal crawled toward him, his stomach a
few centimeters from the floor.

Choke clubbed the dog with one swift powerful
swing but didn’t kill it. The Sheltie ended up in the corner of the
cage on its back, howling its heart out. Choke had to bend over and
reach inside the cage to put the dog out of its misery. Poor Cliff
Nicely continued to shake. He turned over, grabbed his sack of
doughnuts, and covered his face.

Axel took a quiet, deep breath as Choke
returned to the front office. Soon, the brute would shoot up on
drugs and settle down. Cliff’s terror-stricken eyes sensed his
impending death. The guy kept trying to regurgitate but his insides
contained nothing to expel. Axel realized unless he intervened
Cliff wouldn’t live long. He considered how he could help Cliff
escape without being seen. He had to be careful or Choke Fan would
nail his ass.

Cliff turned back over, took a long sigh, and
after a few minutes, to Axel’s relief, he fell asleep.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 


When Axel slipped through the door into the
front office Choke said, “What rock did you crawl out from under?”
The shark sat in an old wood chair, cradled his arm with his other
hand, and barked at his two underlings at the front door, “Lock it
behind you.”

Considering the day Choke was having, he had
to be careful. “Where did you learn these American phrases?”

“I told you I visited the states a few years
ago.”

“You never told me.”

“What are you doing here, Leez-o?”

“I just wanted to know … where Supaporn
is.”

“She’s working,” Choke grunted. His
reddish-brown crustacean-like fingers, folded and unfolded,
allowing the serum to enter his vein. “Later tonight she is off to
Malaysia, a delivery. Why are you concerned about her?”

“Just wondering. I always see her with
you.”

“Forget about her, Leez-o.”

“Well, it’s not Supaporn I came about.”

“Come on, Leez-o, spit it out,” Choke said,
and tossed the used hypodermic needle into a cardboard box labeled
TIPAROS FISH SAUCE.

“What about the C-4 explosive you promised?”
he asked, wishing that he had waited longer, until the drugs took
effect.

Choke expelled a deep breath and said,
“You’re too risky. I want you to meet me at the Barrel bar later.”
He nodded in the direction of poor Cliff in the back room. “I will
bring Mr. Dinofrio.”

“Tonight? Impossible.”

“Be there,” Choke said, “or I might have to
inform your friends at the embassy about our escapades.”

“I might have to…”

Choke grunted. “What?”

“Nothing, I’ll arrange it,” Axel said, and
realized this could be a major setback for his plan. Tan Sukit and
the general had backed the brute into a corner.

Choke, without his sunglasses, looked at Axel
with suspicious eyes and said, “Don’t let me down, Leez-o.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Leez-o, what’s going on in your twisted
mind?”

A surprise. He frowned and said, “I’ll
help you with the DEA agent but I’ll need more white powder.”

Choke tossed two small plastic pouches on the
table. “How come I never see you use the stuff?”

“It’s for a friend.”

“Sure, Leez-o. Meet me tonight at the Red
Barn restaurant across from the Barrel at nine o’clock.”

Axel took the packages of white powder,
stuffed them in his pocket, and said, “What are your plans for my
friend in the backroom?”

“You are concerned about the fellow,
aren’t you, Leez-o?”

“I just don’t want to see him killed for no
reason.”

“It’s out of my hands. My boss paid a visit;
you just missed him.”

“What do you mean?”

Choke sighed. The drugs were taking effect.
“If I allow your friend in there to live he would return to the
embassy and tell all. I’d be Bangkok’s most wanted man. I’d end up
turning you in to save my own skin.”

The brute planned to skip out on Tan Sukit,
probably to Malaysia to meet up with Supaporn. “Then you are
going to do away with him,” Axel said, and headed toward the
door.

Choke opened the desk drawer and put on a new
pair of sunglasses and smiled. “I might need your help with
him.”

He shook his head.

“It’s locked,” Choke said when he reached for
the doorknob. “Go out the back door.”

Before leaving he said, “You might want to
stay away from the white powder until whatever you are planning is
over with.”

Choke smiled at him like a crocodile would at
a lame gazelle wallowing in the water. “Don’t be late tonight.”

Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

Axel snuck out the backroom but Cliff
appeared to be regaining consciousness. He returned to his hiding
place behind the crates and waited. Cliff was hunkered down in the
corner of the cage, his eyes all glassy.

A few minutes later the door opened. Choke
Fan carried a sealed cardboard box and set it on a bench near the
rear door of the pet shop. He repeated the task with four other
boxes.

Axel was concerned when Cliff didn’t react to
Choke’s presence.

The brute scattered a bunch of tools on the
bench.

He figured Choke had a plan. He had dismissed
his thugs and carried all the boxes into the backroom himself. His
last haul was the cooler containing the C-4 plastic explosive.

The brute opened one of the boxes. He put a
handful of plastic tie wraps in his pocket and unlocked Cliff’s
cage. The weak security officer labored to get up and grabbed his
sack of doughnuts. Choke pulled the sack out of Cliff’s hands,
tossed them on the floor, and said, “You won’t need these where you
are going.” He tied wrapped Cliff’s hands together, and then led
him outside.

Axel heard a trunk door slam. Choke returned
a minute later and began carrying the boxes outside, except
one.

At the bench, Choke reached into the opened
box and pulled out a spool of wire, some cutters, and an electronic
device. Axel watched as Choke ran a pair of wires to the top of the
rear door. He installed a makeshift switch with foil paper,
designed to make contact when the door opened. He connected another
pair of wires from the electronic device and left them dangling
above the bench, next to the cooler.

He shivered at the thought of the
drug-impaired Choke Fan booby-trapping the pet shop with him in it.
He considered raising the white flag right then but how would he
explain his presence?

Choke Fan stood there a few seconds to admire
his work. Then he turned around and returned to the front
office.

His mind raced. Choke was rigging a bomb for
Tan Sukit and the general, for their return tomorrow morning.

Axel raced to the rear door and removed a
small brick of C-4 explosive out of the cooler. He attached the
pair of dangling wires to the detonator collared around the
explosive and hid it on the bench behind some paper. Next he turned
on the electronic device to provide the switch current. He pushed
the red button. The LED’s green lights lit, indicating it was
armed.

Now for the tricky part. He inched the
backdoor open, his eyes nailed to Choke’s makeshift switch. If it
made contact, he was history. Sweat dripped from his forehead. He
figured he had another two inches before the switch would make
contact.

The cooler containing the C-4 was too wide to
fit through the door.

He glanced at the door leading to the front
office. Sweat dripped down his face.

There was but one solution. He returned the
cooler to where Choke had set it. He removed the bricks and placed
them in a plastic bag and rushed to the back door. He inched the
bag containing the C-4 bricks through the door opening first. Then
he squeezed through, barely.

Once outside he took a deep breath and
whispered, “So long, Choke Fan, old pal.”

He carried the C-4 to the pet shop
vehicle.

The door was locked.

It gave him a small comfort knowing that
Choke always liked to relax after he had had a drug fix.

He smashed the window on the driver’s side,
opened the door and stowed the bag of bricks in the backseat.

The ceiling light didn’t work. He duct taped
the flashlight on the steering wheel so he could see.

He lay on his back on the floor of the
driver’s side. His shaky hand reached for the steering column
ignition wiring.

The risks were high. If Choke opened the
door, about twenty feet away, it could blow away the vehicle with
him and Cliff in it.

Choke’s Swiss army knife would “short” the
ignition wires together, if he could locate the correct wires. He
gritted his teeth and silently cursed, unable to get the job
done.

He reached toward the door handle with a
sweaty hand. Cliff, shrouded by the trunk, would probably survive
the blast. The embassy would be relentless, though, in their search
for those involved.

The pure white powder was worth a fortune and
he couldn’t carry it all along with the bricks of C-4.

He allowed his shaky hand one more attempt at
the stubborn ignition.

It sputtered and then turned over. Axel
contained his exhilaration. He pulled up into the seat, shoved the
gear into neutral, and stomped on the accelerator.

The sleepy alley deserved a wake-up call. He
pounded on the steering wheel and the horn responded with a long
blast. He slid the gear into drive. The tires screeched and the
vehicle left a patch of rubber. In the rearview mirror he saw no
movement at the pet shop door.

Out of range of the potential blast, he
slowed and looked in the rear view mirror. Nothing. Had Choke seen
through his booby trap, or had he not wired it properly? The brute
would be relentless when he discovered Axel had stolen the white
powder and C-4 explosive. Who else? He couldn’t go back now! He
wanted to scream but Cliff Nicely was surely all ears in the
trunk.

A loud crack of thunder produced a white
flash in the rearview mirror that blinded him for a moment. He
stomped on the gas and sideswiped another car parked along the
alley before he regained control of the vehicle.

Behind him the sky lit up all orange.

“When is Thai New Year’s?” Cliff had asked,
at the bar the other night.

In his excitement he nearly yelled out, “It’s
now, Cliff!” Instead, a brief chuckle escaped and he couldn’t help
a big Cheshire cat grin. He drove along the avenue at a leisurely
pace. Choke Fan had been erased from the picture and Cliff Nicely
would live to tell his war story. Axel owned a fortune worth of
drugs and enough C-4 explosive to ignite his own New Year’s party.
A new life soon awaited him on an island paradise. He thought of
the Brit and his book about cinnamon-skinned girls on a pristine
beach.

He found a secluded area, about a block from
his Peugeot. The Thais had come out of their apartments and were
busy pointing at the orange glow on the horizon. He got out and
responded to Cliff’s banging on the trunk by kicking the trunk with
the heel of his shoe. The noise ceased.

He carried the boxes to his Peugeot and
secured them in the trunk. In the distance the alarms cried out. It
took him about twenty minutes. The final haul contained the bag of
C-4 bricks.

Nothing could have survived the blast. He
remembered standing over the girl in the field, watching her face
battle with death until the muscles in her cheeks succumbed. He ran
from her death mask and piled into the BMW. “Her helmet came off,”
he had told Choke Fan. “No one could survive that tumble.”

But she did survive.

No way could Choke survive this one.

His good-bye to Cliff Nicely was three gentle
knocks on the trunk of the pet shop vehicle. After he was far
enough away from the van, Axel whistled the lyrics to the song by
Tony Orlando and Dawn into the Bangkok night:

“Knock three times on the ceiling if you want
me,

Bam-Bam-Bam, means you'll meet me in the hallway…”

“In the hallway at the embassy, Cliff. I just
saved your life.”

“You owe me one now.”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 


After unloading the white powder and the C-4
explosives at his Ngam Duphli flat, Axel had returned to his
embassy apartment, showered and changed, and caught a taxi to
Patpong Road.

His handmade leather shoes from the Chao
Phraya Bootery hit the pavement on Patpong Road with authority. He
wore a tailored black polyester shirt, sporting a red dragon
creeping up the zippered V-neck.

He purchased a ten-baht hot dog and smeared
it with mustard at the stand next to the Patpong Pharmacy. He
walked over to the nearby pay phone, fed it with coins, and then
took a huge bite.

Speaking Thai, he alerted the Thai duty
officer at the embassy about Cliff Nicely, locked in the trunk of
the pet shop vehicle over in Din Daeng.

He hung up the phone and walked down a narrow
alley. He tossed the remainder of the hot dog into the shadows. A
rustling sound ended with a sharp yelp.

“Are you staying out of trouble, old
chap?”

He whirled around to find the Brit standing
there. “You scared the heck out of me,” Axel said. They were alone.
“Are you following me? You’re part of British Intelligence, M16,
aren’t you?”

The Brit looked genuinely disappointed. “I
don’t know what gave you the idea I am a spy on your trail. But I
suspect it has something to do with the trouble you had the other
night on Soi Cowboy.”

Axel stood there, speechless.

“You’ve got me all wrong, old chap,” the Brit
said, too casually. “I’m just a writer looking for a character for
my story.” He removed a cigarette from a gold case and lit up.

The guy didn’t act like a spy but then Cliff
Nicely didn’t act like a security officer, either. “What is it you
want?”

“I thought I would visit the bar you
recommended. I believe you called it the Barrel Bar.”

“It’s closed tonight. Try the Mississippi
Queen, the premier bar on Patpong Road. It’s straight down the
alley and to the left.” He began to walk away and said, “You’re
going to meet up with me on Phuket Island, aren’t you? It’s on
Songklan holiday, around the thirteenth of April.”

“You may be a bit too dangerous for my
liking.”

“I’m sure you would have a great time,” he
said over his shoulder. “I’ve already told Ladda’s sister you are
coming.”

No answer.

He stopped and turned around.

The Brit had vanished.

The god Indra had ordered an unseasonable
rain and he hustled over to the Barrel Bar. The Brit’s unexpected
visit took away his enjoyment of the brief downpour.

He pushed through the Barrel’s doors and the
soles of his shoes stuck to the floor. A lone well-dressed
Caucasian man sat at the bar, flirting with Supaporn, the new
cashier. He surveyed the room. Jo hadn’t arrived.

Axel recognized the farang at the bar. He
mustered a weak smile and said, “Sawasdee, krup,” to the hostess
and allowed her fanned hands to lead him to the bar.

He walked up behind the man, applied an
amazed look on his face said, “Russell Blake, what the heck are you
doing here?”

Russell turned around, all smiles. The
results of years of Foreign Service wars were written in the deep
cracks and crevasses of his weathered face. “Axel, it’s been a long
time, hasn’t it.”

He shook the security officer’s hand and at
the same time gave Supaporn a smile. “Russell, why didn’t you
inform us of your visit to Bangkok?”

“Have a seat, Axel,” Russell said, and
glanced down at Supaporn and then back at him. “My office sent a
travel message last week. I waited at the airport. No one picked me
up.”

“Sorry, Russ,” Axel said. “I didn’t see a
message.” He frowned. “Maybe Jo missed it. No, I’ll blame it on the
new computers.”

“Not to worry,” Russell said. “Hey, are you
feeling all right? You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.”

“I’m okay. I may have a touch of the
flu.”

“I ran into a very helpful embassy driver at
the airport. He checked me into the Imperial Hotel and then dropped
me off here, at Jo’s haunt.”

“I don’t know what happened to Jo,” he said.
“We were supposed to meet here at nine. It’s nearly ten o’clock
now.”

Russell’s eyes surveyed the bar. They were
alone but for Supaporn, sitting below them. Axel nodded at her and
said, “She’s a beauty.”

“Undeniably,” Russell said, but the muscles
in his face tensed up like they had in Cairo seven years ago when
Axel informed him that officials at the embassy had been asking
questions after Russell sold his Mercedes on the black market. He
moved in closer and said, “So tell me about Cliff Nicely. I
understand he may be missing?”

Axel shrugged his shoulders. “Not much to
tell,” he said, also with a lowered voice. “We believe Cliff might
have gotten abducted by criminals yesterday. No group or individual
has taken credit for it. Quite frankly, Admin Counselor Jean Gilroy
didn’t take much stock in Jo’s ‘abduction’ theory, though.”

Russell had a distant look in his eyes. “Hmm,
I see. I hope nothing’s happened to him. Cliff’s green around the
edges but he’s a good lad.”

“Well, we’re glad you’re here,” Axel said.
“Post security is pretty thin now with the RSO medevac’d and Cliff
gone. Two other junior security officers have been TDY at other
posts in the region the last couple of weeks.” Axel said.

Russell nurtured the compliment with a slight
headshake and said, “Yes, I know. I’ve arranged for backup support
if it turns out Cliff has been involved in foul play.”

Axel saw Supaporn bend her ear while she
scanned some papers.

“What were the circumstances around Nicely’s
disappearance?”

Supaporn needn’t know about the cashier’s
appearance earlier today at the embassy. He glanced around the
room, winked at Russell and whispered into his ear, “Cliff took a
girl from here up-country on his motorcycle yesterday. According to
the girl, they were upended on a lonely stretch of road. The
embassy has heard nothing from Cliff or anyone trying to take
credit for abducting him.”

“Where is the girl now?”

“In a local hospital. Jo said she was pretty
banged up.”

“I want to talk to her.”

“Sure, Russell, Jo should be here any time
now. We can work up an action plan.” Axel looked around and made
quick eye contact with Supaporn.

“She’s an exotic, beautiful flower,” Russell
said, nodding at Supaporn. “I’d introduce you but I can’t pronounce
her name.”

Supaporn, slumming on Patpong Road, wore a
scarlet silk dress adorned by a simple necklace of real pearls for
her role as cashier. Burmese rubies on her ear lobes matched her
dress and a diamond ring competed with the gleam in her eyes.
“Pleased to meet you,” Axel said.

Overdressed, oversexed, over everything.
Despite it all, a tinge of innocence managed to take over her
face.

Axel stared into her brown eyes and said,
“What is your name, sweetheart?”

He watched Supaporn pucker her lips to
together and whisper her name.

“Let’s see,” Axel said, and leaned over the
bar toward her. “Maybe we can call you Sue?”

She tipped her head just a tad. “Yes.”

“Her English isn’t too good but I think she
was trying to tell me about a place on the river,” Russell said.
“Apparently, the audience enters a large caged area where a Thai
man handles several king cobras.”

Another place on the river. “You
should pay a visit, but don’t sit in the front row.”

Russell shook his head. “What do you
mean?”

Supaporn still perused her papers. He tossed
Russell a quick grin and said, “People have been known to get
bitten.”

Russell’s smiled. “Perhaps I should bring a
guide,” He looked down and said, “Excuse me, could you show me this
place on the river?”

He imagined Supaporn in a cage full of king
cobras…and Choke Fan.

She gave Russell her soft sweet smile and
fanned her hand in front of it. “No, I can not. I must go
travel.”

Axel, disappointed that she had allowed Choke
to force her to do this, nevertheless enjoyed Supaporn’s misguided
attempt to play Patpong cashier. She gave him a glance and then
said to Russell, “Maybe I come back soon and be your Floating
Market guide.”

“I look forward to it,” Russell said.

Axel held in the laughter and removed his
pager from his belt.

“It’s a message to call Jo,” he said to
Russell.

Supaporn motioned for him to go outside and
then smiled when Russell’s head turned back toward her. Despite her
naughtiness, Axel would follow her to the center of the universe.
He’d battle Indra for the top spot, if necessary. He said to
Russell, “I’m going to the Patpong Pharmacy—they have a phone. I’ll
return in a few minutes.”

The security man just grunted, already under
Supaporn’s spell.
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The unseasonable rain had come and gone and
come again on Patpong Road, and the streets mirrored neon lights
while car tires zipped water on pedestrians’ shoes. Supaporn waved
him into a sheltered corner. Concern flooded her face. “Leez-o,
where is Choke Fan?” she asked, all in a huff. “He should have
arrived here over an hour ago.”

Her concern for the brute baffled him. “What
are you doing here?”

She shook her head. “I had no choice.”

He watched the male tourists, their desirous
looks, rich butter on hot cakes, melt over Supaporn. “Choke is
getting generous all of a sudden,” he said. “The security man
inside told me the DEA agent held captive at the pet shop has been
released.”

He watched his words blossom her cheeks. She
became more desirable than ever. “Not possible, Leez-o,” she said.
“They need him for...”

“Then it’s true. The Asa Tui were going to
use Cliff in a coup d'état against Kriangsak Chamanan’s
government.”

She took a half-step forward. “How do you
know about all of this?”

“I didn’t, until now.”

Supaporn’s eyes searched around for support
but found only chaos in the tourist-trampled street.

Axel shrugged. The fate of Kriangsak’s
government didn’t matter to him but he couldn’t escape the
intrigue. “Tan Sukit is using the Asa Tui’s drug money to finance
the coup d'état.”

Supaporn looked around now as if enemy agents
were listening.

“You had better get a hold of Choke Fan,
ASAP,” he said.

She frowned.

“As soon as possible.”

“Choke Fan will want to speak to you when he
arrives. Don’t go anywhere.” She turned her head, patted her hair
down with one graceful hand, and served up a look of innocence.
“Who is your friend at the bar?”

“He’s a security man at the embassy; a
policeman.” Axel gave her a wink half full of lies and said, “He’s
just like a Thai policeman. He takes bribes and steals from the
government.”

Her face lit up. “You must have much in
common then.”

His smile soured. “By the way, my co-worker
Josephine is due here at anytime. Remember the blonde woman at the
President Hotel? Your father’s tennis partner?”

Her face took on another uncomfortable
dimension.

“Yes, you’d better get going. If she finds
you’re here, Jo will have quite a story to tell your father. Khun
Pramoth is partners along with Tan Sukit on all of this. Am I
right?”

She sighed. “No, you are not right. Leez-o,
you don’t know what you’re getting into. You have made it
very dangerous for yourself.”

“But your father is involved with Tan Sukit
in this mess.”

Her head swayed back and forth. “Stay out of
it.”

“I’m already in it.”

“He can destroy your life at the
embassy.”

“Who? Tan Sukit?” I’m already doing a good
job of that myself.” He wanted to change the subject, to tell her
how beautiful she was, to convince her to love him. “I think you
had better find Choke, wherever he is. You’re not cut out for all
this cloak-and-dagger stuff.”

Supaporn gave an uncomfortable sigh. “What do
you mean?”

“Choke Fan is only using you,” he said, and
then realized that the brute was no longer a threat. “He’s not
going to harm your father.”

She gave him a look of disbelief.

“You need someone to care about you.”

She wore a sad, innocent smile. “Are you the
one, Leez-o?”

“I can be.”

She gave a sigh and then her face got all
serious again. “He knows about everything,” she said, and
walked off.

Who knows everything? Choke? Tan
Sukit? Too late to ask, he watched her strut back into the
Barrel Bar.

He sped over to the Patpong Pharmacy and
bought a tube of “Darkie” tooth paste, complete with its black man
wearing a top hat on the label, and a pocketful of small chocolate
bars. Then he placed another call on the phone outside the
pharmacy.

After a period listening to nurses chatter in
the background he heard Jo’s voice scream out of the receiver,
“Axel, I’ve got great news!”

“What is it?”

“The marine guard has just picked up Cliff
Nicely! Someone called the embassy. They found him in an abandoned
vehicle in the direction of the airport.”

“What a relief!” he said. “Is Cliff going to
be all right?”

“The doctor told me Cliff would pull through
okay, physically. It’s the emotional part I’m worried about.”

“Oh, I see.”

“We don’t know, yet. But his spirits improved
a hundred per cent when I informed him Nang was in the next
hospital room.”

“I’m sure everyone is going to sleep better
tonight,” Axel said, avoiding two inebriated tourists who stumbled
past him and entered a dark hallway that dead-ended at Mike’s Place
Bar. He craned his head around, half expecting to see the Brit
materialize out of thin air.

“I’m so glad this mess is over,” Jo said.
“You must be on Patpong Road. I don’t believe I’ll make it over to
the Barrel Bar tonight.”

“We’ll see you tomorrow morning,” he said.
“Jo, have a good night’s sleep.”

She would need it.
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The Barrel Bar played Boney M’s song
“Rasputin” at several decibels above “easy listening,” much to
Russell’s chagrin. Axel’s companion, who preferred a piano bar,
looked forlorn during Supaporn’s absence.

“They found Cliff Nicely,” he said, all
smiles

“Good! Great!” Russell screamed above the
din. “Where did they find him?”

Axel leaned into Russell’s ear and said, “Jo
told me they found him in an abandoned car out near the
airport.”

“Is he all right?” Russell said out of the
side of his mouth.

“She told me the doctor said he would
recover, physically.”

Russell screwed his head down. “Had he been
abducted?”

“The details are sketchy but it appears
so.”

“They just let him go?”

“Yes, I know, it sounds fishy.”

“They…torture him?”

“I don’t know. Jo said there was a lot of
confusion at the hospital. The doctors will give us a report
tomorrow. Anyway, there’s not much else we can do tonight.”

Russell looked around and moved his stool
closer to Axel. “Well, at least we’ve got him back. It could have
been much worse.”

“That’s what I’m thinking, Russell. How about
another beer?” His two fingers caught the bartender’s eye.
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