
  [image: Cover]


  MOONLIGHT SERENADES


  By Thom Carnell


  [image: ]


  A Macabre Ink Production


  Macabre Ink is an imprint of Crossroad Press


  Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press


  Smashwords edition published at Smashwords by Crossroad Press



  Digital Edition Copyright 2016 Thom Carnell


  LICENSE NOTES


  This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  Meet the Author


  
    
      [image: ]
    

  


  Thom Carnell's fiction has been featured in CARPE NOCTEM Magazine (including the recent 20th Anniversary Edition), the horror anthology, BLOODY CARNIVAL from Pill Hill Press, SWANK magazine and in his debut novel NO FLESH SHALL BE SPARED.As a journalist, his interviews and profiles can be found in CARPE NOCTEM Magazine (for which he served as Head Writer and Creative Consultant), FANGORIAMagazine, Dread Central.com and Twitchfilm.com.He was a Senior Programmer/Panelist for Seattle’s ZomBCon, Crypticon, and a host of other conventions. A graduate of the San Francisco College of Mortuary Science, Carnell is also a certified eye enucleist and Registered Polysomnographic Technologist, which gives him plenty of reference material for his popular "Ask An Embalmer" panels.He’s also one of the hosts of a weekly film discussion on "The Bonus Material Podcast" (iTunes, Stitcher, YouTube.)


  www.thomcarnell.com


  “No one has done more for legitimizing the beauty of the horror genre than Thom Carnell.”


  – Clive Barker, author/director: BOOKS OF BLOOD, LORD OF ILLUSION, HELLRAISER

  



  “…NO FLESH SHALL BE SPARED trumps pretty much every summer action movie released over the past few years in terms of muscular, rambunctious fun. A peek into a lesser-explored dimension of the zombie mythos is always welcome, and if you perhaps know of any real fourteen-year-old-boys that you’d like to see put down the game controller and dig into an actually book, but them NO FLESH SHALL BE SPARED now and thank FANGORIA later.”


  – Fangoria


  DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS


  Visit us online


  Check out our blog and


  Subscribe to our Newsletter for the latest Crossroad Press News


  Find and follow us on Facebook


  Join our group at Goodreads


  [image: ]


  We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.


  If you’d like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com and ask to be added to our mailing list.


  If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.


  Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


  Wedding Day previously published in Carpe Noctem Magazine Volume 2 Issue 1


  One Night in Bangkok previously unpublished


  Another One for the Fire previously published in Carpe Noctem 20 Magazine 2015


  I Stand Alone previously unpublished


  The Thirst previously unpublished


  Amplexus previously unpublished


  Mother previously unpublished


  Canto Carnascialesco previously published in the anthology, Bloody Carnival, from Pill Hill Press, edited by Jessy Marie Roberts


  Abecedario previously unpublished


  Clown Town previously unpublished


  Retribution previously published in Carpe Noctem Magazine Volume 4 Issue 4


  Chirality previously unpublished


  Appetence previously unpublished


  When I Fall in Love, It Will Be Forever previously published in Carpe Noctem 20 Magazine 2015


  Assassin previously published in Carpe Noctem Magazine Issue 15


  The Politics of Dancing previously unpublished


  Calais previously published in Carpe Noctem Magazine Volume 3 Issue 2


  MOONLIGHT SERENADES


  CONTENTS


  Wedding Day


  One Night in Bangkok


  Another One for the Fire


  I Stand Alone


  The Thirst


  Amplexus


  Mother


  Canto Carnascialesco


  Abecedario


  Clown Town


  Retribution


  Chirality


  Appetence


  When I Fall in Love, It Will Be Forever


  Assassin


  The Politics of Dancing


  Calais


  FOREWARD


  I guess, before we get started, I should provide you, Dear Reader, a little “fill in” information, a little history. I mean, a lot’s happened since the release of my novel, No Flesh Shall be Spared (which remains available on Amazon, Zedpresents.com, and at Crossroad Press), back in 2010. So, the book came out – and thanks to those of you who bought / read it – and was thankfully well received by reviewers. Things were going well. I headed up paneling for a few local conventions (ZomBCon and Crypticon) and I was feeling pretty good about the direction Life was going.


  Then, my mom died.


  A lot of my feelings about her and the kind of woman she was are documented later in this very book, but, simply put, I kind of came unraveled. Lost the thread of it all, as it were. See, my mom was my rock. Her health had been slipping as of late, but she was a woman in her mid-Eighties, so some things were to be expected. A diagnosis of Alzheimer’s followed. And then, she was gone. Her death was something that I’d thought I had prepared for. I mean, I’d gone to and graduated from Mortuary College. I thought I’d been ready for its inevitability, but I was mistaken. Then, some medical issues of my own cropped up, a little depression, and, well… simply put, I couldn’t write. No matter how many times I tried, no matter how much effort I put into it the exercise, nothing of worth was generated. The blank pages looked like a lonely stretch of interminably long highway. Intimidating. Castrating. Soul crushing. The harder I pushed to write something, the more I couldn’t. My solution was to retract; to hide myself away. I quit a podcast I was doing and started systematically sidelining most of my personal relationships.


  Thankfully, I had the help of family and a few friends and I managed to – slowly – start coming back to myself, putting words onto the page again. It was slow, at first. And, make no mistake, I threw a lot of those initial pages away, but I started slowly finding my way, trusting that old muscles would hold firm.


  It was during this time that I rediscovered a love of martial arts. I’d trained growing up (Aikido, Kendo, Kenjutsu, Muay Thai), but, what with all the fighting in NFSBS, I felt a little like a hypocrite. I mean, I wrote 160,000 words on the subject of physical confrontation and I hadn’t thrown a punch in years. So, without much direction going on in the other parts of my life, I jumped in with both feet. After getting a footing in Muay Thai, I moved on to Filipino Martial Arts (Kali, Eskrima, Arnis), Jeet Kune Do, and Indonesian Silat. In many ways, as hyperbolic as it sounds, it was this training that saved my life. Without it, I can’t rightly say you’d be reading these words now.


  A few years passed…


  One day, my wife suggested we do a 20th Anniversary Commemorative Edition of Carpe Noctem for which we launched and funded a successful Kickstarter campaign. The resulting interest boosted my confidence and made me feel like… yeah, mine may well be a voice that some people might want to hear. At that point, I began working on some new things with my eye toward doing the collection much like the one you’re now holding in your hand. So, with an aggressive publication plan in mind, we’re now locked in and working hard, finding our way. It feels good. Please keep checking thomcarnell.com for more info on our upcoming releases.


  Now, as for this collection…


  Think of this book like you might an album of snapshots that I’ve taken as I’ve worked through the stages of my grief and recovery. In many ways, these stories are like signposts that document my way. Yes, a few of the stories are from the Carpe Noctem days (these are noted), but I thought that they were applicable to the book’s central theme, so I included them. But the rest are new and reflect a wild change in my perspective as both a person and as a writer. One thing I found interesting during the compilation process was the appearance of themes I’d not intentionally put there during the initial writing process. It wasn’t until I gathered all of these words together that I saw the luminous, thematic lines of Family, Fealty, and the lengths some people will go for the ones that they love. Honestly, I never intended any of that when I was in the thick of writing the individual pieces, but… after some time and distance, there they are. Bright as day!


  I’ve also included short bits of text as a sort of preamble to the stories as a way of providing the reader some context and what I feel is pertinent personal history. A bit self-indulgent, I grant you, but it is my hope that these short anecdotes will illustrate where my head was at during each particular story’s creation. And, who knows, it might even help some folks as they find their way along their own dark and lonely highway.


  Some of these stories have appeared in other mediums. I’ve taken the liberty of doing “one more pass” through them.


  So, thank you for picking this book up. And thank you for reading it.


  Now, as a favor to me, go kiss the people who are important in your life.


  Tell ‘em you love ‘em.


  Because that… that’s the important stuff.


  ~ Thom Carnell

  December 31, 2015

  Bellingham, WA


  Wedding Day


  I wrote this piece for the second issue of Carpe Noctem (Volume II Issue 1, to be exact).


  The story form is one I sort of invented myself. It’s called a Sijjin and it’s basically a famous quote fuels a narrative which is then fueled by a quote which fuels a further narrative. Lather… Rinse… Repeat. It’s an interesting way of telling a story and the quotes act as “palate cleansers” for the readers. I was still finding my way using the narrative structure, feeling it out, but all-in-all, I love this piece. After working in the funeral industry for years, I figured the subject of this was ground I knew well: loss, regret, pain, and, hopefully, love. It didn’t start out as dark as it is, but I do like the overall effect. Oddly, the piece features a theme I would come back to again and again.


  “Death is the veil which those who live call life:


  They sleep, and it is lifted.”


  -Percy Bysshe Shelley Prometheus Unbound


  I stare at you for quite some time as you lay before me. Your body is still, ebony hair draping itself across the soft skin at the nape of your neck like the tiniest bit of silken ribbon. Your perfume wafts elegantly to my nose and the smell softly reminds me of the small coffee house where we first met. Closing my eyes, I give myself over to a cascade of sights, sounds and tastes from that our initial meeting. The memory associated with the scent that was your aromatic signature is distinct and palpable. The recollection of the day that it first caressed my senses is forever woven into the fabric of my being. Now, standing here … it seems as if it all happened so long ago; so very long ago. I return to the now and note a slow, yet constant dripping sound; pearls of water striking an unseen metallic surface. The rhythm is like a metronome, drumming over and over and over - the incessant heartbeat somehow reassuring in this morose place. Silently, I pray that it never cease. For, if it did, the tight grip I have on my grief might surely slip, and then, I would have only to start screaming and screaming, never to end. I breathe in a blend of cold moisture and acrid chemicals; their scents clashing abusively within the portals of my nose. I slowly open my eyes and, once again, the world blurs with the sting of my tears. Searching for some kind of mooring, I focus upon your rich, full lips pursed in an angel’s repose, silently offering themselves to me. I lean over and lightly kiss them only to find the flesh cold, closed, and unyielding. Grief sly sidles up to me and I sigh despondently. And you ... you sleep on and on and on.


  “There is no death. Only a change of worlds.”


  -Seattle


  With the shimmering of your dress and the pallor of your ivory skin, I quietly think to myself that I have never seen you look more beautiful. Dark purple ribbons, attached in precise rows, punctuate your gown and frame your willowy form. A fragile lace veil, delicate as a spider’s freshly-spun web, obscures your closed, still eyes. Oh, that I could tear it all away; to awake those eyes from beneath their honeyed blanket of flesh. You always gave away such insights into your Self with those eyes. Like cold conspirators, your stare would oftentimes lay your soul open to my fiery heart, your resolve crumbling before my insistence. Now, all that you were, all the sanctuary you once offered, is closed; walled away from me forever.


  “Je vais quérir un grand peut-être...Tirez le rideau, la farce est jouée.”


  “I am going to seek the great perhaps... Pull down the curtain, the farce has ended.”


  -Rabelais (his dying words)


  And now, here I stand: alone and tortured, garbed in my tuxedo with its seams ironed straight, its tie knotted tight. As you … you go on lying there in your beautiful gown on this what was to be our day. Once again, I find myself looking at your face and I feel a desperate need to pull myself back for fear of drowning there. Your makeup seems hastily applied; put there by unknown means, hands that never had the pleasure of knowing – of touching – you. Ever so gently, I rub my finger across your cheek in an effort to blend your blush. It is in that moment that I learn just how cold a body can be. Your cheeks always burned with the warmth of the sun, but now … Now, those embers lay beneath skin that is cold and unresponsive. My eyes ache for an opportunity to weep once more, to release the last teardrops of pain and sorrow that remain there. They are empty pitchers though, having released their cumbersome burden long ago. For you see, I have wept until my soul was empty and barren, my heart has cried out to Heaven and pleaded for a respite from this anguish; an oasis within this desert of misery. My pleas, however, have gone cruelly ignored. Leaning across the rim of the metallic table on which you lie, I lovingly wrap my arms about you and draw you tightly to my chest. My heart splinters like sea-worn wood and I am left to languish forlornly in a solitary state of woe. I make an attempt to blink my vision clear, but it blurs once more as my eyes discover an unmapped cistern of tears. Sensing that our time alone together is drawing to a close, I stare deeply into your exquisite aspect for what will be the last time. I vainly try to capture your image in my mind so that I might keep it with me forever … and for always. Finally, with a stuttering breath, I give myself over to the words that I had rehearsed over and over again in preparation for this our wedding day. Smiling, I am content in the knowledge that we will be together again. Somewhere in Time. And as I draw open my collar and pull the blade across the throat you once kissed, I whisper those words aloud for only you to hear.


  “I do.”


  “Because I could not stop for Death-


  He kindly stopped for me-


  The Carriage held but just Ourselves-


  And immortality.”


  -Emily Dickinson


  One Night in Bangkok


  As I mentioned earlier, I trained in a lot of different martial arts (mostly Japanese swords stuff) when I was younger. Then, I returned to training Muay Thai at the ripe old age of 51 with a friend of my wife’s named Katherine Holmes. Shortly thereafter, I met a local FX guy named Langley J. West who trained people in Lameco Eskrima and the Filipino Martial Arts. The Muay Thai school closed and I’ve trained with him ever since. During that time, he would continually say, “You really should write something.” Eventually, with his (and other’s) help, I got over myself and took the advice. You do that when it’s one of those people offering advice is someone who hits you regularly with a stick. So, in a lot of ways, this story is his fault and is, therefore, dedicated to him


  Time-wise: this is ‘Post – NFSBS,’ but not too far along. It’s somewhere between where NFSBS ends and the proposed sequel would have begun. The story “The Politics of Dancing” later in this volume is a sort of companion piece to this. I call them “The ‘80’s Dance Music Twins” (as they’re named for the Murray Head song from Chess and the Re-Flex song respectively). I like this one. It started as an experiment: could I write an action piece without any zombies in it? I failed… there’s zombies in this, but they take much more of a backseat role than in NFSBS. Ah well… we experiment in this hope of success. Sometimes we succeed. Sometimes… I do like seeing Cleese in another environment. His initial behavior in the club is similar to my own: leave me be, let me eat. I tend to not slap around the other clientele though. This piece also is a kind of love letter to Thailand. I fell in love with its culture while training Muay Thai. Putting Cleese in Pattaya seemed natural (and fun) to me. I’ll leave it to you how it all came out.


  “Bangkok, like Las Vegas, sounds like a place where you make bad decisions.”


  ~ Todd Phillips


  Traveling across the warm waters of the Gulf of Thailand from Kota Bharu, with Malaysia and Myanmar on the left and Cambodia and Viet Nam on the right, Asia welcomingly spreads her legs to the world. If Florida is, as many have said, North America’s phallus, than this large expanse of water and receptive shoreline is its conjugal mate. With oily water that bubbles and foams, the gulf seductively draws passing ships – as well as those who might travel by them – into its tantalizing embrace.


  As one travels deeper into the Gulf, Bangkok Harbor lays enticingly before you glittering and as out of place as a street prostitute at a society gala. The city’s reputation conjures images of mystery and intrigue in one’s mind as it lay sprawled out – open and inviting – before you. The lore of the city and the stories of how life could be here are carved into the meat of every traveler’s brains, a paradigm harvested from all the films and books and stories about this place.


  As you plunge ever deeper into the bay, pushing further still into the country’s pulsing womb, you see it, sticking out from the coast like an abscess on an already cancerous limb, just off to the right as you come into the harbor proper: Pattaya.


  Pattaya is the most renown of tourist destinations in the impoverished country of Thailand. From its world famous Walking Street, where women reach out for you from the darkness, promising a staggering variety of Bacchanalian skills, to the dark dens where the only limit to one’s debauchery is their imagination… and the depth of their pocketbook, Pattaya is, in a phrase, where it all happens.


  But life here does take its toll. It’s a toll you can see it on the faces of the people who work The Street: the young, the old, the beautiful, the not so beautiful, the lost, the found, the “phu-ying praphet thi sorng” or Kathoey (Ladyboys), and the ever-present farang, belly-white foreigners looking for that once-in-a-lifetime thrill.


  These are the citizens of Pattaya, and theirs is a life of hardship and of woe. Flesh is their only commodity and the acquisition of the Thai “Baht” is their sole concern. In a country as poor as this, flesh is all they have to offer. The farang, they have money. It is said by those who say such things that money is the root of all evil. If so, then Pattaya is The Devil’s fertile topsoil.


  This is the basis of Life here in this poverty-stricken country, in this crowded and stifling city, and on this gaudy, neon-lit street. On each side of the avenue, one garishly-lit nightclub after another sits huddled up against its neighbor like peasants drawn together to conserve precious body heat. The buildings are mostly made of a piss-poor combination of wood, cement blocks, and aluminum siding. Some bars are little more than shacks, but the numbers of men going in and out of their doors pay no mind, their robust trade being a testament to the dark avocations being plied within.


  As one makes their way down Walking Street, the girls practice an art that is – quite literally – like trawl-line fishing. In front of each bar, stands a line of women. Well, children might be a more accurate term. Dressed in a wardrobe like something out of an Otaku’s wet dream, the girls reach out and grab at the hands of passersby. They pout, smile, and purse their lips in an effort to draw the wealthy, bloated, red-faced farang into the dark recesses of their employer. It’s a grift, really. A swindle. The girls are paid by how many men they can lure into the bar. That’s their job. That’s it. Once inside, the experts take over and play their part in the elaborate ruse of separating misguided men from their expendable income. Many men became lost on the street. Addicted to the lights and the drink and the girls, they quit their jobs and their lives back in the real world and “go bamboo,” become expatriates. Some go back after a few years. Others… are never heard from again.


  A common misconception about Thai women working The Trade in Pattaya is that they are being taken advantage of. And make no mistake, a lot of these girls lead horrific lives of degradation, poverty, HIV, and death. But, once they become ensconced in The Life, the women learn all-too-quickly exactly how to ply their trade and how far they can push things – like robbery and pickpocketing – before someone called the TNPD (Thailand National Police Department).


  The girls all come from poor families and the decision to work on Walking Street is not one taken lightly… but take it they do once they come to understand the kind of money to be made here. Most of them fall through the cracks and wind up either drug-addled or being found dead in side alleys, oftentimes covered in trash, but always bearing the familiar mark of the drill at the back of their skulls.


  Which, if you ask the local cops, is fitting.


  ‘They live as trash… let them die as trash’ is a comment sentiment amongst the local constabulary. And when their bodies are found – and, like trash, they always rise to the surface – it’s far easier for Coroners to simply type “Heart Failure” on the appropriate line of their death certificates rather than do any “below the surface” investigations. The street women simply aren’t – in the police’s opinion – worth the expense. When they die, their bodies are processed, their brains being scrambled by the drill so that they don’t come back, and the rest are tossed onto the pyre… or into a back alley dumpster, whichever is more convenient.


  And then, there are the “Nak tên phīor” or “ghost dancers.”


  The proprietors of the bars here on Walking Street (who were, more often than not, connected to the Chinese Triads) leave nothing to waste. Commodities, once purchased, are far too precious to be left squandered. So, when a particularly beautiful girl dies and her face is left more or less intact, the compulsory drilling into the back of the skull is delayed and the girls are fitted for the heavy collars which encircle their necks and hold them captive.


  Mostly seen as an oddity (albeit a highly dangerous one), these reanimated dead spend what remains of their time on earth chained to a pole, clumsily spinning and cavorting wildly to mostly ‘80s hair band music. For reasons only known to “Nak tên phīor,” the deafening, overhead music inspire movement, their deadened, lizard brains jump-started into a kind of tragic dance. Whatever hazard there was inherent in the idea of having one of the reanimated dead displayed out in the open was outweighed by the money generated by the ‘looky-loos’ who excitedly snapped pictures on their cell phones and the jittery men who came seeking more… sometimes much more.


  All of this ran idly through the mind of the brooding man who now sat in the dark corner of the ‘Pompeii-a-go-go’ beer bar. Sitting away from where ‘the action’ was, far away the other patrons, the man sat sullenly on his rickety stool. He had purposefully positioned himself at the far end of the L-shaped bar so that the room was spread out before him. He sat bent protectively over a ravaged dinner plate. The remnants of a New York Steak dinner lay like a homicide victim on the ceramic killing field in front of him. The glittering utensils lay in wait, looking like murder weapons. Dark blood and gravy splashed across the plate, gristle and an untouched pile of vegetables sat idly by.


  The man was not big in the classical sense, but, sitting there, he gave off the impression of being powerful and full of a sinister potential. Long, dark hair hung down the middle of his back, tied back tight into a ponytail and held back by a small jade clip resembling a bird. The man sat, doing little else besides staring deeply into his plate, dark cinema playing out behind a blank stare. But, even sitting still as he was, his frame and his demeanor crackled with a palpable energy. It was as if a terrible capacity for violence emanated from him which served as a warning beacon to everyone gathered in the overcrowded bar to keep their distance.


  Over the insanely loud P.A. system, Steve Perry was telling everyone to ‘don’t stop believing’ and the bar’s patrons were all smiling and singing along. A variety of girls of varying age danced and cavorted along the bar tops at the other end of the room. Their bodies twirled and undulated sexily in time with the music.


  The man at the end of the bar couldn’t help but think, as he stared into the rapidly congealing steak fat on his plate of how Steve Perry had developed melanoma and his girlfriend – the love of his life – lay in the cold ground, dead of breast cancer. He silently asked himself, ‘How’s that believin’ thing goin’ for ya, eh Steve? Did you... did you ever stop believin’?’


  Abruptly, movement to the man’s left reminded him of the young, Thai girl sitting nearby. A stack of Baht sat close to the side of the man’s plate, a collection of Satang sat stacked alongside. The coin’s glittering metal shined in the half-light. The girl eyed the money jealously, but she knew all too well that any attempt at theft would be met with a devastating response both from Mama-san and the menacing farang sitting nearby. The last thing she wanted was to do something stupid and have the police called… or worse. She’d seen other girls try such a thing and they’d paid a horrible price for their actions.


  If they were lucky, they were beaten.


  If they were not…


  She eyed the stumbling “Nak tên phīor” behind her nervously.


  The girl may not have been educated, but she certainly wasn’t stupid.


  Her name was Ning and she’d come to Walking Street in the hopes of making enough money so that she could help support her family back home. She’d been given the gift of beauty at a young age and was aware of the attentions of men soon after. She and her family both had been smart enough to know the kind of life that might mean for her in Pattaya. The farang could be a generous lot, but they could also be violent. It happened when you saw ‘people’ as nothing more than ‘things’ to be consumed. She’d seen girls disappear with them only to return as one of the “Nak tên phīor.”


  The thought of that filled her soul with dread.


  The man now sitting beside her continued to stare into his plate as he pushed its massacred contents this way and that with his fork. He seemed content to merely listen while she talked. At first, when Mama-san had come to her, the man’s request seemed odd, but this man was different than the other farang. He was obviously dangerous, but had not come seeking sex or perversion. His request was simpler than that.


  “This man,” Mama-san had said when she’d come to tell Ning about her client. “This man… he want only talk. No fuck. He pay you well. You talk. He not care about what. Just talk.”


  During the year or so that Ning had been at the Pompeii, she’d heard it all… or so she’d thought. This one though, she had to admit, was a first. This farang had agreed to pay her bar tab (essentially buying her for the night), but wanted only for her to sit with him and chit-chat. Ning wasn’t sure why, but – if the money was right – she’d be only too happy to sit with him and talk his ear off. She liked to talk and, up until a short time ago, felt as if no one ever truly listened to what she had to say. Not Mama-san. Not the other girls. Certainly not the ill-mannered farang. And, if she were being honest, she’d done a lot worse. Sure, he gave off the impression of being more than a little unsafe, but how much trouble could it be for her if he only wanted some polite conversation.


  Besides, she found him kind of attractive. Unlike a lot of farang, he was clean and fit. He wasn’t drunk and he acted respectfully. There was none of the usual pawing and grabbing that the girls of Pattaya usually associated with white men. His demeanor seemed dangerous, but she could tell from experience, there was a good heart there. Whatever had brought him to Thailand, it wasn’t the ‘flesh trade.’


  It was something else.


  Something more malevolent and personal.


  The man stirred on his bar stool, shifted in his seat, and turned is full gaze toward her. His icy, blue eyes left her feeling a little violated, like he’d looked deep into her heart with but a glance and found it wanting. His were eyes that had seen conflict and loss, pain and suffering, eyes that were windows into a tormented soul.


  Turning his head, he caught the eye of the two bartenders that had been trying – without seeming rude – to avoid him all night. He motioned for one of them to come over. The bartenders looked nervously at one another as if they were engaged in a silent “you go… no, you go” conversation. Finally, the older of them nudged the younger with his elbow and walked away, shutting down any further debate.


  The young bartender approached sheepishly, grinning a grin that was pasted-on and insincere. In his nervousness, he immediately began wiping the counter with the wet rag that was kept near the beer taps just so he’d have something to do with his hands.


  “Yes, M-m-mister,” he said with a stutter.


  The man pointed at a high shelf, up toward where the really expensive bottles of alcohol were kept. Without a change in expression, he drew a breath and sighed.


  “Lagavulin,” he said and pointed. “The bottle on the far left.”


  The bartender scanned the high shelf, looking bewildered. Few farang ever purchased the expensive liquor. They usually preferred the more inexpensive – and stomach-turning – Chang or Leo brand of beer.


  “The Scotch,” the man said, speaking slowly, like he was talking to a child, trying to teach rather than scold. “On the left. The one with the blue cap wrapper and the tan label.”


  The bartender followed the man’s gaze and finally located the bottle in question.


  “And one glass,” the man said, but, after a moment, then added, “and another of whatever this is that she’s drinking.”


  “Champagne,” Ning said excitedly, perking up. “Champagne cocktail.”


  Ning liked the appealing concoction and the sensation it gave her when the bubbles tickled her nose. It was sweet on her tongue and it was made sweeter by its extravagance. An added bonus was the jealous looks in the other girl’s eyes when they would see her drinking it, a silent testament to the fact that she’d landed a “big one” and would be making big money tonight.


  The bartender nodded emptily, like one of those plastic dogs you see in a car’s rear window. His demeanor visibly relaxed. The customer’s simple request meant that things were not going to get crazy. That things would more or less remain safe and there’d be no trouble. Well, for now, anyway. It remained to be seen how things would go once the bottle was empty. Happy for the moment, he walked over to get a small stepladder so that he could reach the requested bottle.


  The man at the bar returned his attention to his plate and picked up the last of a baked roll from the side of his plate. He turned his head toward the door and scanned the room. It was something he’d done roughly every few minutes since he got here, but no one but him – not even Ning sitting next to him – really noticed.


  “What you name, Mister?” Ning asked abruptly, sounding genuinely curious.


  Without taking his eyes off the room, the man answered softly, “Cleese.”


  “Cleese?” she gasped, sounding caught off guard. “Like that fighter man, that famous man… the fighter? You him?”


  Cleese shot her a shadowy look which said a lot of things – and all of them were painful – but then, slid a pile of Satang toward her.


  “Quiet… I’m thinking.”


  Ning scooped up the coins, zipped up her lip, and slipped them into her pocket.


  Cleese went back to scanning the room.


  At the far end of the room from where he sat, at the bar’s door, he noticed four men walk in. One was older, not too tall, and Chinese. The others… were a trio of medium-sized men who all kept their left elbow pressed closer to their chest than their right.


  Cleese sussed right away who and what these men were. Not like it was hard or anything. Cleese had seen their type before. The older guy was obviously in charge. His expensive suit, the cut of his hair, the manner with which he approached and addressed Mama-san… all said he was in charge. If Cleese was any judge of things, he was gonna guess Triad. The other three monkeys… were muscle. Not particularly good muscle from the way they kept eye-balling the waitresses rather than checking the room, but they were certainly big enough to ruin both some drunk farang’s night and a shopkeeper who was late on his payment’s day. Once again, Cleese marked the way they kept that elbow pinched to their side and knew it meant one thing: they were armed.


  Not giving much of a shit, Cleese returned his gaze to his plate.


  Tearing the bread apart, he slowly and methodically began what he considered to be the best part of any meal: wiping up the grease and gravy from his plate. The bread smeared concentric circles across the white face of the plate. He lifted the sopping bread and eyed it in a covetous manner.


  “You were saying?” he said and stuffed the dripping bit of bread into his mouth. He slowly chewed and swallowed it with great relish. Grabbing another chunk of the bread with one hand, he slid two thousand baht notes toward her from the stack by his plate with the other.


  The girl’s eyes grew big in the dim light and she reached eagerly for the money.


  Cleese gently took her hand and pressed the bills into her palm.


  “Keep… talking.”


  The girl smiled and turned in her chair to face him fully.


  “4,000 baht,” the bartender suddenly interrupted, setting the heavy bottle and a glass of ice onto the bar. He set the champagne glass in front of Ning and shot her a look that expressed both concern for her safety and jealousy for all the money he knew she’d be making that night. Seeing the bubbles rise in the golden liquid made her smile. She quickly took the glass in her hand and sipped, giggling and scrunching up her nose as she did so.


  Without looking, Cleese slid five thousand baht notes across the bar. With a wave, he dismissed the bartender allowing him to keep the change. The bartender snatched the bills eagerly and quickly disappeared into the darkness behind the bar.


  Cleese picked the bottle up, and cracked the lead seal on the cap. He tossed the ice in the glass into his half-consumed and abandoned mug of coffee. As he poured the dark, amber liquid into the glass, he glanced sideways toward the girl. He raised his eyebrows expectantly as if to say, ‘Go on’ before returning to the task of pouring his drink.


  The girl cleared her throat, took another sip from her glass, and began talking.


  “My parent not rich. They farm, so they poor. With five brother and two sister, money hard. So, my parent say come here to Walking Street. I not prostitute though. I work hard talking with farang like you. Most farang not as nice as you. Not give me money. All they want is fuck…“


  The girl’s voice drifted off in Cleese’s head. He was paying her to talk and, if he were to be honest, he’d not heard a single word she’d said so far. Hers was just a voice he needed in his ear to keep the others – the ones in his head, the ones that were always there – at bay. However, despite all of the noise in the bar, the music, the clatter, and the girl’s prattling on, the voices still came.


  “If you want to stay alive out there on the sand for longer than five fuckin’ minutes, you’ll sit here with me. The only thing those idiots can do is cloud your thinking, and, as we’ve already covered, clouded thinking will lead to you having a very fucked up day.”


  Cleese absentmindedly swirled the heavy liquid on his glass and gently shut his eyes.


  “Life just made you one badass motherfucker and now... now it’s time for you to show Life a little appreciation.”


  Pinching his eyes tighter, he knew the voice – the feminine voice – that was coming next, as it always did, and it filled him with dread.


  “I want to try to live again. I want to spend whatever life I have left away from this place. I only want now to get away from all of this…”


  And then…


  “Where’s my refuge? Where’s my happy ending?”


  Cleese winced as the last words echoed into the recesses of his brain.


  Slowly, he regained his self-control and let the muscles in his face relax. He soon realized that his breath was coming in quick, short huffs. He opened his eyes at the touch of the girl’s hand on his.


  “You ok? You drink too much? Want lie down?”


  Cleese turned and glared at her. Her eyes grew wide in their sockets and he saw her pull back slightly. He’d scared her and he’d not meant to. Reaching up, he slid another thousand baht note toward her.


  “Talk,” was all he could manage.


  Ning pasted on a nervous smile and went back to whatever the hell she’d been saying. Her voice was musical in the way wind chimes could be musical when a soft breeze came in through a half-opened window. Her tone was bright and brilliant, full of pasted-on innocence. It was the voice of abject hope.


  Cleese lifted his glass and let a mouthful of the warm, biting liquid wash across his tongue. The Scotch was warm and woody and it felt good – too good – going down. Turning to once again look over the bar’s crowd, Cleese couldn’t help but notice from the raised voices a bit of commotion happening near the door. The Chinese man and his bodyguards stood huddled around Mama-san. The Chinese had affected an aggressive posture and was pointing a finger in the old woman’s face. The bodyguards had moved in slightly to flank her. Cleese wondered what horrible transgression had occurred to prompt four men to threaten one little, old lady. Whatever it was, it was no sweat off his back, he thought as he turned back toward Ning.


  He was just here to drink… and to listen… and to forget.


  Overhead, the music boomed and pumped out an erratic beat. Mick Jagger was screeching about wanting to be started up… or that was what Cleese could make out over the over-modulated bass and crowd noise.


  “… so my mother, she work hard. Do many things for people in my city. They pay her, but not much. My fa’her, he drink a lot, beat chi’dren. Not good.”


  Ning’s voice intruded into his consciousness, her happy, sing-song tone making her story sound all the more sad. Cleese knew hers was not an isolated tale. This country, while beautiful and peaceful, had sold its soul long ago. Officially, it listed its natural resources as tin, rubber, natural gas, tungsten, tantalum, timber, lead, fish, gypsum, lignite, and fluorite, but ask anyone and you’ll soon discover how their biggest commodity was human flesh. Flesh bought and paid for in British pounds and in American dollars.


  Disgusted by his own train of thought, Cleese downed the rest of the Scotch in his glass and quickly poured himself another. He’d been in this country for six months now, hiding out, getting drunk, and nearly killing himself training and learning Muay Thai at Sitpholek Gym. He liked the place. It was relatively clean and a man looking to not be noticed could slip in, get in some training, and slip out without attracting too much attention.


  The training, at his age, was brutal. The day started with a five mile run in the early morning, then breakfast. Once he arrived at the gym, there was the Torquemadian avalanche of shadow boxing (twenty minutes), several hours of technique classes, uncountable rounds of pad work, heavy bag work, clinching (or “plomb”), two hundred alternating front kicks on heavy bags, three hundred jump knees, two hundred alternating elbows, three hundred sit-ups, and two hundred pushups.


  Then… lunch.


  After having eaten a little something, the whole shebang was repeated.


  As the weight started falling off, he’d started to look like a cancer patient which caused him to be more than a little concerned. Cheek bones stuck out from his face like bookshelves and veins were popping out from beneath his skin in places he didn’t even know he had veins. However, after weeks of this, one of his trainers, a small man named Gan, had come up and pointed at his lower leg approvingly.


  “You get Muay Thai legs! Very good. No martial aht in world give you legs like dat,” he’d said.


  And that was true… however, those legs had come at a painful cost. He’d had to learn – and subsequently throw – countless “chain kicks” which were a series of body kicks thrown in quick succession for a really long time. But, if a fighter did these long enough, he’d develop small micro-fractures along the medial surface of the tibia which strengthened the bone as a result of the repeated impact against the hard bags and pads. They were a painful, but necessary torture, but they yielded a lower leg that was as strong as – and in some isolated cases, stronger than – a baseball bat.


  Just when Cleese was starting to feel good about his progress, Gan pointed at what had now become a further defined washboard stomach.


  “You still fat though. We fix that with more running, ‘V-ups,’ and sit-ups.”


  Any joy he’d experienced by the man’s initial compliment was instantly washed away. It was like getting dowsed with a bucket of cold water.


  Cleese felt something suddenly poke him gently on the right arm. At first he thought it was his imagination since the only person who’d been dumb enough to get near him was Ning and she was on his left-hand side, but then, it happened again.


  “Sorry, Sir,” a female voice said.


  The voice was older, harsher than Ning’s, and had been ravaged by years of smoking. The timbre of it was throaty and just this side of raspy. A soft breath wafted to his nose, smelling of gin and lemon.


  Mama-san.


  “Sorry, Sir. I must talk to you,” she said with a palpable touch of nervousness.


  Cleese turned and looked in her direction.


  “Yes, Ma’am?”


  “We have problem,” she said with apprehension, her voice as brittle as blown glass. “I give you Ning, but Ning not available. I forget she have previous appointment.”


  Cleese stared into her eyes and knew that she was lying. He also saw the agitated way her attention kept drifting from him to whatever lay back behind her. He raised his gaze and directed it over her shoulder. Through the haze of cigarette and cigar smoke, he could see the Chinese and his “man meat” all glaring at him, their hands placed accusingly on hips.


  Well, shit…


  “I refund your money and get you ‘nother girl. Free!” Mama-san continued, shuffling from one foot to the other in her cheap, worn sandals.


  Cleese shot another glance back toward The Chinese. The man stood there glaring in his bad suit and shitty “I own the place” demeanor. Cleese felt the familiar nibbling at the back of his skull and knew – just knew – this was not going to end well.


  He slowly returned his gaze to Mama-san.


  “No,” he said and he shook his head from side to side in an exaggerated manner so anyone in the room looking – like, say The Chinese and his gorillas– would have been able to see it.


  Mama-san’s jaw went slack and she looked like she was going to cry… which was more disturbing than anything he’d seen in Thailand. Cleese knew he was putting her in a difficult position, but… after taking a read on The Chinese and his orangutans, he didn’t much care. Anger and loathing coiled in his belly like two poisonous snakes fighting in a bag.


  As Mama-san stammered and whimpered some shit about it all being her fault and about how she would make it right for him if only he would let Ning go. Cleese’s vision drifted from the worried old lady standing before him to the “Nak tên phīor” shuffling on a small stage behind her. The girl was – or rather had been – quite pretty, like Ning. Death had robbed her of little of that when it had taken her roughly in its embrace. Her hair was inky black, cut in a Betty Page bob. Her figure was gaunt, water-deprived, but still round and full. Her small breasts poked out from her chest, too small to sway, but were still lush, ripe handfuls.


  Even her being a U.D. did not diminish her.


  Not one iota.


  Man, ‘U.D.’ ... I haven’t thought of that word in a very long time.


  Abruptly, a larger hand landed on Cleese’s shoulder forcibly. The meaty paw clutched at the musculature of his trapezius and swung him around roughly. Cleese heard Mama-san gasp and stumble back.


  Why do they always have to lay their hands on me?


  The Chinese stood glaring contemptuously at him from about a foot and a half away. His beady eyes shone out from the hollows of his skull. His thin jaw was held firm and a mouth twisted into a sneer. Deep furrows lined the sides of his reed-thin mouth.


  Well, somebody’s a little pissed off…


  “Farang! Time to go. Ning’s mine tonight,” he said as menacingly as he could. He brushed past Mama-san and carefully slid the barstool next to Cleese to the right, out of the way. “I won’t tell you again, Bustah.”


  Cleese sighed and raised a finger as if to say, ‘one second.’


  The Chinese stopped talking with a stutter and looked confused.


  “No,” Cleese said, and his tone dripped venom and malice. As he watched the look of bewilderment spread across the Chinese’s face, Cleese turned and, as a matter of habit, cataloged where the muscle was. The trio had fanned out in a lazy sort of triangle, cutting off any manic run for the door. From their posture, this was their standard procedure.


  Problem was… Cleese had no intention of running anywhere.


  He’d just paid for an expensive bottle of Scotch and was just starting to warm up to the girl. He wasn’t going to let some half-assed reject from a Johnny To movie come in and piss all over his plans for the night… even if his plans were made up solely of drinking and barely listening to stories from a young girl.


  And his brain hadn’t even begun to imagine what The Chinese had in mind for Ning. Had it… and he’d have already been feeding this chump his teeth.


  In a blink of an eye, Cleese marked each of the muscle, cataloged any and all exploitable weaknesses, and figured out three different ways to suppress them.


  One – and it never once occurred to him that he was using Monk’s old cataloging system for U.D.s – was early middle-aged, short-cropped hair, a wide plate of a face with narrow eyes, and a small mouth.


  Two was older, in his mid-Forties and sporting a goatee. His eyes were a little sharper than the others – like he’d seen some shit – but was still not what Cleese would consider “battle-hardened.” Of all of these clowns, he was the one Cleese knew he’d have to keep an eye on.


  Three… young, jumpy, looked a little too eager to “prove himself.” This wasn’t his first rodeo, but, put it this way, “his cowboy boots” still had their price sticker on them. Cleese surmised that it was he – the youngest of the bunch – who would be the “wild card.” His impetuousness and undoubtedly “hair trigger” was going to be the initial problem should things go south.


  Cleese turned back to his plate and started absentmindedly drawing in his gravy with his index finger. Bent over the plate as he was, neither The Chinese nor his goons saw him palm the steak knife and hide it against his forearm in a Hawak Pakal (or ‘icepick’ grip). Old Kali knife fighting muscles sparked to attention. Once it was secure, he let the tension run out of him and he felt his body relax. Now, if there was to be an issue, he’d assessed his competition, was relaxed, and – most importantly – he was armed.


  Seemingly without care, Cleese turned back to Ning and smiled.


  “Go on… you were saying,” he said with a grin.


  Ning’s eyes were pie plates on her face.


  Behind him, he heard The Meat chuckle indignantly.


  “Hey, Farang!” The Chinese said, “I’m talking to you!”


  Cleese turned back to him slowly.


  “Yeah, I heard you” he said, and turned back to Ning and smiled.


  “Hey!” and then The Chinese slapped him on the bicep. “What’s your problem, Gweilo?”


  Cleese continued to smile at Ning, but motioned to her with his eyes, as if to say, ‘when this starts, you should be ready to get out of the way.’


  “You came over to me,” he said, turning back to look at the man. “I don’t know you. I don’t want to know you. Therefore, there’s no problem. Now, please leave me to my dinner.”


  The Chinese looked over at his men and shook his head.


  “Do you believe this Gweilo?”


  A man behind Cleese chuckled a chuckle straight out of Central Casting and said, “He must not know who you are, Boss.”


  The Chinese laughed that same laugh and smiled at Cleese.


  Jeez… do these clowns all operate out of the same script?


  “Is that it, Farang? Do you not know who I am?”


  Cleese lifted his hand and licked the gravy from his finger.


  “It’s not that I don’t know… Sir.” Cleese said, hitting the honorific with extra oomph, and he turned to look him dead in the eye. “It’s that I just don’t much care.”


  The Chinese laughed that same goddam laugh again, but Cleese wasn’t done talking.


  “See, while, to you, this is only a girl, I’ve paid money for her and for her time. And, during the time that I am with her, she… and I’ll put this in terms even you can understand… becomes mine.”


  Cleese turned toward Ning and smiled.


  “No offence, Darlin’.”


  Ning smiled nervously and started to slide over to the far side of her chair.


  “Now, with that said, if someone, say… a filthy Bàotú like yourself,” Cleese turned back toward the man and slid his right leg off the chair and to the floor, “should try to infringe on that time, on my time,” he shook his head from side to side in disgust, “he should be prepared for the inevitable outcome.”


  Being called a thug in his native tongue… pissed The Chinese off… exactly as Cleese had intended.


  “D’iu ne lo mo ah!” The Chinese shouted and backhanded Cleese across the right side of his face. Infuriated, he screamed and then pounded both fists against the top of the bar.


  For the briefest of moments, Cleese felt anger rise in him like a phoenix, but he knew emotion was just going to cloud the next minute or so. There’d be plenty of time for anger once the next piece of business was done. Like a cleansing rain, he felt calm wash back over him.


  At this point, Cleese knew the situation had gone way beyond salvaging. He’d insulted the man’s honor and there was to be no talking anyone’s way out of that. The Chinese had laid his hands on him in a violent manner and had not so politely told Cleese to go fuck his mother…


  …which just hurt Cleese’s feelings.


  And we can’t have that, can we? Not Mom.


  Cleese shifted in his chair, appearing to address The Chinese head-on, but, in reality, he was sliding his ass more fully off of the chair. He discreetly changed his grip on the knife from the Hawak Pakal to the Hawak Saksak or “hammer grip (what one would consider a “normal” way of holding a knife), swinging the blade outward, pointing toward the floor. He kept the blade close so that the shadows beneath the bar hid it from view.


  Cleese then searched his memory for just the right thing to say to return the insult. And then, he found it.


  “Tiu nia ma chow ha,” he whispered and his voice held a palpable threat.


  The Chinese’s jaw dropped, his eyes went wide, and a stuttered gasp was heard. Cleese heard three additional sharp intakes of breath behind him. He’d wanted to tell the gentleman to “go fuck your mom’s smelly cunt.” From the reaction from the goons which circled like a pack of hyenas around him, he’d hit a bulls-eye.


  With a short intake of breath, Cleese slid fully off his chair. The instant he felt both feet touch the ground, he quickly reached under The Chinese’s left arm and took firm hold of the dangling tie which hung there.


  And yanked down hard.


  No one was more surprised than The Chinese as his head dropped with a speed that was head-spinning. One second he was raging at the Gweilo, and the next, his jaw hit the bar top with a sickening, cracking sound. His brain sloshed violently in his skull and the world reeled momentarily. He felt his front teeth – bottom and top – snap and shear off at the gums. Blood pulsed and filled his mouth with a warm coppery taste.


  Cleese knew seconds counted, so, still holding onto the tie and pulling it tight enough so that it would be difficult for the other man to move, he plunged the knife in his hand through the tie with all of the might in his right arm, sinking it fully three inches into the underside of the bar front.


  The Chinese struggled to move, but quickly discovered – with his jaw now pinned to the bar lip – there was nowhere to go. Frantically, he began pawing at the knife handle to pull it out.


  That should keep him busy for a second…


  The next few seconds passed like something out of a Sam Peckinpah film. Time slowed to a microsecond level and all the sound in the room faded into silence. It was as if someone had stuck
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