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      Ramonne moved effortlessly down the deserted soi. At 4:00 a.m., Bangkok’s infamous Patpong Road, home to go-go bars and live sex shows, was almost as empty as the great Sahara. He brushed off the approaches of the few katoeys who lurked in the shadows of the street that only two hours before had been a reveling cornucopia of sinners.

      Now it was quiet, except for the forklifts that raced from Surawong to Silom Road. Like freight trains they sped north, loaded with the iron frames and tattered canvas awnings that were used to construct the demented Disneyland of counterfeit goods stalls that filled the street each evening. They raced south empty, their metal arms open and eager for the gathering.

      A single white headlight drove down the center of the street, deliberately aiming at Ramonne’s arrogant swagger. It was a game that one of the forklift drivers, a shirtless youth, played with the farangs to ease the boredom of the nightly task of tearing down and packing away the stalls. Ramonne was not amused. As the vehicle swerved at the last moment, he spat viscous, acid-filled phlegm at the boy. It burned his skin, and he lost control and crashed into the shuttered facade of the Superstar bar.

      Ramonne smiled and strutted on without a backward glance. He remembered a time when Krung Thep pulsated with life all night long. But of course he also remembered a time when the red-light district was very different, when there were no motor cars to pollute the glorious, jasmine-scented air. A time when gilded royal barges bedecked with golden lanterns glided silently through the klongs, their only sound the titillating laughter of the beautiful courtesans within. Ah, those were the nights.

      Ramonne settled into his usual booth at the Tip Top Café. The soot-stained, naked fluorescent lights cast shadows into the corners of the dingy refuge, at this hour the only place open to get a drink or a miserable meal. Around Ramonne the not-yet-dead mingled with the almost-dead and the soon to be-dead. A Thai Elvis from the Music Bar, his ancient eyes hidden behind trademark, oversized shades, sat with a group of customers. A little girl, probably no more than eight years old, wandered the room, her wide eyes pleading for someone to buy the wilting roses or chewing gum she hawked in the bars each night.

      Home.

      Ramonne spied Kimchi sat in a booth at the back, eating her noodles with chopsticks, her once blonde hair, now red, tumbling across her face. Her roommates, Lek and Noi, cackled inanely about men and money.

      Ramonne grabbed her with his eyes. It was so fucking easy. He’d done it, what…? Ten thousand times...? A hundred thousand? They’d lock eyes, she’d blush—as much as a dark-skinned Isaan girl could—he’d nod, and she would shift uncomfortably in her seat. He’d motion to the empty booth across from him. She’d make an excuse to her girlfriends.

      The deal was done.
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      Bangkok. The second year of the new millennium. God, what a difference a year makes.

      Martin Larue negotiated the cracked pavement, trying to maintain his balance in front of the steel and glass tower that housed the offices of the Bangkok Times, one of the main English-language newspapers in the kingdom. He was home, but that didn’t mean he would stay. Martin’s feet never stayed any place very long. Wealthy beyond measure—the result of a well-endowed trust fund—all Martin needed was a visa every thirty days, and Don Muang Airport’s easy international access. It seemed that his only real problem was answering the question: “What do you do?” Travel for travel’s sake wasn’t a satisfactory answer to most who asked. So he had taken his fondness for cinema and his connections at the Times to their logical conclusion. He was a “film critic” for the paper’s weekend supplement. This gave him easy access to cushy press passes at obscure film festivals in mountain resorts around the globe. It also gave his ramblings a destination. If he was off to a film festival, his life had purpose. He was on a mission. He would record his thoughts, and the Times would publish. That was the plan, and Lord it was working beautifully.

      That was until the day Dam Prakasan took over as managing editor of the Times. Martin’s girlfriend Daeng, who answered all his calls, was the first to tell him his presence was required at the office. An office he’d never even been to.

      “What the hell do they need me out there for?” he complained. Martin’s contributions were always sent via e-mail.

      Daeng had shrugged.

      “I contribute my stuff for free. Why would I want to schlep out to their lousy offices?”

      But Martin found himself on the skytrain the next day, getting off at Mor Chit, the furthermost point, and then taking another thirty-minute taxi ride to the new economically-viable-but-couldn’t-be-further-from-town offices of the Times, riding the elevator to the sixteenth floor in complete silence, and holding in his uttermost contempt for the working class.
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        * * *

      

      “Ah, Martin, what a pleasure to finally meet you. Please have a seat.” Managing Editor Prakasan seemed over-enthusiastic as he ushered Martin into his office. “Coffee…?” He nodded to the young woman who had appeared in the doorway.

      Martin looked around the cluttered office. He often worried about finding a chair that was capable of accommodating his ever-expanding American butt, but he saw a Chinese rosewood affair that appeared stable enough.

      “Kor Nam plao, khrap,” Martin replied with barely a trace of accent. A life free of responsibilities had allowed him to master seven languages. As the girl departed, he mopped his still dripping brow. He had yet to master the Thai ability to remain cool and dry in the steam-bath environment.

      Managing Editor Prakasan returned to his seat. “I have been making your acquaintance through the absorption of your past submissions.”

      What the hell does that mean? Martin puzzled, until he saw

      Prakasan leafing through a file of clippings.

      “I’m particularly fond of your voluminous critique of the zeitgeist masterpiece The Adventures of Baron Munchausen.”

      Martin tried to put the pompous, college-level piece out of his mind. He cringed when he recalled his comparison of the Baron’s sidekick, a flatulent dwarf, to an Olympic gymnast, enormously popular at the time.

      Prakasan waved the clipping. “Pure poetry. I salute you, sir.”

      Martin squirmed. The Munchausen review was one of his first, and he’d delivered a tome of close to 10,000 words. That the Times had chosen to publish even a greatly condensed version was a surprise.

      But he liked to think that his recent forays into the realm of cinematic journalism were worth the paper they were printed on. He was particularly proud of the slam he had recently given to Hollywood’s latest computer-game-come-to-life mega-hit: Lara Croft Tomb Raider was headlined as Load of Crap Time Waster.

      Prakasan continued: “But, judging by what I’ve digested of your recent gourmand, you’ve grown a bit stale. It’s time for a change, Martin. Shake it up. Rattle the old gray matter.”

      What in the world is he babbling about?

      Martin was relieved as the girl brought in his iced water.

      “I want you to write a human interest story. A complete diversion from your cinematic dissertations. Something to touch the masses. The heart and souls of the proletariat.”

      “No offense, but I don’t exactly relate to the working class.”

      “Precisely, Martin. That’s your problem. You need to get your hands dirty.”

      “Why?”

      Why, indeed. Martin had avoided real work like the plague. The mere thought of it repulsed him.

      “Martin. You are, dare I say, out of touch. Even a film critic needs a grounded perspective on his audience. But you have the literary skills for such an undertaking. Therefore I’ve arranged for you to go on a ‘ride-along’ program with the Bangrak police. Lieutenant-Colonel Boonsong will be your chargé d’affaires, and I think you’ll find it quite stimulating.”

      “What?” Martin sat up in his seat. “Now see here, I only write for your rag as a hobby. I have no interest, human or otherwise, in delving into the murk and mire of Bangrak in the back of a police car. Why me? Don’t you have experienced local journalists to cover this type of thing.”

      But Managing Editor Prakasan had taken a shine to Martin for some reason. “Well, Martin. It’s the foreigner’s perspective that we’re after. The local journalists aren’t quite as…forthright, shall we say.” He stood and walked to the large window behind his desk. He motioned and Martin moved next to him.

      The view was spectacular. The city of almost ten million had suffered a construction boom in the nineties that had transformed its once low-rise charm to a concrete hell of skyscrapers and bizarre architecture. In the frenzy to build—condos, malls, offices, anything—the banks overlooked the necessity for finding purchasers for these symbols of the new economic dream, or even of having paying tenants. As a result—when the economic bubble splattered all over the incompetent finance sector—the city was left with a riot of buildings that were incomplete or unoccupied. Like whale carcasses rotting on a filthy beach.

      The 35-story Golden Tower that was directly adjacent to the Times, was entirely vacant. From the sixteenth floor up, it didn’t even have glass in the windows.

      “Scary, isn’t it?” Prakasan mused. “Man’s race for riches can cause such monumental blunders.”

      Martin stared out at the surreal sight of swirling little eddies of paper and debris being carried from floor to floor. They moved aimlessly, drifting like gliders on thermal updrafts.

      Like me.

      Martin now pondered Prakasan’s offer. Perhaps it wasn’t such a bad idea. After all, his existence had become jaded, and he was in the mood for a new kick.

      “When would this little excursion take place?”

      Prakasan smiled. “At your convenience, Martin. All you need do is call Lieutenant-Colonel Boonsong. The matter is arranged.”

      Reluctantly, Martin accepted the official police business card that a now beaming Prakasan extended.

      “I’ll think about it,” he replied as he exited.

      What the hell.
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      Lieutenant-Colonel Boonsong was an archetype—thin and wiry with a dark-brown uniform so tight it might as well have been body paint. He showed no trace of emotion as Martin entered the Bangrak Police Station on Thanon Naret. He put a fresh clip into his 9-mm Beretta, and snapped the pistol into his holster before he acknowledged Martin’s presence.

      “Mr. Larue.” Boonsong looked up, then motioned to a man at least ten years his junior, yet otherwise identical in uniform and physique, but sporting a thin pencil mustache. “Sergeant Thamarat. He will lead us tonight on our patrol.”

      Thamarat snapped his heels and gave a smart salute. Martin was about to return it when Boonsong intervened. “Mr. Larue. Are you ready?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      “Sign here please, and we can go.” Boonsong presented a four-page document, single-spaced, in Thai. Martin could have read it, but it would have taken most of the night. He recognized Managing Editor Prakasan’s signature next to where Boonsong was pointing, and so he signed.

      “Let’s go.”

      Their vehicle was a white ’99 Toyota Corolla with full light bar, parked directly in front of the functional four-story police station. Sergeant Thamarat was the driver. Martin got into the rear, and immediately noted the lack of door handles. Between the officers in the front was a black computer keyboard and a 12-inch screen. Sergeant Thamarat switched on the computer before starting the ignition.

      They pulled out of Naret into Surawong, heading west toward the river.

      “Bangrak is a triangle-shaped area in the middle of the financial district,” Boonsong remarked. “It includes five foreign embassies, three hospitals, three colleges, six banks, and the Patpong night market. But of course you know all this, Mr. Larue. You’re a long-term Bangkok resident—an ‘Old Thai Hand’ as they say.”

      Martin eyed the back of Boonsong’s head. “I’ve spent a fair amount of time in the kingdom,” he offered.

      “Fifteen years is more than a ‘fair amount’ of time, my friend,” Boonsong concurred, switching to Thai.

      Fuck. So much for trying to remain anonymous.

      Martin had decided long ago that anonymity was definitely a benefit in traveling through life. Particularly when it came to dealing with the law. Not that he had anything to hide. But wealth alone was reason enough to remain anonymous, and he was certain he didn’t want Lieutenant-Colonel Boonsong to know too much about his personal life.

      “Why do you travel so much, Mr. Larue?”

      “For my work. You know, as a film critic. I go to a lot of film festivals.”

      “Former film critic, according to Khun Prakasan. Must be tiresome…the constant unknown nature of living out of a suitcase. I like to wake in the middle of the night and know exactly where my bathroom is.”

      “I find travel stimulating,” Martin countered.

      “Well, hopefully tonight’s journey will provide some stimulation for your new journalistic ventures.”

      “Hopefully.”

      The radio crackled to life and Sergeant Thamarat responded. The voice on the other end told of an accident on Rama IV. Thamarat replied that they were on their way. He flicked on the siren and the red lights, and they turned into Soi Pramot and back into Surawong Road, effectively executing a 180-degree change of direction against the one-way traffic. Martin held his breath. He’d never traveled east before on Surawong. He winced and gripped his shoulder restraint as tuk-tuks, taxis, and lorries made last-minute swerves to avoid a head-on collision with the speeding police vehicle.

      “We’re on our way to the scene of an accident. A motorcycle and a car have had an encounter. I hope it has less than the usual result.”

      Martin breathed a sigh of relief as they reached Rama IV Road and made a legal right turn, joining the traffic heading southwest to Silom Road.

      Just before Silom they saw the carnage.

      A mangled, hot-pink Yamaha speedster lay in the entry to the Dusit Thani Hotel. It’s former rider, a young man, lay ten meters away, his body bent at an impossible angle. Blood, and other things, ran from a crack that evenly split his skull in two. His helmet was still strapped to the rear of his crumpled motorcycle.

      A uniformed policeman with a white helmet was questioning the visibly shaken driver of a black Mercedes parked in the center of the intersection. Boonsong and Thamarat exited the car, both either forgetting or choosing not to open the rear door for Martin, who stared as the flashing lights cast red strobe patterns on the macabre scene.

      Boonsong moved to the driver of the Mercedes, a man in a black business suit who seemed greatly relieved to see the colonel. He stumbled and almost fell. Boonsong caught him and helped him regain his balance.

      The man waied Boonsong like a long lost friend. Boonsong took out a small pad and jotted a few notes. Within minutes they waied each other again, and the uniform blew his whistle and stopped traffic while the Mercedes driver got back in his vehicle and sped off into the night.

      Two motorcycles and a police pick-up truck arrived. The motorcycles had black boxes on their back racks, and the long-haired young Chinese riders extracted large-format cameras and proceeded to document the travesty.

      “Bloodsuckers,” Boonsong said as he now opened the door for Martin to exit. “They take these photographs for a half dozen or so newspapers who’ll splash their front page with full-color, blood-spattered images.”

      Martin knew this. He read at least two Thai papers every day, and was still amazed and mortified by their fascination with death and dismemberment in all its gory detail.

      Boonsong continued: “They then post the best of their pictures outside the Chinese Benevolent Society, and tomorrow morning crowds will gather as they admire their collective good fortune at not being the ones in the photos.”

      The powerful flashes of the cameras added to the evolving light show. Thamarat cleared the way for two other cops who placed a rubber sheet over the body without so much as even checking for a pulse. They hoisted him into the rear of the pick-up along with his shattered bike.

      Within ten minutes of their arrival they were gone, and a water truck washed the blood and human matter into the sewer.

      Sergeant Thamarat was back at the wheel.

      “That’s it?” Martin asked as they pulled back into traffic.

      “Yes,” Boonsong replied. “Deputy Minister of Communications

      Prinsat made a legal entry onto Silom Road after attending a state function at the Dusit Thani. The unfortunate motorcycle rider made an illegal collision with Khun Prinsat’s vehicle.”

      “He looked drunk.”

      “No, Mr. Larue. You’re mistaken. Khun Prinsat hadn’t had anything to drink the entire evening.”

      “Yeah, right. And I’m the tooth fairy.”

      “I repeat. That’s it. No need for an investigation. Case closed.” Boonsong stared icily at Martin in the rear-view mirror, and Martin sank into his seat.

      The rest of the night proved fairly slow after the gory entrée. Around midnight a tourist challenged an Indian tailor over the quality of a suit he’d already paid a hefty price for. He attacked the shopkeeper with his own shears, and was being restrained by two burly Sikhs just as Martin and company arrived.

      Caucasian mannequins with pearl-white skin, orange razor-haircuts, wearing knock-offs of Armani and Hugo Boss filled the window of Dhaval’s Tailor shop. Martin was actually impressed with the diplomatic manner in which Lieutenant-Colonel Boonsong defused the situation. He ordered the German tourist released and asked him to model the offending garment. Upon display, it was quite obvious the visitor had a legitimate complaint. The jacket and trousers appeared to be for two different people. While the German was fairly slim and evenly proportioned, the jacket was of enormous girth and resembled the giant suit worn by avant-garde musician David Byrne in the Talking Heads concert film Stop Making Sense. The pants were another matter altogether. Try as he might, he could not button them.

      Dhaval had a string of excuses: Gunther had obviously lost a lot of weight, in defense of the jacket; but only in the upper torso, in defense of the pants.

      “If it doesn’t fit, you must acquit.” Boonsong wisely suggested that Dhaval re-cut the jacket and re-make the pants, and after much protestation, the tailor agreed.

      Martin thought that he might have his human interest story after all—the wise, benevolent police officer patrolling his beat with a sense of compassion and fairness—when Boonsong pocketed a 2,000-baht “fine” from Gunther for “threatening an act of violence.”

      Back in the car, Boonsong explained: “He can’t expect to act violently and get away with it. In your country, I would have taken him to jail.”

      Martin mulled the logic of the last statement as they descended into the wee hours of the night.
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        * * *

      

      As dawn approached, Martin was snoring soundly in the back of the Corolla. Boonsong and Thamarat were chatting idly, when the radio sparked to life. Thamarat responded, “Alpha Unit reads you. What’s up?”

      There was a moment of shrill static and then: “Another deposit has been made at Hernando Church.”

      Boonsong sat bolt upright and took the handset from Thamarat. “Boonsong here.” He glanced at the rear. Martin was beginning to stir. “We’re not in close proximity.” There was an uncomfortable tone to his voice. “Can’t Bravo Unit handle it?”

      After more static, the radio replied, “Negative, sir. Bravo and

      Charlie units are on diplomatic escort to Don Muang.” Martin was now wide-awake. “What’s up?”

      Boonsong ignored him. He thought a moment and then spoke into the handset: “All right HQ. Alpha Unit is en route.”

      The electronic lock on Martin’s door suddenly clicked open. “Get out, Mr. Larue,” Boonsong said to the rear-view mirror.

      “Get out? You must be joking.” Martin looked out at the deserted back street where they were parked, and shuddered. Rats the size of bulldogs scurried through the garbage scattered around the soi.

      “It’s four a.m., Colonel. Departing your company at this time and location could put me in great physical danger. I’m certain that the contract provided by Khun Prakasan assured my safe passage.”

      “To the contrary, Mr. Larue. Khun Prakasan signed a release of all liability…should anything happen to you tonight. You cannot expect ‘safe passage’ when you
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