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TROUBLE
Jack Burbank
 

Amazon Reviews:
 
An entertaining mystery with colorful characters
 
“An entertaining fun read with a great mystery plot and interesting characters. Yo Beckham uses self- deprecating humor and amusing sarcasm in his telling of the story. The locations (Myrtle Beach, SC and various places In Thailand) provide the reader with interesting and enjoyable settings for the story. I definitely recommend “Trouble: A Yo Beecham Mystery” and I look forward to more in this series.”
 
 Interesting plot lines
 
“I enjoyed the straight talk and clarity of the author with a dab of sarcastic humor. It seems the main characters deserve to be back for a series of mystery solving escapades. It was an enjoyable read with a twist of cultural humor. I’ll be looking forward for more of this Yo Becham character.”
 
 Wants to See More
 
“Would like to see more by this author after the Covid-19 Era is over. Perhaps there’s time for a sequel?”
 
Shey Saints Reviews:
(National Independent Reviewer)
 
This book is an easy-to-read and fast-paced crime novel that has a relaxed feel. Unlike most crime stories that are usually distressing at some point because there are times when you don’t understand what the hell is happening or what the author’s talking about, this book is clear and precise. Also, the author used a conversational tone with a touch of humor, making the story entertaining.

The two things I like about this book are Yo and detective Doug’s real friendship, and Yo’s relationship and conversations with Ping, his Thai girlfriend. I think the language barrier and culture difference are so adorably amusing.
 
 
For More Reviews, visit:
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/54798013-trouble
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This is a work of fiction.  Any resemblance to persons either living or dead is strictly coincidental.  Efforts were made to maintain geographical accuracy and some (but not all) places may actually exist but no inference as to events or characterizations of such places are intended.  The only intent is to spin an interesting story to which I hope you can relax and enjoy.
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REVIEWS THROUGH AMAZON ARE WELCOME
Please submit a review.   ☺
Jack Burbank
 
 
 
 
To Nirawan,
I owe my trips to Thailand to her
and thank her for her patience while
I ignore her to write this.
 
 
 
 
 
Note to Readers:
 
I always try to avoid overly graphic content while still dealing with real, adult situations.  The first chapter of this story is the most graphic I ever write and I think it fits my standards and audiences.  Terrible things really happen and my description sets the serious mood that should be appreciated.  But rest assured, the balance of the book does not follow such a theme.
 
I write stories that I like to read: Serious, insightful, touch of humor and with characters I could like.
 
Hope you enjoy.
 
Jack Burbank
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ONE
 
 
With a Boston Red Sox cap pulled far down over their forehead and under the cover of a moonless night, the shooter knew that any camera could only pick up the cap and maybe a telltale bushy mustache.  But the camera would have, at most, a split second before it was eliminated, and a bushy mustache nowadays would hardly be much of a lead.  Taking perfect aim with the silenced AR-15 rifle, the rear security camera was quickly dispatched. Moving forward, a four-foot-long two-by-four that had been hid near the rear emergency exit door earlier was retrieved and wedged in tightly between the ground and the doorknob.  There would be no escape through this exit.
 
At the front of the building, the time was taken to scan the parking lot for any unexpected witnesses or situations that may affect the escape, but there was not a soul to be seen and the way was clear.  Aiming the AR-15 again, one more shot took out the front security camera from its side, leaving no meaningful recorded image.
 
It was late for a church meeting of any kind, but the shooter had been told that this meeting would go late, maybe well into the night.
 
Gliding through the front doors, two men talking in the rear of the hall stood in shock as they beheld a scene out of a bad movie, freezing at the sight of a rifle taking dead aim at them.  They were cut short with two bursts, the pops causing all in attendance to swivel around.  Then, one by one, each were taken out.  It was a mid-week bible study group of just a handful of the more loyal supporters, in an off-the-beaten-path church.  All were eliminated, with no witnesses and for now, no sirens or warnings emanating to alert the police.  So far, all was going as planned.
 
The shooter worked swiftly now, first disabling the fire alarms, then a quick check of the restrooms in case someone was inside and finally pulling out a plastic container of gasoline from a duffle bag, splashing it around the seats and carpeting and any flammable materials nearby.  Enough was saved to cover the way leading to the front doors as exit was made.  It was torched as the doors closed and the shooter adhered to the plan made well in advance, making their escape.  The flames would be seen ten minutes later, more than enough time to slide into anonymity.
______________________________________
 
Charlie Hilliard was never so scared in his life.  Crouching on the toilet in the men’s room and holding the door shut by grasping the tiny slide lock with his fingers, he said a quick prayer that the shooter wouldn’t check the room too carefully.  He had been about to come out when he heard some strange pops and thought he recognized them as gunshots being fired through a silencer.  After a few seconds, he cracked the door open only to peek a view of two of his friends lying on the floor and a shooter taking aim at the remaining attendees.  With no choice, he scooted back to the stall and took what he hoped would be life-saving refuge.  He could hear helpless pleas and wails as he took refuge.
 
He had counted about a half dozen shots, he couldn’t keep up or be sure, but knew that was about equal to how many had attended this evening - his wife, included.  A tremendous grief engulfed his body as he quivered almost uncontrollably.  He wasn’t a coward, he had run into life-threatening situations several times in his life, successfully thwarting a few potential disasters, but his mind was still clear enough to know that there was nothing he could do here.  He would be sacrificing his own life in a futile attempt to save anyone else if he tried.  He decided to lay low, quivering from sorrow as he held the door shut tightly.
 
When the shooter had thrown the men’s room door open, Charlie could sense that they never stepped in.  He could barely hear the restroom door close but knew the shooter had remained outside.  Then, in an instant, he heard the definite sound of the front door opening and shutting and almost immediately heard a whoosh of fire igniting and a strong smell of gasoline penetrating the restroom. He remained still, not knowing what he would be running into if he tried leaving.  But he could tell the flames and smoke were spreading fast, too fast for the shooter to still be inside.
 
Knowing he had little time to decide on a course of action, he opened the stall door slowly and crept carefully to the rest room door, pushing it open carefully.  He couldn’t believe the scene - how fast the flames had engulfed the old, wooden floor of the lobby!  It was a wall of flames and he’d have to run through six to ten feet of flames to make his escape.  And who knew what he’d face outside if he made it?  But having little choice, he doubled back to the sinks, ran both knobs and soaked himself all over as fast as he could.  He grabbed handfuls of paper towels, soaked them and held them over his head letting the water dribble down his back and sides.  Then, taking a deep breath and still holding the wet towels to his head and face, he broke into a run through the inferno and barged out the door.  Probably less than three seconds, but he could feel the flames singing him up his legs, on his sides and especially his left arm.
 
He hit the ground and rolled, smothering out the flames while trying not to cry out in case the shooter was still in the area.  Gasping, hurt and bleeding, he looked up to his right side and saw an amazing sight!  He blinked his eyes to clear them and confirm the strange scene before him.  That’s when the shooter came into clear view, holding the rifle in a straight aim for Charlie.  Two rounds and Charlie buckled into a curled position taking a hit in his right side and another between his neck and shoulder.  The pain was excruciating and he accepted that this was the end.  He could see his right hand was bloodied and through a fog was able to discern the shooter pulling away for the final escape.  With precious little time left, he wanted to do something to help others have something to go on.  As the fog got thicker, he took his bloody finger and started writing on the pavement what he thought might be the best clue, but he could barely get two letters scrawled out before the fog thickened into the eternal black.
 
 
 
 

TWO
 
 
I’m Yo.  Trouble finds me.  That’s not to say I look for it or go causing any, far from it.  But it seems to find me wherever, why-ever and whatever I’m doing.  You’ll see.
 
So I’m in the middle of my smoking break.  I don’t smoke, never did, but it’s what the owner wants to hear if you’re going to dare sneak outside for a stretch in some fresh air, and I can’t help but notice a pitiful Honda moped puttering and wobbling into a spot between a Tesla and a Miata.  It’s close to midnight and that tells me two things:  He’s on a DUI moped permit and he’s already had a few, searching for a bar that will still serve him.  If he lived on one of the boats in this marina like I do, I’d have no problem.  But I have my bartender’s license to protect, so I took notice of what he looked like and went back to work.  I had taken more time than I should have and wondered if I had been missed.
 
As I approached the bar I could see Jimmy hustling off with a tray of drinks for a table.  Jimmy usually works the bar but tonight had to sub for a missing waitress.  I had noticed him stepping up to the bar with an order as I left for my break a good while ago.  I sure hoped he hadn’t waited that long for the drinks.  I’d apologize later.
 
The guy entered as I was crafting two old fashions and a Saphire martini, extremely dry, olives if they’re small, twist if they’re not.  Picky martini drinkers, I thought - the worst of the lot, and yes, that included me.  Then the guy sits down on the end stool on my side of the bar, so it falls to me.
 
“Greetings!” I say, “What’ll it be?”
 
“Gimme a Jack and Coke, hold the Coke,” he said, amused at himself.  
 
I wish I could have got him on a fake ID or no ID, but he was clearly of age, maybe forty-plus.  So I poured him a Coke and held the Jack Daniels hoping he’d take the hint.
 
“It’s on the house,” I said, and looked at him as understandingly as I could muster.  He sniffed.  He looked back at me as non-understandingly as anyone could muster.
 
“What’s the gig?” he snorted, like he’s not going to take this.
 
I leaned into him closely.  It may have been close but as I was told in bartender’s school, there’s no greater distance between people as between a bartender and a drunk customer.  Softly I said, “I know you’ve had a few already tonight.  I’d like to help keep you from any more trouble.”
 
He stiffened.  I could see an assault taking shape.
 
“Trouble!  What’re you talking about?”  He didn’t look happy.
 
I grimaced a bit, looked around.  This could go a few ways I thought.  So I nodded in the direction of two tables off to the side of the bar.
 
“Only one of them may be in uniform,” I said, “but the whole bunch of them are law officers.  You’ve got a few from Myrtle Beach and a whole lot from Murrells Inlet, Surfside, everywhere.  It wouldn’t take too much for them to think maybe you’ve had a few too many, especially if they get a glimpse of you pulling away on your DUI-putt-putt.  So I’m hoping you’ll drink the Coke, say, ‘good-bye’, and go home.  Safely.”
 
He turned and stared, at first dubious and ready to come across the bar and set me straight.  As he turned, a faint odor of booze and BO wafted up to my nose.  But he slowly cooled, sighed and came back to his Coke.  He gave me a thumbs-up and I breathed a sigh of relief.  Another troublesome episode defused.  Funny thing, I’ve used that ploy a few times and it always worked, but this time the tables were actually full with real police officers!  
 
He downed half the Coke, laid a fiver down and scrammed.
 
While serving and talking up some tourists from Ohio, I couldn’t help noticing a lot of movement at the cop tables. While a few were talking on their phones and rising with worried looks on their faces, three were already flying out the door as all the other phones and pagers started going off.  In the midst of the mass exodus, Doug was about to flee but he remembered me, and the tab, and rushed over in a panic.
 
“Yo, we’ve gotta go.  We’ll settle next time.”  Then he leaned close and very softly brought me more trouble.  “Big shooting at the SeaSide Church.  Fatalities.  We gotta get there, but stay close.  This is big – national.  I want to talk to you tomorrow when I know more.”
 
He would have been out the door leaving me stunned, but I snapped out of my shock and yelled to him, “I’m gone tomorrow.  Headed to Thailand.”
 
He turned around while still pressing through the door.  
 
“I forgot.”  He tapped his head as to say, “doh!” then said, “Keep in touch.  I think we’ll want to talk with you.”  And he was gone.
 
Now why would the chief detective of the Surfside Police Department want to talk with me about a shooting in a local church?  Same reason “Deck 383” has become the natural hangout for half the police staff for most towns around, especially their detectives.  Some time ago word got out that I was a novel writer, writer of mysteries.  Some brainiac on the force walked in to our bar, of all the towns in all the world, and starts chatting me up about a jewelry store heist they couldn’t get a lead on and dropping more details than I knew he ever should.  Then I realized he was hoping I could maybe come up with something, add a little insight as to how everything fit together  - something, anything!  
 
My twisted novelist mind instead started to think of how I could use this in a story, tried to work out how it might play out with some interesting characters.  In a moment of what some might call “inspiration”, I blurted out a scenario that I thought would make a great story.  But he hears this and thinks I solved his case!  Unfortunately, it did.  Word soon got out that the crazy novelist bartender was pretty sharp and next thing I know, all sorts of badges began showing up, introducing themselves to me.   Well, they were a nice bunch overall and Deck 383 soon became a regular after-hours hangout for police from several neighboring communities.   I sure don’t solve most of their crimes, but I keep the door open because I get material that I’d never get any other way. They keep coming because every once in a while I come through.  And as you might imagine, rumors build and get exaggerated.
 
But this shooting, in a church, what could I do about this?  I’d be out of the country and I didn’t know if I’d be able to do any texting or calling and who even knows if I’ll get Internet enough to Facetime or email.  I expected to be incommunicado and frankly, was looking forward to it.  Why wrap me up in this trouble?
_________________________
 
I’m always the last to leave.  I live on a boat docked thirty yards away, a beautiful 38 ft. Catalina sloop named, what else?  Trouble.  It was a beauty with every amenity and feature a young, successful professional could ever want, but I live on it anyway. It’ll be a lot of fun if I ever learn to sail.  
 
The restaurant and bar, “Deck 383” is a picturesque dream out of a Key West scene and nestled into what must be the quietest and most secluded marina around.  Located on the Intracoastal Waterway, the water’s typically calm and protected, but there’s scarce few sailboats that moor here.  It’s too long of a trawl to get to the ocean, but then again, I don’t know how to sail so it makes no difference to me.  I put port here to live.  Somewhere there’s an old Navy admiral rolling over in his grave thinking, “That’s not what a ship was built for.”  
 
I love the life here.  It’s quiet, beautiful, and I could write during the day with few disturbances.  The walk to work to tend bar each night, and then back, couldn’t be more convenient.  Everyone else working here at the Deck lives a normal life in a real home a short drive away and they bug out first, leaving me to lock down.
 
“Locking up late tonight, aren’t you, Yo?”  I recognized Bab’s voice immediately, surprised she was up so late herself.  I turned to confirm it was her.  The moonlight reflected well off her 88-year old face and a smile formed on me as I again marveled at her spry step and youthful vigor.
 
“We stayed open as long as we could,” I responded.  “We were waiting for you to come over for your last-call-nightcap.”
 
“Ohh, I won’t be ready for that for another few hours,” she kidded.
 
We shot the breeze for a few minutes while I locked up and turned over the outside deck chairs.  Then I asked what she was doing up so late strolling on the docks.
 
“Trying to wake-up a deadbeat.”
 
I gave her the squint-stare, pressing her for more information.  As the live-in manager of the marina, Babs was always available for any emergency, complaint or general insurrection that might arise from us tenants, some of us pirate-wanna-be’s.  She was also the bookkeeper, making her the “collector”, and I would never want to be on her list.
 
“Your neighbor, with the big, blue imitation yacht, is three months down and I just can’t raise him.  I saw him drive in and gave him five minutes to walk to his boat and get settled before I followed him to hound him, only to be greeted by a dark and locked-up floating home.  And he won’t answer my knocks.  I know he’s in there, I saw him go in.”  Her frustration was readable.  “The schmuck owns a big boat like that and can’t even afford his rent and electricity.”
 
She was right - the schmuck was a nuisance.  I never met him myself but his loud music just two slips away drives me bananas when I’m trying to write.  And here’s Bab’s, going above and beyond what any manager should be expected to do, out here at 2:00 in the morning trying her best to track down the scoundrel. 
 
And I had an idea of what to do.  
 
“Babs, go to sleep.  Let’s see what the morning brings.”  
 
She smiled, nodded and patted me on the shoulder.  Then she said, “I know.  Tomorrow’s another day,” and left while waving me over her shoulder.
 
“That would be today,” I called out, but I didn’t think she caught my drift.
 
I retraced my steps, unlocked the door and went in to grab a handful of toothpicks, then went back out and locked up.  This was going to be trouble.  Remember, it found me.  
 
As I approached the scum’s slip, I could see that Bab’s was right about the boat being locked up and dark.  I could see no indication of a curtain or blind being pulled aside with sneaky eyes peering out, so I was sure he was either asleep or otherwise occupied, not too concerned about what was happening outside his boat.  A glance at his power hookup on dock told me it wasn’t locked as many are, so I could avoid the noise I would have had to make otherwise.  Again, I didn’t go looking for this trouble.  Well, maybe a little.
 
I crouched in front of the hookup, pulled the plug and quickly jammed as many toothpicks into the sockets and ground hole that I could, breaking them off level to the base.   I threw the remnants into the water and scurried away. It would take him a while to pull them all out, likely having to first contact Bab’s about cutting the power while he worked on it, and that’s when she could let him have it.   Or he would take the chance that he could handle it by himself with the power still on, which is what I was hoping for.  I doubted he had either the tools or the knowhow to do it right, but probably the nerve to try.  I think he was from New York.
		________________________
 
Doug had texted me five times since leaving Deck 383 for the shooting, all quick texts that reflected the urgency and drama of the situation.  I knew there were nine dead before the news ever had it.  Nine. Everyone that was in the church, not one escaped.
 
Just as I came aboard my boat and unlocked to the galley another text came through.
 
“FBI just arrived, ATF on the way.  We get booted soon.”
 
It would be useless to text him back as I knew he was busy.  But I scrolled back to re-read his earlier texts to see if he was trying to tell me anything I could work on.  I never bragged that I had any more insight than any of them, less in fact, but since Doug and a few other officers thought I had the mind of a criminal (I must to write the kind of things I write about) and of a sleuth detective (I do manage to solve all the crimes I write about, but then I made them all up to begin with), so Doug likes to keep me abreast of all the crimes he comes across.  I let him because he brings me more material than my devious mind could ever make up.
 
First one:  “All dead.  Watch news – this is national.”
 
Second one:  “No witnesses or gunfire reports but all shot.  6 women, 3 men.”
 
Third one:  “Cameras shot out.  No tracks, clues, nothing left behind.”
 
Fourth one:  “8 dead inside.  1 man dead in parking lot.”
 
Fifth one:  “Scene secured, for the big boys.”
 
I wondered, why so many churches?  It seemed like just a few months ago the Charleston episode broke, not more than two hours away.  Other churches nationwide are also attacked.  And schools!  Why so many of the most innocent?  I know I’m not unique in wondering this, what sane person doesn’t.  But I’ve yet to hear a good answer.  I shook my head at the gravity of what happened just a few miles up the road.
 
I’d have to put it to bed for now.  I had a few things to do and had to get some sleep.  I was booked to go to Thailand tomorrow - make that today, late morning.  I’d talk to Doug while at the airport.  Something told me he’d still be working.
________________________
 
District FBI Special Agent, James Kelly, needed no introductions.  Before his car even came to a stop, the Myrtle Beach and Surfside police captains along with the Horry County Sheriff, three other high ranking officials and two marshals were at the car to meet him.
 
“Not all at once,” Kelly implored, seeing them all gather quickly to be first to state their facts and concerns.  “Which one of you is Surfside?” a crumb thrown to show respect for proper jurisdiction, which would soon be forgotten.
 
Chief Lynn stepped forward, hand in the air, and introduced himself.
 
“How many?  Officially.”  Kelly had been thoroughly briefed and assumed that he already knew the answers but needed to hear first-hand and determine who else was on top of things.
 
“Nine,” Lynn spoke.  “Eight inside, one out.”
 
That surprised Kelly.  He had gotten no report of a body outside, but things had been so chaotic, he couldn’t know for sure if he was even given the correct address.
 
“How’d that happen?  Man, Woman?”  
 
“Male, likely early forties.  We assume he survived the shooting inside somehow.  From the way he had fallen, with multiple burns up and down his body, two gunshots taken to his side and blood only splattered where he fell, it looks like he ran through the flames and into a sniper.”
 
Kelly took this all in and sized up Chief Lynn.  All seemed credible and he decided he could work with Lynn.  He asked to be taken to the outside victim.
 
“So he died immediately?”  Kelly asked.
 
“Almost.  He definitely didn’t last long as the shots were pretty accurate and deadly.  But it looks like he tried to write something with the blood on his hands.”
 
A classic movie scene, thought Kelly, but something that hardly ever happens in real life.  Whatever came next was going to be taken with a grain of salt, but he had to ask anyway.
 
“What did he write?”
 
“Just two letters, it seems, “h” and “e”.  Lynn could see a slight smirk on Kelly’s face but didn’t know what it could mean.  So he added, “Likely points to a male doing the shooting.  That’s what we think.”
 
Kelly put up his hand to halt, a real smirk on his face now.  “Not much of a clue.  Virtually every mass shooting in this country and around the world is done by a man.  Rarely is a woman even involved.”  Noticing the blank looks on the local officers faces, he could only add, “A wasted effort if he was trying to give us a lead.”
________________________
 
 “So I leave in about eight hours.  I dread the long flight.”  I was on my laptop, talking with Niralyn, my Thai girlfriend, better known by her nickname, “Ping”.  All Thai people have nicknames that are pretty funny I think, but then, who am I to talk?  This would be my second trip.  The first trip was to confirm that neither of us smelled or waddled when we walked or things like that.  You see, our whole courtship was through emailing, Skyping and using Line, the Asian answer to Facetime, though I think they had it first.  So you can imagine we were both interested in meeting in person to make certain we had a clear image of the other.  Evidently, even after an almost 48 hour trip door-to-door, I showed up not smelling.  
 
“It’s so late here now, if I get two hours of sleep I’ll be lucky.  But with 24 hours of flight time and a long layover in Narita ahead of me, I think I’ll catch up.” 
 
She smiled.  That always weakens me.  “I wait for you,” she says. That always does too.
 
It was a close friend of hers, living here in the area, and her friends that would often come to Deck 383 for happy hour and then stay for the happier hours.  We would joke and kid around, but she was engaged and I’m not that kind of a boy.  But as she was about to leave the state for her wedding, she asked if I’d mind emailing or Skyping her good friend back in Thailand.  The ruse was that her friend was trying to polish her English and having someone to communicate with in English would help.  It sounded good to me.  Besides, I never had me a Thai girlfriend before.
 
After our second email, with pictures included and her writing “I goofy”, meaning her, and that she thought I was funny and then signing it with  :)))))))))))), we graduated to Skyping.  With apologies to Renee Zellweger, she had me at :)).
 
I told her a little about the shooting but didn’t want us to get too morose.  Frankly, she couldn’t fully understand.  Thailand is from all reports such a peaceful land and the culture is one of respect and patience, though a mass shooting at a shopping mall during my first visit shook the world and proved to be “the exception that proves the rule”, whatever that means. Anyway, this patient culture was evident from Niralyn’s personality and in meeting many of her friends and family through Skype and Line.
 
“I not understand,” she said with a sincere, puzzled look.
 
“Well… No one really does,” I struggled to explain, “but here in the U.S, things like this happen.  A lot.”
 
Her eyes widened.  “I so sorry.”   She shook her head in disbelief.
 
“Well, it doesn’t involve me, but I have a lot of friends on the police force and they’ve been on the scene since it started.  I’ll be anxious to keep up with the story even when I’m with you in Thailand if I can get the news there.”
 
I know very well she only understands half of what I say, but she’s smart enough to get the gist and we seldom misunderstand each other.  All thanks to her.  I’m a man and don’t understand half of what women say in English as a rule.
 
“I help you.  I make hot spot for you everywhere we go.”
 
That sounded good, but I didn’t know what a hot spot was.  I’m in my late 40’s, just old enough to not be tech savvy.  She’s in her very early 30’s, just young enough to be.  “Hotspot” sounded to me like it could be trouble.  But fun trouble - I’d just have to wait to see what she means.
 
We said our good-byes for the night and I promised to “Line” her from the airport just before boarding.  I’d have a quick hop to Newark out of Myrtle Beach, then an eighteen-hour flight to Narita, then almost six more to Bangkok.  Hope I’m alive to meet her.
 
Just before turning in I checked my phone again for texts from Doug.  There was one more:
 
“Standing on 17 Business, controlling traffic.  Out of the loop from now on.”
 
 
 
 
 

THREE
 
 
Rushing down the dock to meet my friend who would drive me to the airport, I couldn’t help but chuckle as I ran by the deadbeat’s boat.  He was outside with a sorry looking tool kit that was probably purchased from a Dollar store, kneeling at his power hookup.  He had a screwdriver in his hand but was replacing it with what looked to be an awl as I ran past without saying more than a muffled “’Sup?”  I had just rounded the first corner of the dock when I heard a pop, some rather loud sparks and a bit of a scream but didn’t bother to look back.
 
Roy was waiting for me at my car.  He owns the only cigarette boat docked here at the marina, kind of cool, but I hate the noise, the smell of petro and the hard bounces.  Give me a sailboat any day.  On a motorboat you’re always rushing to get somewhere.  On a sailboat, you’re already there.  But Roy was a good friend and willing to drive me and my car to the airport, drop me off and return my car to it’s spot for the two weeks I’d be gone.  He owned a souped-up Porsche and kept it for show more than driving.
 
“That’s all you’re bringing?” he asked, staring at my laptop case and one rather small carry-on.
 
“I try to keep the airplane light.  Better speed.”
 
He harrumphed.  “Too bad the other 267 overweight and over-baggage’d passengers didn’t feel the same way.”
 
It didn’t deserve a reply.  I travel light because it speeds up everything on my end, from checking in to checking out.  I always wear a sport coat for the extra pockets and something to keep warm with at altitude.  And the airlines have yet to lose any baggage that I was holding on to.
 
The small talk was hardly small.  We were enwrapped in the news of the shooting.  While I had been one of the first to hear of it late last night and was texted developments throughout the night, Roy hadn’t heard anything until he woke up this morning and went on-line.  Not the cheeriest way to start a day.  Names of the victims had still not been released but I doubt there was a person in town that wasn’t dreading that they might know one of them.  Most of us knew of the church, but not many of us know which of our friends go where.
 
“You heard anything from Doug?  Any inside information?”  He knew Officer Forrester well as they were both regular features at the bar.
 
“Doug got the first call I believe.  So far, the inside information is that there hasn’t been a single clue found.”  I pondered that a bit, and then added, “The shooter must have planned pretty well.”
 
We talked the subject out after about ten minutes, a scene that no doubt was taking place all over the Grand Strand area, even the whole country by now.  But until more information was forthcoming, there wasn’t much further the discussion could go.  So we sat in silence a few more minutes, lost in our own thoughts.
 
“Yo,” Roy asked, a little suspiciously, “you live on a sailboat.  You’re a novelist, of sorts. You’re a bartender.  You’re single.”  He stopped and threw me a glance as if something strange were about to come.  “You should be the coolest guy around!  Even cooler than me,” he said, peering over the top of his Ray-Ban shades and no doubt with reference to his cigarette boat and exotic car.  “So why do you drive a grey, older Ford Taurus? With a roof-rack on top to boot!”
 
I get that a lot.
 
“It’s not just a Ford Taurus,” I said.  “It’s the fastest Ford, or fastest any other sedan for that matter, on the Strand.”  That meant the Grand Strand, from North Myrtle Beach through Georgetown, even beyond.
 
He laughed.  “It’s a used, stock car.  You did nothing to it, no super-charger, no exhaust modifications, no tricked-out wheels, no-nothing!  How is it the fastest Ford around?”
 
“Drive me around enough and you’ll see.  You might not notice on this trip, but after a few times out, you’ll see.”
 
He gave me a quizzical look, but conceded.  A “to-be-continued” hung in the air as he dropped me off at the terminal.
 
 
 
 
 

FOUR
 
 
With top forensics experts having been flown in overnight, the scene looked more like an archaeological dig than a murder scene.  It was a crisscross patchwork of sticks and string-defined small squares of areas to be carefully combed for clues and objects to collect and catalogue.  Each had a chalk number sprayed at the corner or a numbered tag pinned to the ground.  With no obvious items of evidence appearing to the dozens of police and officers who had arrived earlier, it was obvious that a much more careful and detailed search needed to be used in the hope of collecting hair samples, threads from the shooter’s clothing, errantly discarded debris, a gun casing, anything.  All involved were amazed at how clean the scene was.  Somebody knew what they were doing.
 
Special Agent Kelly was getting irritated at the slow progress, but knew better than to show it.  With the burnt-out shell of what used to be an historical church still smoldering in the background, Kelly was desperate for something he could act on.
 
“What’ve you got on tire tracks?” he asked of the two officers he had assigned two hours ago.
 
“Not much,” the more senior of the two replied.  “Nothing on the blacktop.  The few patches of sand or gravel didn’t give us enough of a base for any meaningful print.  The gravel leading out gave us three or four semi-useable impressions, but I wouldn’t get my hopes up.  Plenty of cars in and out of here, so even if traceable, it could have been the Pastor himself that left it.”  Then, a little snide, “I don’t have him as much of a suspect considering he’s likely the main victim.”
 
Kelly winced.  He’d had his share of fruitless murder scenes and understood the frustration, but he wasn’t going to telegraph it.  He patted the officer on the shoulder and headed back to the makeshift tent that would be his office either until the end of the day or until something turned up.  Other than twelve bullets, two dug out of the walls where the cameras were set up and ten extracted from the nine dead victims, nothing seemed to be left that could be considered anything close to a clue.  If the rifle could be found, the bullets could be tied to it, but without the rifle, they wouldn’t serve much use.
_________________________
 
I got to the airport with less than two hours before my international flight.  Roy was mildly surprised that we made such good time.  He thought it would take a little longer, but never connected the thought of my car being faster than it looked.  He’d eventually catch on.  My booking stated I should arrive three hours early but computer bookings never heard of small airports.  Our security line here usually takes twenty minutes.  Gotta love them.
 
Past security, I looked for a comfortable seat to camp out in while I Lined Niralyn.  I passed the CNN news monitor and caught just enough to know they were blaming Trump for the shooting.  
 
I settled in, took out my laptop, tied in to the airport Wi-Fi and made contact with Niralyn, whose time was ahead of us.  I doubt I could have picked a girlfriend farther away, but in a way it was good.  With exactly a twelve-hour difference, the conversion was easy.  Eight in the morning here was eight in the evening there.  
 
Her face filled my screen, a sight that would make any computer look good.  Shiny, coal-dark Asian eyes, long, soft, jet-black hair and a smile that was drop-dead.  Then she smiled, what she calls a “wide-smile”.  I smiled back.
 
“Hey.”  
 
“Gooot Morning!,” she replied.  That’s how she talks.
 
So we said our “hello’s” and a few other things that have nothing to do with this story, and then she wanted to know more about the shooting.  As if we all didn’t.
 
“There’s so little any of us know, I’ll have to wait until I get to Thailand and then catch up.  I know a lot of the police here,” an understatement to be sure, “and some of them will email me progress reports.  Unofficial, for sure, but that’s the way I get my news.  It’s all off the record.”
 
A puzzled look came over her face, as if to ask, “Why give you reports?”  But I ignored it for now.  She knew nothing of their misled trust in my supposed uncanny ability to solve tough cases.  I’d explain more when we were together.
 
As we spoke, I could sense a slightly different attitude from her.  Strange, since this should be a great time for both of us what with my second trip to come see her, and I’ve never known her to be anything but upbeat.  So I probed a little.  Funny how a woman can change you – I’ve never probed.
 
She tried denying anything was wrong but I knew better.  So we danced around the matter for a bit, then she finally let me know a little about what was happening.
 
“My mother may have to sell business.”
 
They lived in Patong, on Phuket Island, arguably the most popular tourist destination in Thailand.  Her family owned a very quaint restaurant and bar, if you call Thai bars a bar.  I’ve tried a lot of them on my first visit and hadn’t found a real bar the whole time.  They lived above the restaurant, called the Papaya Garden, where they had five additional rooms for rent making it a hostel.  For only working sixty hours a week, a normal workweek for Thai people, they made a very comfortable living.  The whole family was involved, the mother, Niralyn, her sister and two brothers.  Her father had passed a decade ago after working this inherited property into one of the Patong Beach’s more successful establishments.
 
“Why?” I asked.  “It seemed so popular and successful!”
 
“Yes, yes it sussessful.  Too sussessful I tink.”
 
I waited for more of an explanation and didn’t have to ask.
 
“We have Russians,” she said softly, looking to both sides with her eyes as though what she said were taboo.  “Russians want to take business.”  She lightly bit her lower lip indicating to me that she was serious.
 
“So how do they just take a business?”
 
Her eyes darted around again, and then she said, “Assurance.  Dey want us buy assurance.”
 
She needed to say no more.  I lived in Brooklyn for a few years, long enough to know how “insurance” extortion worked with small mom and pop style businesses.  So now the Russians in Thailand are adapting the techniques of Italians in Brooklyn.  That would be called diversity.  Nice world we live in. 
 
“Did this just come up?” I asked.  “Just eight months ago when I visited, you all seemed so secure and successful.  I couldn’t imagine you would ever even have problems like this in Thailand.”
 
“No, not den.  Dis just come up.”
 
It was evident she didn’t want to talk about it at the moment so we agreed to let it go until I got there.  But it stood to reason that as she gets involved with me, trouble would come up.  It finds me.  I should have warned her.  So we changed the subject and soon said goodbye with my promise that I’d call her from Narita, assuming I survived the eighteen-hour leg before that.
 
Boarding was announced and I ended up waiting in line right in front of a TV monitor with CNN droning on about gun control laws.  I had no dog in that fight as I never even held a gun in my hand, much less wanted one.  But they didn’t scare me either.  The guy next to me didn’t feel quite the same.”
 
“Idiots!” he exclaimed, but he used another word.  “If everybody that you see right here all carried a gun, no shooter would dare try anything.  If people in that church were armed, it would have never happened.”  
 
Since he was yelling the statement directly at me and kept staring while he waited for an answer, it seemed that I should respond.
 
“I don’t know,” I softly replied, hoping to diffuse the situation a bit, “it might work on one level.”  I thought that was neutral enough.
 
He looked at me in disgust.  “One level?  What do you mean?  There’s only one level and that’s to arm everyone.”  I had no doubts that he had thought this through very thoroughly and he knew he was right.  His stare at me seemed to be getting more intense as I could see dribble forming at the corners of his mouth.  I thought I better play along.
 
“Well,” I said, pausing like if I was thinking this through myself, “if arming everyone works, and we’ll never know until we do it, then why wouldn’t the same thing work if we gave every sovereign nation out there nuclear capability?  We’d finally have world peace!”
 
I think a brain cramp was forming as his forehead kind of twisted into a knot.  He looked at me strange and turned away muttering something like, “Well, that’s a different level.”
 
Didn’t I just say that?
___________________________
 
On board, I was just putting my phone into airplane mode when I saw that I got another text from Doug.  I read it.
 
“Absolutely no evidence found yet.  Simple clue left by victim scribbled, “h”, “e” in blood.  Big shot says it means nothing.”
 
Well, that gave me something to ponder for the next twenty-four hours.  Ponder on nothing.
__________________________
 
Rubbish, thought Special Agent Kelly.  By now it was going on the second day since the shooting and not a single piece of evidence could be claimed. No clues left at all, no tracks that were traceable, no fibers left, plenty of fingerprints but all probably useless as they would belong to the church members.  There were no witnesses, no nothing.  The security cameras were shot to pieces, one completely obliterated and the other yielding a small section of digital file for all the good it offered.  A blurred and pixelated image of what appeared to be a man, no surprise there, wearing a Red Sox cap and hidden behind a big mustache was all that could be made out. The old church had stood in a fairly isolated area with the next closest security cameras hundreds of yards away.  Best they can do is study the traffic from these cameras and try to identify vehicles that had passed in and out during the approximate time window.  Hardly worth holding ones breath over. 
 
Washington was demanding more and the press was unbelievable in their sarcastic coverage.  The public was getting restless, beginning to spew sharp jabs in social media.  The Boston bombers were detected in a day, the San Bernardino shooters in just a few hours.  Other terrorists went down in flames almost immediately, often as a holy sacrifice in their minds, but there was nothing here that pointed to martyrdom.  This shooter seemed to have gotten away clean, leaving no clues.  It was well planned and the shooter had no intention of getting caught or making a public statement.  He was no martyr.
 
With the victims all identified and most next of kin notified, each next of kin would unfortunately become Persons Of Interest, P.O.I.’s.  Especially spouses.  But even that seemed far-fetched.  While they wouldn’t be told they were “persons of interest”, each would have their personal lives invaded and examined in an effort to uncover any motive at all that might tie them to this massacre.  The one’s who were loved the most by the victims, and hurt the most by this slaughter, become the first to be suspected.  That’s the world we live in.
____________________________
 
Passing by the many gates in Narita Airport, legs feeling like rubber after eighteen hours crammed in an economy seat, it was refreshing to see the TV monitors showing something other than CNN, but being that they were all speaking Japanese didn’t help me a bit.  Although they were covering other events, there was a sudden change of scene and I was surprised to see the shooting being covered here in Japan.  That was my hometown on the screen!  Was I supposed to be proud?
 
I stopped to take in the scene.  How often do you get to see your hometown on the news in Japan?  They were focusing on a man that I had never seen and then, in English, the sub-title appeared, “James Kelly – FBI”.  So I could put a face to the name now.  He looked not happy.  Whatever it was he was saying, the English had been faded out and the Japanese reporter was talking over him, so I couldn’t make it out, but I’m sure he wasn’t praising Doug or any of the local Police for doing such a good job in responding and securing the scene.  He didn’t look the type to do that.
 
Soon the camera switched off of Kelly and some overall shots of the church and grounds were on display.  Nothing inside was shown as it was obviously cordoned off.  Then there was an aerial view from a drone, starting fairly low but encompassing the entire perimeter of the church property.  I found it interesting.  As congested as the Grand Strand had become in recent years, home developments containing hundreds of units each, often barely twenty feet away from each other, here this old church stood isolated on a seemingly deserted road and snuggled in among thick trees and bushes.  Except for the parking lot and a small break in the trees for it’s entrance, there was all the cover a shooter would need.
 
The drone then began a slow climb, panning out on the entire area.  As the shoreline came into view, less than a quarter of a mile from the church, one got the flavor of the area, at least in a nostalgic way, of how Myrtle Beach was just a few decades ago.  The scene would stay with me for the days to come.
 
But I had a flight to connect with and needed to Line Niralyn.  I hurried to my gate as the line to board was just building.  With no time for my laptop, I took out my phone, took it off airplane mode and Line’d her.
 
“Kup-kum-ka,” her pretty face said.  That’s Thai for hi.
 
“Kup-kum-kup,” I said.  That’s also Thai for hi, but from a man.  Very polite.
 
She was obviously happy for me to connect, but already I was able to read her and I knew something wasn’t right.  I was about to probe but didn’t have to.
 
“Oh, Yo.  Someting bad happen.”  She paused and I just stared, fearful her mother may have been hurt or worse.  Then she continued, “The window boke.  Big, big window in front store.  They boke… boom, it last night!”
 
So she had no illusions that this was an accident.  She clearly said, “they boke” it.
 
“Anyone hurt?”
 
“No, no.  That very good.  No hurt anyone.”
 
I did my best to calm her, though she seemed to be handling things fine on her own.  Then they were calling my group to board so we ended our talk confirming she’d be in Phuket Airport with family to meet me.  This was my last leg, all six more hours of it.
 
On the flight I had plenty of time to mull over my short excursion through Narita Airport.  The shooting back home was making international news, which would be good for me as I could expect to get plenty of news about it on line.  The scenes they had shown on the brief coverage I caught had stayed with me and I pondered how a character in one of my stories might have planned a shooting so vile and then get away so clean.  Nothing morose about my motives, that’s what Doug and the other police in my area want me to do.  And if I get a storyline out of it, all the better.
 
But of more concern to me right now is the situation in Phuket.  If the Russian’s are as aggressive as it would appear, what would they do next?  If Niralyn’s family couldn’t afford the “insurance”, would they give up their family business or take a strong stand that might cost them some lives?  I knew for sure that I was heading into trouble.
 
 
 
 
 

FIVE
 
 
Nicolai Rodya walked into The Papaya Garden almost before it opened, suppressing a well-disguised, haughty smirk.  He crunched through the shards of glass that had escaped the quick cleanup Niralyn and her brother had attempted on their arrival to open.  He headed for the table and chair closest to Niralyn.  He was young, in shape and wearing black shorts, a tight fitting black and grey T-shirt advertising some rock group, and white sandals.  He wasn’t dressed to intimidate, he depended on his personality for that.
 
“A cappuccino, please.”  Nicolai had come to Thailand for his work, if you could call it that, for the oligarch that “discovered” him, but Nicolai could never learn the Thai language.  He had learned English in school as most countries teach it, and he functioned in Thailand by relying on most Thai people to know a little English.  Not the best diplomatic of business strategies, but then again, he wasn’t in a diplomatic business.
 
Niralyn took a deep breath, not wanting to even acknowledge him.  She stared back coldly.  Their stares held for longer than Nicolai would have expected, but in the end, Niralyn turned to the espresso machine.
 
“You have accident last night. No?”  He studied the floor, which still needed some cleaning, and raised his eyes to the missing main window.  Outside, standing malevolently in front of the door, stood Pasha, Nicolai’s sidekick.
 
“No?”  He repeated louder, as if demanding an answer.
 
Niralyn recoiled at the thought of giving this man any satisfaction of a response.  Her job was to serve customers and she would do that and no more.  But then Nicolai shouted again…
 
“NO?”
 
She turned sharply, facing him.
 
“No.”  She responded softly but with no emotion.  “No, no accident.  The Taw Heiy that did this didn’t do by accident.  He knew what he do.”
 
A Taw Heiy is an ugly lizard that often has little fear of a man, usually roaming at night for it’s prey.  While usually not deadly, they will bite and fight.  Many Thai people fear them; some find them amusing, similar to their attitudes toward the Russian gangs that seemed to be moving in.  Whether Nicolai knew what a Taw Heiy was or not did not matter to Niralyn.  It was the most demeaning thing she could compare either him or his men to at the time.
 
The Russian held his temper, knowing he had just been insulted.  But he knew he held all the cards, this was just false bravado on the girl’s part.  He said nothing in response, letting Niralyn complete his cappuccino.
 
Walking it over to Nicolai, Niralyn wanted to throw it in his face and had little fear for herself for doing so.  But it was a family business he was after and her mother would be hurt the most if they couldn’t overcome this problem.  Niralyn thought patience would buy time and time might change things.  Thai culture is among the most respectful of cultures, often calling for restraint of ones emotions.  A lifetime of discipline needed to be mustered up by Niralyn.
 
“No concern,” Nicolai stated calmly.  “You have insurance, I’m told.”  Then, after a brief pause, “Oh, that’s right!  You were the one told me, when you turn down my offer.  You say you no need my insurance, you have already.”  A snide smile came across his face.
 
She ignored his bait and went to pick up a broom and pan to finish the cleanup that was interrupted earlier.
 
“You would be better having ‘assurance’, instead of just insurance.”  It was a clear message that more “accidents” could follow unless, of course, the family were to buy into their evil entity.
 
“Assurance price too high.  And assurance company no be around when really need.”   She knew this was just a shakedown.  The Russian mob, whom she was sure was behind all this, would never cover any damages that came from a real accident or natural disaster and her family certainly couldn’t afford to be paying for both protections.         
 
Nicolai muttered something to himself in Russian and then went back to his deep-throated English.
 
“You have decision to make,” as he sipped at the cappuccino, “and I advise… be wise.”
 
She wouldn’t reply.  She abhorred this man and deeply believed the rumors circulating that he was a murderer as well.  Two businesses in the area that had been pressured to buy in but refused suddenly had their owners disappear.  One eventually showed up on a deserted beach down the road, cause of death unknown.  This was a despicable man.
 
Nikolai gulped down one more sip, got up and left leaving half the cappuccino behind.  No tip, though none had been expected from this Russian, but also no payment for the check.  
 
As he departed down the street with his right-hand-man, Pasha, next to him, Niralyn glanced at her cellphone for the time.  Three more hours and she would pick up Yo, a most welcomed change of atmosphere.  She hoped she could arrange for a new window to be put in before evening as that would be when her mother would come and she hoped her mother wouldn’t have to know.  Things were serious, her mother was on the verge of giving up, but Niralyn was hoping for a miracle.  Secretly, she thought Yo might have a few ideas.  She never read any of his books, her reading of English wasn’t up to it, but she had gathered that he was rather clever.  She knew that a number of police in his area would run things by Yo for his suggestions.  He must be a brilliant man, she thought.  
 
Which made two of them.
_____________________________
         
Deplaning in Phuket, I headed down the ramp corridor and made quick time to the restroom.  I had learned from my first trip that an airport restroom is likely to be the last normal toilet I would see in Thailand.  They have strange ways of doing things in foreign countries, but I’m flexible.
 
Passing through Immigration, all was in order with my paperwork, which was only my passport and entry declaration, and I was out in the main corridor ready to meet up with Niralyn, or Ping to me.  She had Line’d me a text stating she was in section 3, wherever that was.  While navigating around the crowds, I could see a number of TV monitors all carrying news in either Thai or Cantonese as far as I could tell.  To my surprise, there was one that even had CNN on in English.  There was something about a new virus coming out of China.  It was Trump’s fault and he was over-reacting to it.  Mercifully, they then cut to the story of the shooting and I lingered to catch up.
 
There was Agent Kelly being interviewed again, still with a sourpuss face.  That told me all I really needed to know.  The scenes they showed were similar to the ones shown the day before and the commentary that I could catch didn’t add anything.  I could tell they were at a stall.  As soon as I get settled, I’d text or email Doug and get the scoop.  I had lost track of the time and had no idea if he’d be up or not.  With exactly twelve hours difference, it’s usually pretty easy to keep track of, but after twenty-four hours on cramped jets and another ten hours of layovers, I couldn’t tell you what day it was.
 
“Hi!  How… are… you… Yo?”  I’d know the voice anywhere, sweet and soft.  It was my Ping.  When she wants to speak perfect English, she spaces her words carefully, almost punching each word or syllable.
 
Her beautiful voice mercifully pulled my attention away from the CNN report.  I turned to be greeted by a most welcoming sight, Niralyn, her brother Yup and youngest sister, Nu.  It’s a great feeling to be in a country where most people have stranger names than I have.
 
I smiled as wide as I knew how.  “I’m just fine,” I responded, “how are all of you?”  It was good to see them all again.  Her family always treats me like a king and I let them.  It keeps peace between us all.  First, we ”sa-wat-te-kup’d” everyone,  holding our hands together at our face as if praying, then we actually embraced, common for families in this culture, not common for friends.  So I knew I was in.  It was a great feeling too.
 
“Tas all you have?”  Yup was asking, looking at my roller carry-on and my computer bag.
 
I nodded.  “I travel light and let my host buy me whatever I need.”
 
Ping translated for him and he laughed, shaking his head vigorously up and down.  He was more than willing to provide me anything I’d need and they always treat me like a king.   I get away with a lot here.   We headed down the crowded terminal corridor, chatting away about little things.  Then I hit an exchange window, walked away with ten thousand baht and felt rich.  It was only $300 but that can buy food for two for a month here.  
 
As we headed toward their car I noticed a Buddhist monk in front of us.  Bald-headed and dressed in their standard orange-rust colored robe, we had no trouble navigating through the heavy crowds as long as he was in front of us as most showed respect and made way for him.  Actually, I was reminded of my Ford Taurus back home.  Doug hadn’t figured it out yet, but it was similar to this “Buddhist monk effect”.  Then a Thai female sports team of some sort was headed directly toward us and it was just too obvious that they almost fell over themselves in cutting to the side, allowing the monk and us to pass through unhindered.  This struck me very odd.
 
“Why’d all those girls get to the side and let the monk pass through?”  I assumed it was out of respect, but it seemed a little extreme to me.
 
Niralyn paused, deciphering my fast English.  Then she got it.
 
“Buddha monk no touch woman.  Big, big problem if ever touch.”
 
It struck me as very curious but I always respect various cultures and beliefs.  I asked, “How big of a problem, what would happen if they touched?”
 
“No polite.  And monk in trouble.  He go back to temple and be punished.”
 
I was surprised and amused, but suppressed any smile.  I learned from my first trip that I wasn’t in Kansas anymore.  A day never goes by here that I don’t see a few things that are a complete surprise, but the people are so respectful and polite, I wouldn’t think to criticize.  They have something here that we don’t have in the states.
 
We found the car, packed in and headed to their home above the “Papaya Garden” in Patong, about an hour south.  The trip there, up and over a hilly region as formidable as I’ve ever known, proved to be an exciting one.  I’m sure we won, but I never saw a checkered flag.
 
During the entire fast trip, no one ever brought up the subject of Russians or any problems they were causing for the family business.  I was relieved, thinking the problem had resolved itself.  I would be wrong.
_______________________________
 
Doug Forester was taking his lunch break late.  He was in the middle of his second long shift in three days since the shooting.  At least this last shift took him off road patrol, humbling for any officer of rank, and put him in the same makeshift tent that Special Agent Kelly was operating out of for now.  So Doug had been brought in as Surfsides’ Chief Detective to help catalogue what was passing for evidence and to organize the list of P.O.I.’s.  Operating now on only five hours of sleep, his small staff of four officers was being dispatched to canvass the area for private security cameras that had video taped the traffic.  It had to be a door-to-door search on foot as every home and business had to be approached, the owner located and spoken with.  Not much got done during the night.  This would be the only way to know who had functioning cameras that had recorded any road activity.  While the city cameras and store cameras had already been located and the tapes retrieved, private cameras on people’s homes would require the permission of the owners or a Court Order.  
 
After getting them set up, Doug left for home and would come back to the hard job of following up on leads. Anything that looked real promising would never come to Doug at this point, the FBI would handle all those directly.  His work would be tedious, but they were threads that had to be followed.
 
The investigation had progressed well so far, as was to be expected.  Since there was no note left by the shooter, there was no evidence that the massacre was meant to make a statement, religious, political or otherwise.  There could be no group named as a suspect and none were claiming responsibility.  Terrorism had been ruled out.  That meant, at least for now, focus had to be on individuals.  Anyone having a serious issue with any victim would find their name on this list, though they would likely never know it unless something solid turned up to tie them to the scene.  First, the next of kin were all notified.  Their names immediately went on the P.O.I. list, but they would be looked at only after a respectful time passed.  Then a list was accumulated of close friends and associates of the victims, with particular interest on the pastor.  A whole church group being wiped out gave the appearance at least that the shooter may have had a grudge against the church.  It was a much more believable concept than thinking the shooter only had it in for one person, but took out eight others to hide their connection.
 
The list was incredibly long, and Doug wasn’t even assigned to question anyone on any of those lists.  Although the church cameras had been shot out, there were fourteen cameras within a half-mile radius that were trained on the roads, five city mounted, six from private businesses and three from homeowners.  These had captured vehicles passing by and were time stamped.  Comparing tape of vehicles that were headed in the direction of the church for up to two hours before the shooting, and comparing them with vehicles going away from the church within thirty minutes after the shooting, would at least identify possible vehicles used which would then be traced to it’s owner and a new Person of Interest would be created.  Actually, this might well be the most important clue to follow, but Doug was being used in the early, tedious stages of watching all the film, tracing each vehicle and noting when they departed.  Then he would track down the registrations of each and identify the owner that had any possibilities of being the shooter.  When the grunt work was done, the FBI would follow through with the interviews of the owners, a much more interesting job.
 
Doug’s phone buzzed and he was surprised to see Yo’s mug on his screen.
 
“Yo, Yo!” he answered.  “Surprised to hear from you.  Your phone works?”
 
“Evidently,” Yo answered.  He wasn’t sure it would work in Thailand, but evidently his phone service did work, with a few extra fees added.  “How’ve you been, how’re things going with the shooting?”
 
“Buggers, as the English say.  Been flat out since the shooting, only one short break for sleep and now I’m in the middle of the afternoon with my eyes burning, wanting to close.  Didn’t know if I’d make it home without falling asleep at the wheel.”
 
He couldn’t be much worse off than me, Yo thought.  He had only gotten three hours sleep after the shooting, unless you can call sitting in a cramped airline economy seat with your eyes shut, sleep.  Now it was two AM but his body clock was on Doug’s time.  He felt wide-awake.
 
“I spent the last half hour reading everything I could on-line,” Yo went on.  “It’s incredible how clean the scene looked from what I could tell.  You guys have been at it for three days now.”
 
“True words.  So far, the only thing to call a ‘clue’ would be the two letters written by the victim outside, a capital ‘H’ and lower case ‘e’”.   Doug pondered this in frustration for a few seconds,  “Say, you didn’t read anything about that in the reports on-line, did you?”  Doug was concerned about leaks and this was one clue that should be held very confidential.
 
“No, never saw it mentioned.” Yo responded while thinking in another direction.  “You didn’t tell me the ‘H’ was capitalized.”
 
“Did it matter?”  Doug asked.
 
“Well, it might.  If you’re dying on the pavement and trying to drop a clue, fading away fast, I don’t think you’re going to worry about correct grammar.  It may be very significant.”
 
Doug never thought about it that way, but it made sense, elevating his respect for Yo a few more points.
 
“Well, you may be on to something.  They don’t tell me everything, but I do know they’ve been trying to link the two letters up with a name and now that you mention it, capitalizing the first letter would seem more logical if that were the intent.”
 
“That makes more sense,” Yo replied.  “Thinking it was meant to identify the gender of the shooter was useless anyway.  It’s almost always a man and it would still leave half the population as suspect.  I like my clues to be a little more specific.”
 
“I’m really glad you didn’t see anything about the two letters on-line.  As little of a clue it may be, they don’t want that out.”  Then Doug added a little CYA insurance, “And you never heard it from me.”
 
Yo had to chuckle.  He felt pretty good that Doug took him into his confidence on a lot of these cases.  But Doug’s living dangerously for his career.  Hope he never loses his job over it.  Yo never asks for confidential information, but Doug and a few other officers regularly spill more to him than they should.  Yo would always admit there had been times where it’s helped both of their careers.  He actually did help them figure some things out and they’ve given Yo loads of ideas for his stories.
 
Yo went on.  “So, names.  ‘Henry’ or ‘Henrietta’ come to mind.  But I doubt there are a lot of first names that start with “He.”
 
“No, you’re right.  They’re focusing on last names.  As we build our P.O.I. lists, any name beginning “He” is flagged and they go to the top of the list.”
 
They batted a few more nonsense ideas around and realized they were both beyond tired.  Wrapping up their talk, Doug finally asked how things were over here.
 
“Hot, beautiful and troublesome,” Yo replied.
 
“Oh-oh.  What’d you do now?”
 
“Oh, just before I left Niralyn had told me that their family business, the restaurant, was in trouble because some Russian mobster is shaking down family businesses in the area.  Her mom’s restaurant was targeted.  I was hoping she was exaggerating but just now she filled me in on what happened today.  I’ll tell you more later.  But could be big trouble”
 
 
 
 
 

SIX
 
 
Waking up in Patong, Thailand, is a treat everyone should enjoy at least once in their lifetime.  Especially if their bedroom window overlooks any part of the Patong Beach, with its azure water, gentle waves, myriads of yachts, naval vessels, a cruise ship or two and any number of native long boats stretched out on a never-ending panorama.  This is the second time in my lifetime that I was doing so.
 
As tired as I had been, and crashing into bed around four o’clock, I woke up at one AM, eyes as wide and alert as if I had slept twenty hours.  I lay there struggling to sleep until I finally passed out as the sun was rising and now it was nine o’clock.  My body clock was messed up beyond belief.
 
“Sa-wat-te-ka!”  This is the expression I would be hearing first thing, every day, as I would step downstairs into the restaurant being greeted by the small staff.  A man always returns a, “Sa-wat-te-kup.”  “Ka” is a girl, “Kup”, or sometimes, “Krup”, is a man.  I never needed to be told what gender was talking to me, but as I said, I’m not in Kansas anymore.
 
The two girls, Pop and Quam, sat me down near the open porch.  I noticed the new window on the other side that had been hastily put in yesterday, all the signage put back up before the mother had arrived.  She never knew what happened.  She would have to be told soon enough, but I respect the family for trying to protect her from worrying for as long as possible,
 
Ping shuffled over to my table with my cappuccino.   
 
“Sa-wat-te-ka!”  
 
“Sa-wat-te-kup,” I replied, my palms together and with a slight bow of the head.  This is everyone’s first Thai word.  Never let it go to your head, you still don’t speak Thai.
 
She also handed me a photo-menu, recommending the pork, rice soup.  I steered her hand to the French-Toast.  The food of my heart.
 
As the food appeared we ended our light chit-chat.  Time to get serious, I thought.
 
“So,” I started, a little hesitantly, “tell me a little more about this Nikolai.  How dangerous do you think he may be?  Do the police know what he’s been doing?”
 
Not the best way to start our first day, but from what I was told last night as she helped me unpack, this was too important to ignore or put off.
 
“He very bad.  He kill people.” Niralyn said with a fearful edge to her voice.
 
“He kills people, you say.  How do you know?  Does he brag about it?  Maybe he’s just trying to scare you.”
 
She shook her head vigorously.
 
“No. He no lie.  We know two owner killed after he try scare them. Yes, he brag too.”
 
That really scared me.  When a killer brags openly, they aren’t worried.  They feel invincible and know no bounds.  I quickly asked, “And the police?  They must be involved.”
 
She shied away a bit, her eyes dropping.
 
“Police, yes.  We talk with.  But police, they are good and they are bad.  We never know who do what, so we careful to tell.”
 
That pretty much told me that Nicolai wasn’t working alone.  He was a soldier, working for an organized group.  If some of the police had been compromised so that they obstructed the investigations and stood in the way of cleaning this up, there were bribes that targeted a select few.  I’d have to be careful, but without doubt, I’d eventually talk to the police.  A foreigner who doesn’t speak the language, trying to talk to the police while sizing up whose side they’re on seemed like nothing but trouble to me.
 
Starting from the beginning, Ping filled me in on how matters developed.  I hoped I was keeping up with her broken English, but it seemed that I was.  By the time I finished breakfast I was out of questions and decided I’d wait to see what shapes up.  It wasn’t a long wait.  In less than three hours, the shaping would start.
______________________________
 
It was a great walk along the beach, feeling the hot sun on our backs and warm sand on our feet.  We stopped at a beachside bar.  She had a soda, I risked a martini in spite of never finding a good one in all of Thailand on my last trip.  This one turned out not bad and being served before noon on the beach made it all the better.
 
We returned to the Papaya Garden and things began shaping up.  A tough looking little guy named Pasha was all but blocking the door.  He stepped out of the way for Niralyn and I followed her in.  A bigger, tough looking guy was sitting at the counter sipping an espresso.
 
No “Sa-wat-te-ka’s” were exchanged.  They greeted each other with stern stares.  Then Ping gestured for me to go up to my room, but I shook it off.  I gestured that I’d sit here until things cooled down.
 
“What you want?” she asked him coldly.
 
Nicolai calmly shooed a fly away.  For outdoor and open air dining, there seemed to be surprisingly few flies in this area, but there’ll always be one.  Then he slowly turned to Ping, or Niralyn as that was the only name Nikolai knew her by, and softly responded.
 
“I want you pay premium.”
 
“I no pay.”
 
I figured I would be in for a long, broken-English debate.  It wouldn’t be pretty, but I sat back and tried to take it all in, but not before I took my phone out, put it on record, and placed it on the table as they began talking.  It’s a habit I developed when I suspect I might get a good story. 
 
But it didn’t take very long.  They had both stated their case to each other over the last few weeks, nothing was changing and a time of reckoning was evidently here.  As Nicolai began to rise, ready to leave, his anger barely contained, I rose to meet him.  I was about to create a story, something I’m a professional at, and hoped Niralyn would catch on that I was making this up on the fly.   I hoped she would not interrupt.
 
“Excuse me,” I said confidently.
 
Nikolai looked at me as if I were a mangy animal.  
 
“Who you?” he asked gruffly.  
 
“Yo.  Yo Becham,” I said.  It didn’t impress him.  He must not be a reader of American novels and that was good for me.  He wouldn’t know I was making up everything I was about to say, winging it as best as I could.  I continued.
 
“I flew in last night to meet with Ms. Niralyn and her family.  I have an interest in purchasing this property.  So may I inquire what this is all about?”  I looked at him and then turned to Niralyn as if to suggest maybe she wasn’t divulging all the business debts to me.  She stood frozen, not a clue what I was trying to do.
 
He looked me over skeptically.  He squinted his eyes.  He spoke.
 
“An American to buy this Papaya Garden.”  He paused.  “I think no.  I know of no Americans who invest in Thai beach business.”
 
I think he had a point.  I never heard of an American investing in a business here either.  I don’t even know the Thai laws covering foreign investment and he probably does.  I think I might have just bitten off more than I could chew.
 
I shrugged my shoulders.  “I’m a ground cutter.  I like to start trends, not follow.”
 
A smile came to him slowly.  I breathed a sigh of relief.
 
“And how you find about Papaya Garden being for sale?”
 
“I met Niralyn last year when I stayed here.  Very nice family and very nice operation that they own.”  I glanced over to Niralyn figuring I was making some points with her.  Why not?  “I had inquired about this or any other property in the area that might be for sale.”  I was impressed with myself so far.  Niralyn, or Ping, hadn’t interrupted me and that was good.  So I continued.
 
“She explained that this was a three to four generation business, as most were.  They didn’t go on the market very often, if at all.  I accepted that, but about a week ago she emailed me with the pleasant news that they might like to sell.  We emailed back and forth over a few days and here I am, to inspect.”
 
He continued to size me up, looking very dubious.  Then he commented.
 
“And you will show me these emails?  No?”
 
I paused, my mind racing for a good answer.  I had the feeling that the next few words out of my mouth would set the relationship between us.  I needed to be careful.
 
“I wouldn’t show you the blackhead on my butt.”
 
Not flustered a bit, he broke into his second smile.  One tough guy to another, he was thinking.  I was thinking something else and broke into a smile of relief.
 
“And you have looked at books?  It is good investment?”  He asked deflecting my insult.
 
“I just got in last night.  I’ll be looking over the books this afternoon.  But I think I caught the drift of your conversation and I think maybe there is an expense that wouldn’t be on the books.”
 
“A minor, but very necessary expense,” he offered graciously.  “Our clients love us.  They never have problems as this young lady did the other night.”
 
We had gone about as far as we could for the moment.  I arranged a meeting with him tomorrow saying I will have gone over the books by then, but would need to know what his “company” was selling and what the “premiums” would be, trying to be as businesslike as possible.  We would meet at eight o’clock.  I watched through the door as Nicolai and his assistant, Pasha, drifted down the street to service their next client.
_______________________________
 
With Special Agent Kelly still in a sour mood, the platoon of officers reviewing all the video tapes were relieved to no end when it was announced that Kelly would be moving his direct operations, along with four of his men, to more efficient offices in the Myrtle Beach Police station.  The local officers left behind were to still report to the tent as most data had already been stored here, all the electronic gear they needed was in place, and it would be in close proximity to the crime scene and any potential witnesses.  It would help to prevent any compromising of the site.
 
With emphasis on vehicles going away from the church within ten minutes or so of the shooting, Doug was tallying up the number of vehicles that were worth tracing.  The road by the church was not a main thoroughfare, so there were few vehicles passing by.  Most were coming home or leaving their homes, homes that were tucked away out of camera view or on streets that weren’t covered by cameras.  So they might be seen in one view, never to be seen again if they didn’t travel past other cameras.  It was a difficult assignment.
 
Altogether, there were fourteen vehicles worth tracing: Seven cars, three pick-up trucks, two vans, one large and one small, a golf-cart and a motorbike.  The motorbike made the least sense unless the shooter had all the equipment in place and wanted to appear un-suspectable.  Since they had no idea how everything was gotten rid of, it was a theory that would still have to be looked into and the same for the golf cart.
 
“Coffee?” Sally, Doug’s right-hand office assistant, asked Doug as she carried a tray of Dunkin Donuts offerings to him.
 
“No thanks,” said Doug.  He’d be heading home soon after another long day into the night.  “Save them for the night guys over there.”  He pointed to the three officers settling in at their desks for the night.
 
“Any progress?”
 
“A little.  Got the number of vehicles that could have been involved.  These guys will start tracing them tonight, hopefully through license tags if they show up clear enough.  If not, we’ll canvass and see if anyone can identify them.”  Doug wasn’t looking forward to the morning.  He hated canvassing and he knew he’d have to take the lead.
 
Sally looked over his shoulder at a collection of photos taken off the videotapes. 
 
“Well, I can identify one of them,” she stated, and pointed to the larger van.  Emblazoned on the side was, “Beach Auto”, one of the larger car dealerships around.  It would be easy to check the logs at the dealership and see who was driving the van at that time.
 
Doug wasn’t really amused, it was the only obvious one and they had all identified it just as cleverly. Its size was overkill for a shooter and a gun, but as with the motorbike, maybe it was a purposeful ruse to make them appear unlikely.
 
“Sally,” Doug asked on a whim, “how do you think they did it?  How can such a violent scene be left with no traces of anything?  Nothing!  What’s your women’s intuition tell you?”
 
“Women’s intuition!  You’re so sexist!  I haven’t heard that expression for years.”
 
He gave her a ‘cut-me-a-break’ look.  Political correctness wasn’t his thing.
 
“Okay, okay,” she said.  “I think there’s an underground hiding hole close enough for him to run to and hide in, far enough away that it’s out of your search circumference.  He probably waits it out for a day or so and when things cool down, he slips out.”
 
Doug was sorry he asked.  He liked Sally and didn’t want to insult her, but she was obviously off.  Maybe she sees too many movies.
 
“First, we had dogs sniffing.  You have any idea how effective they are?  If a shooter ran off anywhere within a mile or even more, they would have picked up the scent and it would have all been over a long time ago.
 
“Second, that still wouldn’t explain why nothing, not a hair strand or a skin sample from a scrape or a footprint or a shell casing or anything, was left behind.  Nothing explains that.
 
“Third, you fell for a sexist term yourself.  You said, ‘him’.  Chances are it is a guy, always is, but we always refer to them as a ‘shooter’.  That’s politically correct.”  He cast her a smile, then added, “But I still love you.”  Actually he only liked her, but it was taken as the joke it was meant to be and she smiled back.
 
“All right,” she said, “try this for ‘women’s intuition’.  I saw that one of the victims was a Hispanic woman named Maria.  Maria Gonsalves.  I didn’t know her and didn’t recognize who she was until this morning.  I know her husband, Juan, because he’s my lawn man.  I was shocked to hear of his loss when he came today and told me.  He seemed saddened naturally, but I know from talking with him through the months that he had serious marital problems.  I’ve even overheard him at times telling his men how much he hated her.  He didn’t like his wife at all.”
 
Doug looked at her in disbelief.  “You’ve got to be kidding.  You think that’s a good lead? A lawn man would go to the extreme of killing all those people just to get rid of his wife!”
 
“Well, on it’s own merit it might be a stretch.  But there’s one more thing I know about him.”
 
She paused, baiting Doug to implore her for more.  He didn’t take the bait but waited patiently for her to break.
 
“He has a nickname.  It’s ‘Hector’.”
_____________________________
 
 
“Numbers aren’t my thing.”  I was actually going over the numbers for the Papaya Garden, not knowing what I was looking at but Ping was explaining them.  I figured if I’m meeting with Nikolai tomorrow, I should be somewhat informed.  If I could throw around a few numbers that were reasonable for this kind of business, I might be able to keep him on the hook and get him to believe I really was a businessman.  If he believed I might buy the Papaya Garden, he’d want to make a deal with me rather than with Niralyn or her family.  He likely sensed a deeper pocket as well, which I had every intention of playing up.  What he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt me.
 
“Why you do this?”  Ping asked.
 
“I have to understand your business enough to convince our Ruski friend that I might really be buying your restaurant.”
 
“No. Why you do this, why you involve?”
 
I looked at her compassionately, not hard to do.  “Ping, I love you and your family.  This isn’t fair, this is gangster stuff and it should never be happening to good people like your family.  And in Thailand of all paces, ‘the land of smiles’ they call it.  This is a problem that should be nipped in the bud.”  I’m sure she didn’t understand all of that, but enough.
 
She blushed slightly, then implored, “But it danger.  You no should be involve.”
 
“Look, I’m not going to get physical, I’m not a fighter and I’m sure they outnumber me.  But I’m a pretty creative guy and if we play our cards right, I think we can outsmart this guy.”  I guess confidence isn’t my problem.  Maybe overconfidence might be.  “Besides, I don’t think this Nikolai guy is at the head of this.  I think he’s somebody else’s Pasha. He’s a soldier, not the brains of the operation.  I hope I can get to the top guy within a few days and maybe work something out.”  Another long speech from me that probably went over her head.
 
Not that I didn’t think I was in over my head, I had no doubt about that.  But I’m typically surrounded by trouble back home, why shouldn’t I do the same here?  And for Ping, she and her family had become my most favorite people in the world.  Somebody should stand up for them, may as well be me.
 
“How you work something out?  This big danger.”
 
“No more danger than you’re already in.  You and I both know you can’t afford 15,000 baht per week.  That’s more than twice your average profit and the finks will likely go up as time goes on.
 
“If you’re going to lose your business, let’s lose it going down in a fight.  Not a physical fight that any of us gets hurt in, but we may be able to turn the Ruski’s on themselves and let them hurt each other.”
 
She looked at me as though nothing I said was understandable.  If I understood it myself I would have taken more time to explain.  I was playing everything by ear, hoping my creative juices would flow in time to pull something off.
 
We turned back to the books and she explained the cash flow in more detail, her suppliers, her hired workers, her family pay amounts, the utilities, insurance, ligit insurance that is, licensing fees, cleaning fees, etc., etc.  I tried to remember key amounts in case I had to get into a discussion of what I’d be paying out versus what typically came in and where the Russians stood if they forced the issue.  I doubted Nicolai would understand any of this, but I might be able to use that as a wedge to open the door to the real boss.
 
Then I asked her to explain the tax laws of Thailand.  If the business numbers didn’t confuse Nikolai, I’m sure I could spin tax mandates enough to confuse the borsht out of him.  
 
So after my little crash Thai tax course and committing as many cash flow numbers to memory as I could, I talked Ping into a motor scooter drive along the Patong beach and another long walk.  Tomorrow morning would be my test.
 
 
 
 

SEVEN
 
 
Kelly had a routine meeting with all heads of departments every morning at eight o’clock.  Doug, being Chief Detective of Surfside Police, barely qualified as one of the privileged low ranks to be invited and he wouldn’t think of missing a meeting.  Since the crime happened on his home turf he felt it was as much his case as anyone’s even though he lacked the credentials, training or experience as the other Federal Investigators.  To see the lack of any marked progress in the case was adding to his confidence.  If they couldn’t come up with anything of substance either, what good were all their credentials?
 
After reviewing what progress had been made in the last twenty-four hours, which didn’t take long, a printout of all the vehicles recorded on cameras that might even remotely be significant was passed out to each investigator.  Then a few specific assignments were made, some to further identify the vehicle owners to follow through on later and some assignments for canvassing the area neighbors.  Doug got his worse wish – he would canvas the 1st Avenue to 5th Avenue grid from Business 17 down to the beach.  
 
With the meeting wrapping up, Doug spoke up for the first time of any of the meetings.
 
“Chief, one of the victims is a Maria Gonsalves, Hispanic, middle-age, married to a Juan Gonsalves… Has Mr. Gonsalves been interviewed at all?”
 
Kelly knew all victims by name, knew that all next of kin had by now been notified and a few had undergone a superficial interview.  Off the top of his head he was able to respond in the positive.  Mr. Juan Gonsalves had undergone the first phase of interview.
 
“Well, this is a little light, but one of my officers pointed out an interesting fact, actually two facts, about him.  He works for her as her lawn man and they’ve gotten to know each other over the few years he’s worked for her.
 
“First, she knows they had a very troubled marriage.  Hatred was obvious and occasionally vicious.  He never actually abused her physically, or if he had, she never attempted to report it.  But there was bad blood there, for sure.”
 
A roomful of heads bowed down slightly, eyes turning up to see Kelly’s reaction.  Of course there is always a theory that one victim had a spouse or other enemy that hated them so much, they would take out an entire group of innocents to get their one target.  But it was thin and to date, there was never a real mass attack that held to that scenario.
 
Kelly kept an open mind though.
 
“You know that’s reaching.”  He stared hard at Doug, but not in a demeaning way.  Kelly himself was desperate for anything.  The press was merciless in their criticism toward his investigation.  In Washington, the Director and even the President were sending him clear messages that a replacement was a possibility.  “Do you have anything more?”
 
“Actually, I do.  This might be thin too, but…” he paused to get everyone’s attention, “for a name like Juan, he has an odd nickname.  Hector.”
 
Everyone took note.  “H”, “e”, the one clue a victim had attempted to leave behind had proven to be a dead end from the start, but maybe not now.
 
Though it was thin, put enough thin layers together and you might have something.  Kelly welcomed this information with great appreciation.  He needed something, anything, to be able to report on and act on.  Should it be a dead end, it bought a little more time for other leads to surface.  He cracked a small smile.
 
“That might be something, you never know.  We’ll look into it.”  Meaning, thanks, but go do your canvassing and we’ll get back to you.
______________________________
 
“We have an interesting development.”  Nikolai was speaking in Russian, so he saw no need to lower his voice.  Sitting in his favorite night time bar, cell phone planted to his scarred cheek, he had no concerns that anyone around him would understand, and if they did, they’d be too scared to do anything about it.
 
“Explain, please,” answered Sergei Svyatopolk, his commander, on the other end.
 
“A man, an American, has entered the scene of the Papaya Garden restaurant.  The family was stubborn and proving to be a problem, as you know.  Evidently, they are hoping to sell.  They wish to avoid the coming problems we have promised.
 
“So they contact this American who was a guest at their small hostel last year and he here now to examine books.  He seems serious to take over, so we must meet tomorrow to sell him our policy.”  Nicolai stamped out his cigarette in an empty shot glass, motioned for his girlfriend, Nisha, to get a new glass and pour another Stolichnaya.  “I think it best to go easy then we see where he stand.  Any resistance now and he could be out of the way.  This American, I think we may benefit from him staying.  If not, we can discard him.”
 
Sergei had been getting impatient with Nicolai on this Papaya Garden situation.  Such obstinacy was seldom tolerated for this long of a period.  Sergei suspected a woman, maybe a very pretty woman, was involved and touching Nicolai’s soft spot.  A girl had been mentioned several times as one who was standing up against Nicolai.
 
“Comrade,” Sergei answered.  He still liked the old terms, “If you wrap this up in three days, you be OK.  If not, the American and the family owners must be taught lesson and we must prevail.”
 
“Certainly.  I agree completely and…” Nicolai realized he was talking to a dead phone.  He pushed his off and threw it on the table as Nisha returned with two new glasses and poured for both him and Pasha, who sat silent as usual.  Then she poured a third shot into her glass.
 
He turned his attention above to a TV monitor carrying a kickboxing match.  Tired of it, he turned to the right to a Sumo-wrestling match, scoffed, and turned further right to a soccer match, or “futbol”, as most of the world calls it.  Swigging down his Stoli, he turned to Pasha.
 
“We have three days with the Papaya problem.”  He was still speaking Russian.  His English was always labored and he saved it for his clients.  If they couldn’t speak English, he’d either move on or, if the business were really promising, he might bring Nisha to translate.  She was good, but he was careful not to involve her too much.  Her loyalty had yet to be tested.
 
Pasha lit up.  He tired easily of guarding doors.  His specialty was solving problems.
 
“How will you proceed?” he asked.
 
“We talk with American tomorrow.  He will have to decide soon.”
______________________________
 
We were all sitting around the main front table of their restaurant on a beautiful, balmy night. The temperature was down to about eighty, so it seemed all right, and the white caps off in the distance, looking even whiter than usual under the bright, almost full moon,   all made for a quiet and serene classic night except for the constant flow of scooters and tuk-tuks driving by.  We were just far enough away from the nightclub scene to enjoy the quieter scene of the many tourists from all over the world strolling by.  They were always subdued.
 
Niralyn is the only one among them that spoke English, but it never stopped them from involving me in all things family.  We had met many times on Skype and Line, long before I had made my first trip to Thailand.  This was a scene that repeated itself often in the evenings as the whole family would typically get together for a spread like I’ve never seen back home, Skype me while they were enjoying the feast and make my mouth water.  Now I was part of the scene.  The large, ten-foot table was completely filled with dishes of food of all colors, smells and tastes.  Most were too spicy for me, and all had odd tastes and textures that scared me.  I don’t like hot and I don’t like squishy and I don’t like bugs, so I depended on Ping to guide my selections.  As plates were finished, their help would come and whisk away the empty plates, replacing them with yet other dishes of some concoction.  Papaya salad, not sweet by any means, ruled in Thailand, and here there was always a bowl on each end of the table, frequently replenished.  I was never to blame for emptying the bowls.
 
“Ya want to know more about what you write.”  Ping said.  Ya was her cousin.  Now I know what my name must sound like to most people.
 
I raised my eyes, moved them left and right as if looking for a good answer.  How do you explain American mysteries or suspense to Thai people?  From what I’ve seen, all their movies and books seem to be soap-opera type love stories or action-adventure and sometimes, old dynasty battle type stories.  I don’t think they’re big on mystery.
 
“Well, I write mostly about innocent guys getting caught up in trouble.  Then I try to get them out of it.”
 
She turned back to the family and began translating.  I’ve been here before.  She’ll go on and on, probably for three minutes or more, supposedly translating what I said, but I get the feeling she embellishes.  The frequent bursts of laughter from her family is a tip off.
 
While she was talking, I poured a little more Soju, a great Korean liquor available throughout Asia, often billed as the world’s largest selling liquor.  They must not know about American whiskey or Russian vodka, but I don’t care – I’ll take Soju any day.  I’ll sip slowly and wait for Ping to get back to me and ask for further explanation.  Right now, she seemed to be doing a pretty god job.
 
“What else you do?” she turned to me and asked.
 
“I’m a bartender.”  She knew that, we had talked about it many times.  But she was fishing for something.  I didn’t understand just what. 
 
She turned back to her family and they discussed my jobs, they laughed, and they seemed to go into a lot of detail, of exactly what, I had no idea.  But they all seemed to be entertained.  I knew I had at least another five minutes before I would be involved again.  But it was nice – relaxing and reassuring that I was accepted.  Then she surprised me.
 
“You buy property too?”
 
I was taken by surprise.  No.  I don’t know anything about property or investment I thought to myself.  I bought a sailboat to live on but that had yet to be called a good investment by anyone but the seller.  No respectable real estate agent would approve.  I’m just playing a game with the Ruski.  I thought Ping realized that but evidently not.  She must have thought that I invest in real estate as a third job.  I didn’t want to get into it with the family and we both were trying to keep the situation from her mother.  
 
“Only in my stories,” I responded.  “If I did, I think I’d make you an offer for this beautiful place.”  I hoped that would keep them busy and avoid any further enquiry.  I wondered if Ping had told her brothers what I had told Nicolai.
 
She turned to the family and launched off on another long explanation and it seemed all were taking it in well.  I didn’t get the feeling that anyone was expecting me to make them an offer, so maybe my suspicions weren’t merited.
 
As the evening grew late, mom was the first to surrender.  She said her, “Sa-wat-de-ka’s” and even a “Kup-kum-ka”, a “thank you”, and then headed toward her bedroom.  The rest of us remained, sipping our Soju or beer.  I hadn’t really known what was said the entire evening, but felt comfortable and at ease.  I was accepted.  But there was a big issue that we all had to face and I thought I should bring it to a head.
 
“Ask your brother and sisters what they intend to do about our Ruski friend.”
 
Ping looked puzzled.
 
“What will you do with the Russians?” I rephrased.
 
“Oh!  Okay,” and she turned to them, starting a very excited conversation.
 
Eventually she turned to me, as I knew she would.  She explained that they would take whatever chance they’d have to but no one wanted their mother hurt.  They think she would be the first target if they refuse.  The younger ones are the ones that ran the business, so why would the Russians want them gone?  So they thought they should make one more try at getting the amount lowered, but in the end, they would have to give in.
 
Niralyn knew I had already injected myself into the situation, but she didn’t know where I was going with it, neither did I.  I told her to ask the family if they mind if I try something first.  I would need a couple of days or so.  Whether she understood everything I said, I have no idea.  But after about fifteen minutes she turned to me and said, “Yes. Do it.”
 
And they all smiled.  The blind leading the blind, I thought to myself.
________________________________
 
The rest of the morning was spent getting as much background information on Juan Gonzalves, a.k.a., Hector, checking to see if his car was among those captured by the cameras as it was, and then lining up the personnel that Kelly would use.  The fact that his truck was one of the vehicles that appeared coming at the right time frame was extremely encouraging.  But there was no tape of him leaving, so that would have to be explained.  Chief Inspector Kelly had high hopes, but it would all start with a low-key interview.  
 
When the moment arrived, Kelly, accompanied by South Carolina State Trooper, Captain Billy-Bob Thompson, approached the Gonsalves home.   Kelly rang the doorbell and came to attention.  An earlier phone call confirmed that Juan would be home and willing to accept them.  If Juan looked out the window, he would only see the one, empty, government car parked outside.  A casual atmosphere had to be created, but out of sight were two state trooper cars, two Myrtle Beach Police cars, the Horry County Sheriff in his car and a SWAT truck.  Another block away was an ambulance and a fire truck.  In Horry County, a fire truck always accompanied an ambulance.  Go figure.
 
Juan answered the bell and opened the door, somber but seemingly at ease.  Introductions were made and then he ushered them into the kitchen as each took a chair around the table.  
 
“Mr. Gonzalves,” Kelly began, “We’re very sorry for your loss.  We aren’t here to add more to your grief, but it’s our job to investigate and try to piece together a complete picture of what went down.  This will likely result in a successful apprehension of whoever is to blame.”  He could still see apprehension on Gonzalves’ face, so thought he’d add a little.  “Even if it all turns into a dead-end, it’s still our job.”
 
Juan nodded in agreement.  There was no anger apparent.
 
Kelly began, slowly at first.  Captain Thompson would add a comment here or there, maybe one or two questions, but mostly he was there as a second witness.  There was no recorder involved at this point.  If the interview got the least bit tense, it would be continued at the station, but so far Juan hadn’t registered the least amount of tension or anger.  He didn’t appear to be the hot-head Kelly had built an image of in his mind.  For Kelly that was wishful thinking.  He’d love to bring this whole matter to a successful conclusion.
 
“We’ve collected video tapes of all traffic near the church both before and after the shooting.  Standard procedure,” Kelly explained.  “We saw your pick-up truck drive in the direction of the church around nine-thirty.  The church cameras were shot out, we don’t have any of those tapes so we can’t see who actually made it to the church or when they left.  But are we correct in placing you on Pleasant Street around that time?”
 
“Yes, I would say so.”  Juan was still not shaken.  “I dropped Maria off, drove back home.”
 
“Did you intend to pick her up again?”
 
“Didn’t know.  She usually would get a ride home, but if not, she’d call and I’d come get her.”
 
“And how did you drive home?  We didn’t pick up your truck in any of the video tapes we looked at. “
 
“No, probably not.  I didn’t go straight home.  I drove directly down Second Avenue to the beach.  I like to walk the beach at night when I drop her off.  From there I went down Wacamaw and home.”
 
That was a reasonable explanation as there were few cameras along that route and he probably drove down Wacamaw later than the window they had set.  It was doubtful that a lawn man would be thinking of cameras and trying to avoid them, so Kelly accepted his story for now but jotted a note to himself to try to substantiate the story later. So far, there were no flags being raised in Kelly’s mind.  
 
Kelly went on.  “Did you know Charlie Hilliard?”
 
Gonsalves nodded.  He looked sad and offered that they had been good friends.
 
“Very sorry to hear that.  You knew each other long?”
 
“Maybe ten years or so.”
 
Kelly and Thompson nodded.  “What did he call you?”
 
David looked surprised.  “Juan. Why?”
 
“Oh, no reason.  Situations like this are always difficult and we often ask senseless questions.  Sorry.”  So much for trapping him into saying, “Hector”.
 
Captain Thompson thought it was time to make a contribution and ask something that was troubling him for a while.
 
“Why so late?  A Bible study class that didn’t start until nine-thirty?  Sounds strange.”  It likely had no bearing on the case or finding the shooter, but it bugged him all this while and he never had the nerve to ask since all the big honchos were accepting it.
 
“The pastor was pretty dedicated.  He conducted two youth group studies before that and thought that adults who were serious about the Bible wouldn’t mind meeting late.  He was right, it’s been this way for a couple of years.”  Then he added, “My wife would often come home after eleven or later and this night, they had some church business to discuss after the study.  I wasn’t alarmed when I noticed she wasn’t home yet.”
 
Kelly was grateful for the slight pause as it gave him a little time to collect his thoughts, but the question was useless.  He had had that explained to him before ever arriving.  Maybe he should have shared it with his staff, he thought.
 
“So her coming home after eleven never upset you?” Kelly asked.
 
“No,” Juan answered, with a slight smile forming.  “No.  It was actually kind of nice.  Maria wasn’t the nicest person to live with and it would be a minor reprieve for me.”
 
Kelly and Thompson were both surprised at this admission.
 
“So you didn’t miss her company late at night?  I take it you didn’t have a good relationship?”
 
“Nothing secret about that.  We would have divorced years ago, but I’m Catholic.  Even though she gave up the Church, I still live by Catholic faith.”
 
The two men pondered if this admission hurt him or cleared him.  Kelly pressed on,
 
“But you’re implying that you didn’t hate her enough to murder her, along with eight others.  And that would be against the Catholic way too, I would imagine.”  He was being sarcastic but said it so calmly, he hoped Juan would also respond calmly.
 
But Juan was shocked.  “Estupido!  I would be estupido!  No, why would I do such a thing?  I lost two friends in the shooting and my wife.  I didn’t hate her that much!  I hurt more for my friends maybe, but why would I do such a thing?  Why are you here, questioning me?  You should be out there looking for the real murderer!”
 
Both Kelly and Thompson had been on enough interviews with both real killers and innocent suspects to develop an inner sense about these things.  They were both sensing that Juan Gonsalves wasn’t their man, but would need more investigation before they completely closed the book on him.  Kelly’s hopes of wrapping this mess up in a surprise moment, grabbing headlines for days, quickly crumbled before him.
 
They peppered him with a few more soft questions, but it was meant only to round things out.  There was no indication at all that Juan Gonzales had anything to hide.
 
 
 
 

EIGHT
 
 
Another morning in paradise!  I woke early in spite of laying awake another three hours in the middle of the night.  My adrenaline was flowing and I’d get through the morning in spite of my body clock having vertigo.
 
I pulled out my laptop, connected to the Papaya Garden’s Wi-Fi, and did a search for a good sound editor.  For free, naturally.  After looking at a few, I decided on one that seemed serious enough.  It was free for personal use but would cost if I used it in any way commercially.  Seemed like it fit the bill, so I downloaded it, opened it and stared at a kaleidoscope of technical jargon, numbers, waves and other scientific notations I knew nothing about.  And a little bit of advertising in the corner since it was still in the free mode.
 
Nothing I can’t master, I thought.  So I opened the tutorial, started fooling with the input and editing controls, made a lot of mistakes, but stayed the course until I had enough confidence that I’d be able to use it if necessary.
 
It was 7:30, so I showered, dressed and headed down for my “sa-wat-de-ka’s” and my cappuccino.
 
Eight o’clock came and went with no sign of Nicolai.  I had read up on Russian protocol and proper business etiquette just before going to bed last night and realized he was making a power play.  The lesser of people HAD to be on time, the greater of people could show up any time they wanted… as he did, at 8:20.
 
He walked in, looked at Pop, the server this morning, and with no polite, “sa-wat-de-kup”, flicked his finger to beckon for his espresso.  She responded, so I knew they had done this dance before.  I started my phone recording, placed it on the table behind the condiments, and welcomed him.
 
Looking at me as though I was a pesky nuisance, he asked dryly,  “Do I collect today from new owner or no?”
 
I guess that’s Russian small talk.
 
“You sound in a hurry,” I responded.  “I only looked over the books yesterday, there’s a lot more I need to do before I decide if I would want to invest.  Then, and only then, would I even consider discussing a relationship with you.”
 
“My friend, I have no time to… as you say, ‘dally’.  If I no collect from you, I need see Niralyn, as she seems to be mamma-san of this establishment.”
 
“Well, Niralyn is still sleeping, and she’s hardly the mamma-san.  I know you’ve met her mother.  She runs things here, Niralyn serves her as does the rest of the family.”  Then a quick thought occurred to me and I added, “I’m sure you understand.  Like you serve your Ruski version of mamma-san”
 
That hit a nerve. There’s weakness number one.
 
While he was staggering mentally like a boxer who just took a direct blow to the chin, I jabbed a little more.
 
“It sounds like you know nothing about business.  No wonder you have to do someone else’s bidding.  Sure, you want a quick decision, probably to look good to your boss.  But don’t be foolish.  What may become of this little enterprise if I decide to buy, could make it much more profitable for all of us.  So, would you want to have Pasha come in and settle this his way now?  And take the chance that your boss finds out what I was about to do with this place and maybe offer him an even better deal than your little shakedown payment every month?”
 
His brain had fogged over.  He was having trouble keeping up with me.  No one ever talked to him this way, and the thought of this becoming a bigger business was too much for him.
 
“What you talk about?” he asked.  “More profitable for all of us.”  He spat.  “You be lucky to keep business.  I could light place up now and you in it.”
 
“That’s right. And unless you get the whole Chakril family lit up with it, and somehow make my accountant back home disappear, any investigation will turn up information about you and Pasha that I’ve already communicated and filed.  You will be caught.  And as the police push, they will get to your boss, give him trouble, and between the police and my business partner back home, your boss will come to know the plans we had for this place and that you decided to act on your own.  He’ll survive the police, he’s bought enough of them, but you?  I think you will have disappointed him.”
 
This was all baloney!  I had made up several storylines while lying awake last night, not knowing which direction I’d go.  But this was what seemed best now and I think I had Nicolai thoroughly confused.
 
“You talk of plans.  What plans?  You say you not know if you buy.  I have no patience for this.”
 
“Exactly my point.  You’re not a businessman, you’re just a grunt.  You think if you bring a paltry 15,000 baht in each week, from this place, you’ll be big man.  You actually think an American investor can come over and in one night decide what potential there is for his investment.  You think your boss will never find out that there might have been big plans that might have involved him, and you screwed up on it.”  
 
As long as I can keep peppering him with little shots, I wasn’t about to stop.  I had to put the fear into him. I’m sure he would never fear me, or anyone of the Chakril family, but his boss, whoever he was, would definitely be someone he’d fear.
 
“Which raises the question,” I added, “who is your boss?”
 
“Nyet!” He spit.  “Not you business.  I know my place and I know my job.  And I know my boss.  He want you buy policy from him and he always gets what he want.”
 
“Which makes him a lot smarter and better than you.  You never get what you want.”
 
He stood as if ready to fight.  I just looked at him.  Nothing was said as Pop, the waitress, laid his espresso in front of him and retreated.
 
“Well, I’m not buying any policy today,” I said.  “I haven’t decided if I’ll take over from the Chakrils or involve them as partners or just walk away.  For one thing, I’m waiting from my accountant to clarify Thai laws on a foreign investment or outright purchase.  If I have to wait for an answer, I’m afraid you will too.”
 
“I wait two days.  No more.”  
 
I expected him to leave abruptly but he lingered.  He hadn’t touched the espresso yet, but since he never pays that shouldn’t mean anything to him.  So why was he lingering?  I sensed he wanted to hear more but didn’t want to be embarrassed about how little he knew about business.  I’d have to feed him more malarkey if I was going to get him to believe there was another course for him to take.
 
“Look, in going over the books yesterday, I wasn’t surprised.  I see the Thai people, how they work, how they live.  They work hard and quiet.  Few of these family businesses bring in much profit, but they live sensibly, simply and well.  
 
“I happen to think this Papaya Garden has more potential than the Chakrils ever thought about.  The location, the quality of food and the good help they have at very modest cost, it’s all a winner!  With a few improvements and increased marketing, I’m very interested.  But you don’t get it.  You don’t see it.  To you, shaking down a hard working family for a payment that will break them and not cover your boss’s bar bill seems worth it.  That’s why I won’t talk with you.  I need to see your boss.”
 
“That will not be possible,” he responded, quietly and slowly.
 
“Well, it should.  I might have a proposal that would help all of us.  You’ll never understand it and you wouldn’t have the authority to do anything about it if you did.  So I’m not going to waste my time waiting here for you to get some sense.  I can be on a flight out of here tonight.”  I lied.  My ticket was non-refundable and I wasn’t in a position to let that money go and pay twice as much for a ticket on short notice.  Besides, I was here for Ping.  Ruski here never caught on.  He actually believed I was a straight shooter, looking into an investment.  Weakness number two.
 
He took a deep breath.  I could see the tension in his neck.
 
“I give you two days.  I be back tomorrow, same time, to see what progress you make.”
 
“By ‘same time’, you mean twenty minutes late again?  I won’t be waiting after eight o’clock.”
 
This was to let him know, I was the greater.  Then I added, “Bring your boss or a way to contact him.”
 
Nicolai left.  He didn’t touch his espresso.  He didn’t leave money.  He walked away even further in the lead of Pasha than yesterday.
________________________________
 
It had been a long day for Special Agent Kelly just as every day since getting the call about the shooting.  He had hoped desperately that the lead on Juan “Hector” Gonzalves would have led to a much-delayed break in the case and a lifesaver for him with his Administration.  But no such luck.  Everything about Hector’s story checked out, he had nothing to hide and nothing about his demeanor telegraphed that he could even think of committing such a horrendous crime.  Gonsalves would remain on the P.O.I. list, even stay at the top, but Kelly’s gut told him to move on.
 
Upon returning to his newly abducted offices, Kelly read the reports that came in on the vehicle ID’s, the follow-ups and the canvassing of the neighborhood for possible other ID’s on vehicles.  He found nothing worth getting excited about or even issuing any orders to follow-up on any further.
 
The first two memorial services for two of the victims were to be held tomorrow.  Though his presence wasn’t usually necessary, the President had called the Department to express his own regrets about not being able to make it to Myrtle Beach and meet with the families who lost loved ones.  He asked if Chief Special Agent Kelly would make an appearance at each service, representative of the POTUS.  Kelly was only now reading the directive.  He slumped down lower into his seat.  His dream was to have the President personally congratulate him for the fast and efficient work he had performed with the case.  Now, with no leads or progress, he was told to act as a figurehead, now expecting he would lose his position as the case cooled down.
 
“Reports of gunfire in Surfside!”  Kelly’s lieutenant came rushing in, shouting.  “About a mile north of the church shooting!”
 
Kelly and the lieutenant were out and running, flowing in with the other dozen or so officers rushing to their patrol cars.  Before even getting in the car and getting a fix on the police scanner, Kelly had gotten a rundown on his cellphone and knew about as much as could be known.  He had the address and knew it was a popular car repair shop.  They screamed down 17 Business, sirens blaring, lights flashing, in what must have appeared as a parade of police cars but doing about seventy.
_____________________________
 
Doug had dragged himself back home, almost dozing off a few times on the five-minute drive from office to home.  He had texted Yo earlier, telling him there was still no progress except for a sudden lead that came up earlier on a “Hector” guy.  Doug didn’t mention his disappointment that he wasn’t asked to be in on the interview but as it worked out and Doug heard of the result, he figured he was just as well off.  But Yo wasn’t up to date on any of this so he thought he should call Yo before turning in.
 
“Yo, Yo,” Doug always get’s a kick out of greeting him that way.  A lot of people do.  
 
“Good to hear from you.”  I meant it, the whole world was aware of the mass shooting in my own hometown and by now, most everyone else likely knew more about what was going on than I did, what with my getting involved in this whole Russian shake-down.  
 
“So fill me in, what’s happening,” I said.
 
“I’ll just say you’re not missing much.  I wish I had a few classified items of information that I could risk my career on by sharing with you, but really, there’s nothing of significance that’s come to light.  Unless something did and they’re not even telling me.”  Which was a realistic idea, he thought.
 
“You told me of a guy named, ‘Hector’.  You were following up on it yesterday, or I mean today, your time.  Anything give?”
 
“Dead end.  I wasn’t in on it but word travels fast.  I guess he came out clean in their minds, though I’m sure he’ll stay on the radar for quite a while.  Right now, unless some more evidence surfaces, we have to assume that the ‘h’-‘e’ wasn’t referring to any Hector.”
 
That intrigued me because I had another theory, far-fetched that it may be, but I bit my tongue on it when he told me about the Hector guy.  Now might be the time to throw some bait out there, but I thought I’d better be subtle.
 
“How did the search on the drivers go?  But be careful what you tell me.  I only want to know things that won’t make you have to get a job at McDonalds if you get caught.”  That was my way of appealing to Doug’s macho side.  Now he’d tell me more just to prove he’s not afraid.
 
I could hear him scoff a little.  I’m sure he thinks about that every time he speaks to me about these kinds of things.  I try to keep a low profile and not ask him questions, but he obviously wanted me to be involved, unofficially, and he already told me about the vehicles caught on camera and that they would pursue an investigation on each owner as they became known.  So let’s go all the way, tell me everything that’s significant.
 
“It’s begun,” he replied.  “We’ve identified all but one vehicle by now and the DMV’s given us the name and address of each owner.  The last identity should come tomorrow.”
 
“I think you said the first one you identified was easy – a large van with a ‘Beach Auto” sign on it’s side…
 
I wanted to continue and tell him about the new idea that had popped into my head, but just then I could hear his pager go off.  Needing no explanation, I gave him a few secs to check it or answer it if needed.  He was back on the line, almost in a panic.
 
“Gotta go, Yo.  Shots reported not too far from the shooting scene!  Back at you soon.”  And he was gone.
 
So much for passing on the new idea that had occurred to me, but it could wait.  It was a little out there, something only a silly mystery writer would come up with.
 
But that wasn’t all.  I wanted to bring him into my confidence.  I wanted to tell him what was happening here with the Russians and the shakedown they were trying with Ping and her family.  And naturally, I’d have to tell him that I’ve gotten modestly involved, through no fault of my own.  Well, maybe more than modestly and maybe my fault a little.  But anyway, I was hoping for a little direction on how I might foil their plot, expose the Russian mob contingency that was beginning to form down here, save Phuket from this terrible insurgence and still live a long, happy life.  Maybe I should shoot him a quick text.
 
I’m sure Doug would know.
 
_____________________________
 
Ten squad cars, two ambulances, and naturally their complementary fire engines, two SWAT teams and the Sheriff’s car were all surrounding “DeLucci’s Auto Shop”, within six minutes of the possible shots being reported.  Three more police cars were on their way, the rising sound of their sirens heard in the distance.
 
The two officers first on the scene had done a good job of containing the area and rounding up every person within site, holding them in the main garage area, ready to get their statements and possibly even ID the shooter immediately.
 
Special Agent Kelly’s car was the second to arrive, likely setting speed records for any of the streets chosen to get them here.  He came charging out of the car before it even came to a full stop.
 
“Who reported this?” he yelled, cutting to the quick with impressive authority.
 
A man in the middle hesitantly raised his hand.  Had he put himself into the thick of something he wanted nothing to do with?
 
“Step to the side, please,” Kelly barked, then to the crowd, ”and the rest of you, form a line on the side as an officer will take your statements in order.”
 
One of the first officers that arrived had already spoken to two people and already knew what was going on.  He was way ahead of Kelly and didn’t like the news he was going to have to break.  He cleared his throat.
 
“Special Agent”, he called.  “This may not all be necessary.  I’ve spoken to two here that saw everything and they concur there were no gunshots.  They’ve been working after hours to restore this ’65 Chevy Corvair, and, well, in running the engine, it backfired three or four times.  Maybe more.”
 
Kelly’s blood pressure began to rise, visibly so, as he reddened in the face.
 
The officer continued, “So this gentleman who reported on 9-1-1, he was in front of the building waiting for a ride when he heard what he thought were a series of shots, and, well, he called 9-1-1.”
 
The ‘gentleman’ cowered sheepishly as Kelly gave him a stare that would freeze an ordinary human, then he turned pale white. 
 
As Kelly walked sternly forward to meet him face to face, the officer sensed the tension and spoke up.
 
“Sir, he only did what we want good citizens to do.  He called in a suspicious series of what sounded like gunshots.”  But he could tell Kelly wasn’t quite placated.  “It wasn’t his fault that this whole thing happened so close to where the shootings had occurred.  Everyone in the area is a little tense here.”
 
By now they stood eye to eye, with Kelly having about a four-inch advantage.  The caller, Eddy, saw his life pass before him.  Kelly seemed to wait while it passed, then he softened.  He knew the officer was right.  Besides, the whole neighborhood was up tight and they could expect a few more over-reactions to come in as the days pass.  It would be a slow transition back to normal unless Kelly could catch the shooter and wrap the whole thing up soon.
 
Kelly broke into a warm smile.
 
“Good job.  Good citizen.”   The he gave Eddy a light tap on his shoulder, turned back to his car and gave the signal for everyone to break away.  It would be awkward expensing this off to Surfside, so he began to devise ways for the Fed’s to absorb the cost.
 
Doug arrived just in time to see Kelly’s signal to go home.  He got the explanation as he stood there dumbfounded, everyone else peeling away and him looking like the lone pin standing after what appeared to be a perfect strike rolled.  A teenage grease monkey that had been working on the Corvair noticed his confusion and let him know why everyone was leaving.  He described some kid revving up a car he had been working on, pointing to it in the garage, and that it had been tuned out of whack and kept backfiring.  He didn’t dare admit that it was his car and he was the kid.
 
______________________________
        
I finally got to have an hour or so to spend with Ping.  I travel all the way from the other side of the planet and four days later I’ve only spent precious few hours with her.  She had a nice itinerary planned, but the Russian problem was distracting her, requiring her to spend more time in the restaurant and protecting her mother from the news of what was happening.  Since I had gotten involved, I was spending hours on the Internet researching everything from Russian business protocol to Russian mob tactics to Thai laws dealing with foreign investors to the Thai economy.  If I was going to go with a story like I had created, I had better get my ducks in order.
 
I also had a sound-editing program I still needed to learn, and fast.  I was hoping for a few more days but I could see things shaping up faster than that. Nikolai and his boss seemed to have their own time schedule.
 
Ping and I were going to head to another beach for the few hours we had before her shift started.  We had over a dozen beaches to choose from and I had hoped to explore each one, but I’d have to curb my ambitions.  She chose Kata Beach for today.  I threw my helmet on that she had bought for me as a gift, straddled the scooter in back of her, and we were on our scary way.  I had to shut my eyes as she navigated around other scooters and cars and trucks and potholes and even more scooters coming right at us and pedestrians that didn’t have a care in the world and dogs casually lounging roadside with their mutts in the travel lane.  It’s a wonder they don’t get run over, or maybe they do.  Could be supper for some Asian families.  I could hardly believe the narrow spots she maneuvered through, with my knees man-spread out wider than the handlebars.  If she misjudged, I’d get it first but I’d bring her down too.
 
My eyes were still shut as we puttered past Kata Beach, but I could tell it was a beautiful beach as I could sense it was warm, bright and sunny and I could hear a few gentle waves lapping.  When she finally stopped, I confirmed it all by opening my eyes.  A beautiful, colorful cove stretched out in front of us, dotted by more sailboats than I had seen anywhere else in Thailand.  I quickly picked a spot where I could moor mine.
 
We locked our helmets on the scooter and walked the beach, the hot sun beaming down on my New England Patriots cap.  The same cap starts fights in Myrtle Beach, what with the tourists from all over the states, but I didn’t think many of the tourists or locals here cared.
 
“What you and Nikolai talk about?”  She asked.  We had put off the discussion until now, pretending everything was just wonderful.
 
“Oh, nice things.  You know, Nikolai is always interested in learning new things and we spoke of real estate matters, international commerce laws and economics.  Corporate structure was touched on a little.  You know… all things economic.”
 
She looked at me befuddled.  “I no understand.”  She was sincere, I had not been.
 
“Nikolai isn’t the man behind all this.  He likes to think he’s the head honcho and his game is to put fear into us, but I’m trying to get to his head, his boss, and maybe we can reach a deal.  So we discussed my getting an appointment with him.”  Well, I was being more truthful than I just was, but still embellishing a little.  “He said he’d look into it.”
 
“I tink I understand.  You want meet with boss of Nikolai?”
 
“Exactly.  Nothing is set up yet, but so far, so good.”  Meaning I was still alive with all appendages in tact.  “I expect him to come by again tomorrow morning after he checks on his boss’s availability.”
 
Ping questioned where all this could lead.  She was doubtful they would back off, but I tried to explain that there was a lot more to business than making the quick buck.  If I could outline a better marketing plan with a more sensible profit structure, along with penetration strategies into markets never explored, I think they may abandon their strong-arm tactics.  She had a very puzzled look on her face, which was pretty much the way I really thought myself but wanted to build some confidence in her.   Somehow she trusted me and foolishly thought I might have things under control.  
 
We crossed the street and took a break at an open-air bar.  It was just after eleven and with more news coming out about a virus that was spreading all over Asia, I thought early immunization would be helpful.
 
“Two Coronas,” I ordered.
 
Ping wanted to know more about my plans.  She and her family had been willing to throw in the towel and move on when I arrived.  I had never discussed anything with them or about getting involved.  Frankly, I had never planned it nor had I known enough about the situation to give it any thought beyond wanting to hear them describe what the deal was after I got settled in.  But that morning when Nikolai came in, so rough and demanding, taking advantage of a meek and quiet family, and to see Ping practically threatened in front of me, was too much to bear.  Without thinking I had spoken up and improvised a story on the spot.  That’s how I write, so I had plenty of practice.
 
“No big problem if we need leave,” Ping was explaining.  “We go Korat and work business there.”
 
This time I was the one not understanding, so I pressed her for more explanation.
 
“We have big-big family.  Everyone own business.  In Korat there is family with construction and family with restaurant.  We could work them.”
 
“Okay,” I said.  “Gotcha.  But is that what you really want?”
 
“Yaa-es.”  That’s how she says ‘yes’ when she wants to emphasize it.  “But what you say, ‘gotcha’?  What that mean?”
 
“It’s just bad English.  It means I understand.  Like in, I got you, I understand what you’re saying.  I shouldn’t be teaching you bad English, but that’s one of the slangs we use.”
 
She lit up, smiling.  She liked the sound of it.
 
“Oh, okay… gotcha!”  She laughed at the sound and said it again.  “Gotcha!”
 
“So, again, is that what you really want?  To go away and work for your relatives somewhere else?”
 
“We no mind.  It be safe and we still work.  It be good to be with big family again.”
 
I just wasn’t buying it.  To give up a successful business, just walk away and let some goons win?  And in such a beautiful setting!  I know of Korat, mostly known now as Nakhon Ratchasima, a pretty big city north of Bangkok.  We had visited there last time I came out for a visit and, compared to what they have here in Patong, it wouldn’t be my next choice.  Or my choice after that.  Ratchasima is the third largest city in the country, all business and not a tourist destination.  The sights, restaurants and everything else you think of for a destination vacation and that tourists come to see are along the Adaman Sea or the Gulf of Thailand.  Chang Mai, in the northern mountains, might be the target for most American ex-pats, but Ratchasima?  Not.
 
“I hope you realize,” I said to Ping after having my mind drift off a bit on Thai tourism interests, “I never expected to get so involved in this whole matter.  But standing there the other day, watching this arrogant Ruski treat you and your family so crudely, I just reflexively interjected to try to diffuse the situation. “  About to go on, I could see the puzzled look on her fact and only then realized I was using words clearly over her head.
 
“I no gotcha,” she said.
 
“I’m sorry.  My fault.”  I tried to think of simpler words.  “I never expected to get myself involved with Nikolai.  But now I am.  And I think I came up with an idea that might take him and any of the Russian gang completely out of the picture.  I think I can make them go bye-bye.”
 
She nodded her head in understanding.
 
“It’s a little far-fetched, “ then I caught myself again, “a little goofy, but if things go well tomorrow morning, I’ll know I’m on to something – my idea might work.”
 
Ping knew I wrote fiction, a pack of lies, is how I would describe it to her.  Though she couldn’t read English well enough to get absorbed in a novel, I had explained many times how I try to create stories that are true to life, believable, and usually help some shmuck out of a difficult situation he got himself into.  She knew I was playing this game the same way.  But this time, I was the shmuck and I didn’t want to tell her that.
 
“Be careful, please.”  That was all she could say.  It was all I could think.
 
 
 
 

NINE
 
 
As evening fell here I knew that morning was just dawning back home. I knew Doug should be home by now unless they were still pulling extended shifts.  I told myself I’d call him after I got a little more done with my searches on-line for more business lingo and a few Thai laws on Americans investing in Thailand.  I didn’t need a perfect story, I knew Nikolai would never know what I was talking about, making two of us, but throw enough specific words around and he’d think I was a person to reckon with.
 
Ping was working her afternoon and night shift today, so she’d be tied up until one or two in the morning.  Our trip back from the beach was uneventful and I kept my eyes open the whole way.  Except for the four beaches we passed on the twenty-minute ride, I hadn’t missed much.  Most of the areas between beaches were “sim-sim”, as the Thai say.  The same.  Crowded streets and sidewalks cluttered with mostly street food vendors, clothes, watch, jewelry and fruit juice hawkers, and motor scooters, some parked along the side, more zipping around your sides and some coming at you on the wrong side of the street.  I wanted to shut my eyes again but saw no benefit.  If we go, we go.
 
It also dawned on me that I was the only guy being scootered by a girl.  I reflected on my words to Nikolai:  “I don’t follow trends, I start them.”
 
Back in my room, I was jotting down as many buzz words and factors I could find.  BOI – Board of Investment, AEC – Asian Economic Community, The Investment Promotion Act of B.E. 2520, (their years are different than ours, or anyone else’s for that matter) a ten million Baht minimum investment for sole proprietorship, which l think I just miss by ten million Baht.  I learned that Thailand is a Kingdom.  I better get that straight if I’m to be convincing.  I may never need them, but I wanted to know these terms if necessary.
 
With my buzz words committed to mind I turned my attention to the real issue.  What was I trying to do?  What story can I possibly come up with that would convince Nikolai to get me to his boss and then his boss to think it would be worth laying off on pressuring the Papaya Garden for payments?
 
And might there be a way to get them out of the way permanently?
 
If I were writing a book this would all fascinate me.  It’s the challenge of putting to paper a scheme that seems reasonable to the reader, even if it’s impossible in reality.  Think of the “Oceans Eleven” and sequels up to “Oceans Twenty Two”, or whatever they’re up to now.  We all fall for it while engrossed in the story but we never hear of anyone really pulling off anything even remotely resembling those plots.  Likely because we never hear from anyone again who’d try some of those things.  
 
If I pull this off, I’ll surely put it in a book.  Coming soon to a bookstore near you!  Watch for it.
 
“Are you hungry?”  Ping poked her head in the door.  It was about two hours ago I had joined her downstairs for a basil-beef-rice and five other side dishes.  
 
“No, I’m good for the night.  But thanks.”
 
“Are you shore?”  It’s the smile that get’s me, the food I can resist.
 
“Really, I never eat as often as I do here.  Besides, I still have a lot to do and I know you’re working hard, so I’ll pass.”  But her eyes implored me to accept something.  “If you can bring me a little Soju, I can always find room for that.”
 
She went off and returned five minutes later with a ceramic Asian tumbler of ice-cold Soju, a shot glass and a lemon twist.  I had taught her the lemon twist thing, all Asians use lime wedges for drinks, food and snacking, so she reached for a lime.  I wanted to tell her that I was afraid of getting Lime disease, but I knew she wouldn’t “gotcha”.  I had told her that lemon was the garnish for me.  There were cucumber and pineapple slices spread artistically on the side of the serving plate anyway.  She knew by now that I didn’t like silkworms with my Soju regardless of the tradition here, so there were none of them.
 
Then she returned to work and I thought I’d try to touch base with Doug.  Oddly enough, the hometown shooting wasn’t weighing on my mind.  The Russian situation here was of much more concern.  But I was still interested in the latest and there was one simple thought I had wanted to pass on to him.  Since my phone was working here, I dialed his number figuring it was about eight thirty in the morning there.  
 
“Yo, Yo,” Doug got in again as he picked up my call.  “What go, Yo?”  That was a new one on me.
 
“Hey – we’re doing all right here.  Beautiful beaches, cheap food and great girlfriends, though I’ve cut down to just one.”
 
He smiled at that.  “I think you did that about a year ago.”
 
I had to agree.
 
“Doug, this morning, or last night for you, you rushed off for some gunshots.  What happened?”
 
“Oh, Gheesh!  What a drag.  I bust my back getting there, sending a couple of cars into the ditch on the way, only to arrive and see everyone else pulling away.  No gunshots.  It was at a garage and some kid with a souped-up strange looking car was revving it up, backfiring like it was Fourth of July.  Sorry I had to cut you off for that.”
 
The press must have had a heyday on that, I thought.  I was following just enough to know that the reporters were merciless on the FBI’s failure to have any information to put out and they were admittedly, without any clues to share thus far.  Chasing wild geese wouldn’t fare very well.
 
“Well, at least you got home early, not like the last few nights.  How’s that for making lemonade?”  I’m often criticized for having too rosy an outlook.
 
“Not bad, actually.  I’ve been so sleep deprived I think I hallucinate half the time during the day.  Like I’m staring at my computer screen building data on vehicles seen in the area before turning in last night and next thing I know, I’m thinking I got a text from you asking me to share some insight on infiltrating and disemboweling the Russian Mafia and some oligarchs on the international stage while you’re scootering around on vacation.  Now where would that come from?”
 
I was trying to think back to how I had phrased my text.  Surely I didn’t make it sound so magnificent.  Or did I?
 
Doug continued, “So my question is; what international, uber sleuth, has brought you into their confidence and is partnering with you on such a sensitive, international matter?”
 
I knew Doug was gritting his teeth, shaking his head and making a fist.  It was an inaudible that only an audiophile would hear.  So I continued my pause, waiting for him to calm down a bit.
 
“What have you gotten yourself into this time?” he asked with a strained voice.
 
“Just helping my girlfriend and her family out.  Seems like a faction of the Russian mob came to town and they’re trying to squeeze some of the small businesses in the area, including Ping’s family restaurant.  I jumped in to see if I could diffuse the situation, but it looks like it will take a little more work.”
 
So we got into it.  I explained the details of the Russian mobsters trying a typical “insurance” extortion scam and that Ping’s family couldn’t afford to go along with it if they wanted to.  They were now thinking that selling the business might be best, but since I like staying here when I come, I decided to interject myself into the middle of the fray and save the day, pretending I was about to buy the place.  I paused to let it sink in.
 
“All that must seem perfectly reasonable, no?” I finally asked, thinking to myself, not.
 
“Oh, perfectly,” responded Doug.  “So you own a restaurant in Thailand now?”
 
“No, no.  I’m a cautious investor.  I’m still investigating.  Tomorrow I meet this gentleman again, hoping he will set me up to meet his superior.  I know all the buzz words that any savvy investor would know and I think I can pull this whole thing off and if I do, you can read about it in my next book.”
 
There was silence for a while, then Doug said, “I gotta tell you, Yo.  If I’m catching the drift of what you’re telling me, you’re into some stuff that I couldn’t, no, wouldn’t help you with even if I could.  I can’t even imagine where the bottom of this cesspool would be.  Are you crazy?”
 
Why would he have doubted that, I wondered?
 
“Well, yeah!  Look at how I live – on a sailboat, but I don’t sail, I write books that don’t sell, I have a girlfriend in Thailand and know four words in Thai, and you might be my best friend.  I think the verdict’s in.”  Yeah, I might be a little crazy.
 
“Yo, you’re over your head.  Even the CIA loses operatives planted in the Russian mob.  Why are you messing with this?”
 
“Doug, it’s not the entire Russian syndicate I’m messing with.  There’s a goon here, a hit man, working for a bigger goon.  There’s no reason for me to think this goes much higher up.  It’s a typical shakedown aimed at small business owners to pay up or they see funny things happen to their business.  It’s right out of a Brooklyn Mafioso’s playbook.”  
 
But I knew he was right.  I was over my head.  I was hoping Doug might have ties to some resources that may help in creating a strategy.  It was a long shot, but so wasn’t everything about this. So I went in for more.
 
“You know, I lived in Brooklyn and worked for a few business owners there.  I know how the game works and there was a time when the mob always won.  But that petty stuff is almost gone now.  The Mafia’s cut down to a fraction of what it was, and you want to know why?”  I didn’t wait for his answer.  “Because the smart mob heads saw the writing on the wall and they all went legit.  The one’s that didn’t are writing letters home from their cells.  It was easy for family heads to go legit, they had money!  Why keep knocking heads, killing off your best men and ending up in the slammer when all you really have to do is put some solid money into some legitimate businesses?  It’s New York City!  One of the best business incubators in the word!”
 
“So you think you’re Rudy Giuliani?”  Doug finally broke in.  “Gonna’ bring down the Russian version of the Cosa Nostra that’s now operating in Thailand, not exactly one of the worlds leading incubators of business.”
 
Well, he had a point there.  I didn’t have the reach or power Giuliani had back then and the socio-economic situation in Thailand was more reminiscent of the early 20’s and 30’s of New York.  I may be a little too “east coast” but here, Thailand was the wild west for the mob.  
 
“I’m not that ambitious.  What I want to do now is get some background on how these Ruski’s think, how they’re organized.  You’ve attended seminars and conferences on international law enforcement issues, I remember you telling me.  So I’m asking you if you have any insight or can tell me where I might turn to get any of this kind of information.  Pretend I’m writing a book and this is research I need.”
 
Doug was thinking, I could hear it.  It’s not like I’m asking for the CIA files, just some insight into Russian criminal thinking that the public wouldn’t likely be aware of.  The Internet is great, but I’d trust some guidance from trained law enforcement personnel before I’d trust every posting from couch potatoes who’ve seen too many movies.
 
‘Well, there’s nothing I know,” he finally responded.  “I never went to any of those workshops, but I’ve met a few who have.  Let me see if I have any contact info and I’ll text it to you.  But I doubt they could really help much.  These are just workshops we go to and they try to keep us abreast of what’s happening.  They don’t open classified files and let everyone pour through them.  They don’t lay out any strategies for beating them.”
 
“That’s great!  That’s all I can ask.  I just want to sound informed and not stand in front of some corrupt oligarch, looking like a nincompoop.  I think that’s a Russian word, isn’t it?”
 
“Sounds more Polish to me.  Anyway, when would you need this by?”
 
“Tonight, by midnight or so.  I should be up until then at least.”
 
I could hear Doug sigh.  But then he said, “Okay, I wish I had another day or so, but I’ll see what I can do today and get back to you this evening.”
 
I knew there was something missing here and it came to me pretty quick.
 
“Doug, I’m talking my midnight.  That’s in a few hours.”
 
Doug went off on a little tirade at that, but I’ve heard it all before.  When he calmed down I thanked him profusely and quickly changed the subject to something he might like.  Throwing the dog a bone.
 
“Back to your little dilemma of tracing and interviewing the drivers of those vehicles.  How are you doing on that again?”
 
“Today we’ll go out and begin the interviews.  Not very promising, but it has to be done and it beats directing traffic.”
 
“I was starting to ask you the other day about the van carrying the “Beach Auto” sign on it’s side.  Have you ID’d the driver yet?  You going to interview him, or her, today?”
 
“Already done.”
 
I didn’t think I heard him right.  Why so fast, I wondered.
 
“Why so fast?” I asked.
 
“We ID’d the driver rather quickly.  It was a David Duffner, the Service Manager over at Beach Auto.  We recognized the name immediately.   His wife was one of the victims and we had contacted him within the first few hours of the shooting to inform him.”
 
There was a connection I hadn’t expected, but found interesting.
 
“So we called in the officer who had informed Mr. Duffner and had him review what was said.  Turns out he dropped his wife off at the church, went in briefly to deliver something to the pastor, talked to a few of his friends there and then left as they were getting started.  Poor guy.  Lost his wife of twenty-two years.  Seems like he just got out in time, but according to the officer, he seemed genuinely shocked and surprised when the lead FBI detectives arrived to inform him.”
 
I was floored.  He dropped his wife off, spoke with a few friends and left, just in time. One might think, “What are the odds?”  But I throw odds out the window when I suspect someone planned the whole thing.  And I did, more now than before.  Feigning surprise and shock would be routine.
 
“Are you going to follow-up with more questions?  Tell me it’s not over.”
 
“No, it’s not over.  We’ll follow up later and he’ll remain on the P.O.I. list, but the guy needs some grieving time.  So far, his story makes sense.  But why?  What’re you getting at?”
 
“I admit it’s another long-shot, but what isn’t?”  I suddenly felt sorry for this David Duffner.  He just drops his wife off, say’s hello to some friends and maybe an hour or two later there’s a couple of Feds at his door telling him he doesn’t have to pick up his wife at the church, though it probably never went down just that way.  More likely that he returned to pick her up only to be greeted by all the commotion and barriers and whatnot.  I felt worse for him the faster my mind put it all together.  I was beginning to feel bad about suspecting him.  But I was already stepping in it so I may as well continue.
 
“I couldn’t get the thought of “Beach Auto” out of my mind.  We all know it.  Every time we travel up or down 17 Bypass, it stands out like one big flower garden.  Only it’s a balloon garden.  They must have a few hundred cars out on display everyday and tied to the antennas are all these balloons floating around.  Am I right?”
 
“Sure, you’re right,” he said, glad to be finally off the subject of my Russian experiment.  “So what about it?”
 
“Well, I’m thinking.  Whoever this was that pulled it off, they were good.  No traces of anything.  No hair, no skin, no footprints, no fingerprints, no casings, on and on.  My guess is they wore workman’s booties over their shoes, gloves, a no-brainer, a hat, mask and even a lightweight, protective body suit.  Almost like a HAZMET outfit, but it wouldn’t have to be quite so extreme.   When I passed through Nirita, I saw a lot of cleaning people with covering like this. Then, when the shooter exits, it all comes off and they get rid of it, without a trace.”
 
I was proud of myself.
 
“That’s pretty basic.  I think the FBI, the Surfside Police, the Horry County Sheriff and staff, Ed Hawthorne, who cleans the sinks and toilets at our station, the third grade Surfside class and a few other astute detective types think pretty much the same thing.”
 
“C’mon, Doug.  Sure, the protective clothing at this point is a no-brainer.  But how to get rid of it with no trace, and so fast?  I think I know.”
 
“They probably burned it all or sank it all somewhere.  Maybe buried it, but why go to all that work when burning or sinking is so much easier?”
 
“Because those methods don’t do the job anymore.  Eventually, the authorities find it.  Happens all the time.  This shooter was smarter than that and knew they had to get rid of the evidence fast and sure.”
 
“Okay,” Doug pressed, still with me, “so what’s the gig?”
 
“The initials!  You told me ‘h’, ‘e’, then you thought a little matter of the ‘h’ being a capital ‘H’ might be of interest.  Well it is.   Big time!  You see, while you all thought it must be a name, and you pushed this Hector guy as a result, I thought of another angle.  I remembered my high school chemistry class.”
 
He wasn’t getting it, I can tell.
 
“Doug, ‘H-e’, ring a bell?”
 
He thought.  He said, “No.”
 
“Your Periodic Table.  Remember how exciting that was to memorize?  Wow, I was so thrilled to learn that ‘O’ was oxygen, ‘H’ was hydrogen, and H2O was water!  Wow, wow, wow!  And I had been spelling it wrong all those years.”  He wasn’t laughing so I pressed on.  “So what was ‘He’?”
 
“Helium.”  He said it rather dry.  “And that’s my mystery writers’ breakthrough?  A van from a car dealer that uses balloons to advertise their cars is seen in the area and the driver must be the shooter because they have access to helium balloons.  How insightful.”
 
I sensed that he wasn’t impressed yet.
 
“But think of it.  There aren’t many ways to ditch the kind of evidence the shooter had to get rid of, and fast too.  How many of these plans are foiled because the police eventually find guns in ponds or streams, or they find ashes that can be analyzed and traced back?  This guy, or shooter, maybe a gal, was very smart.  They left the scene cleaner than any others that I’ve known about.  If it were me, or if I were writing this story, I’d have a few dozen balloons or more tied together and ready to go in the back of the van.  I burst out of the building, take off all of my protective coverings in about thirty seconds, stuff them in a bag, hang the AR-15 on a hook or fast tie a knot, and let her loose!  I can get in the van, drive off, and even if stopped by the police, there wouldn’t be a trace of evidence.  Not even powder marks on my hands.”
 
Doug was thinking.  That’s a good sign.
 
I added, “You know, this time of year almost all winds are offshore breezes.  That means the shooter would probably know the whole thing would float out to sea.  Wouldn’t work any other way.  And as the Service Manager, he had access to all supplies, I’m sure.  Sneaking a few dozen helium balloons out the door would be an easy thing.”
 
“But, Yo, this guy lost his wife.  He evidently lost some friends too.  What kind of an animal would wipe out that many people, probably all of whom he knew, including a wife and friends, just to settle a score with one person?  Or for whatever other motive he may have had.  But if we’re going to stereo-type here, which is frankly how we do it in most investigations, he likely had it in for his wife, but only her.  So why wipe out all the others?”
 
“Funny,” I said after a few seconds of thought, “it didn’t seem to stop you all from thinking Hector was a likely suspect.  You thought it was reasonable for him to wipe out everyone just to get at his wife.”
 
There was no response to that.  Reasonable points often get no reply.
 
We had talked long enough, so Doug said he’d give it some thought and maybe, he said, “maybe”, which is a big qualifier, he’d introduce it at a meeting tomorrow.  He thought the whole idea pretty shallow, but promised to consider it more.  Then I reminded him of trying to get me a contact for some Russian mob advice and we said goodbye.
 
When I first thought of the balloon thing, I thought of it as an interesting possibility worth checking out, not taking it very seriously myself, but wanting to contribute anything I could.  But after explaining in detail to Doug, I thought I might be on to something.  It made perfect sense to me now.
 
But one trouble at a time.  I had to get back to preparing for Nikolai tomorrow.
_____________________________
 
About two hours later, my phone rang.  A number I had never seen.
 
“Hello.  This is Yo.”
 
“Yo, this is Trooper Lieutenant McClellen, of the South Carolina State Police.  I was just talking with a friend of yours, and he must be a very good friend because anyone but a very good friend would have never made such a fool of himself as he just did.”
 
This might not go very well, I thought.
 
“I’m not quite following.  Can you explain a little better?”
 
“Mr. Yo, if I may call you that, I’m busy.  I had just finished our morning briefing here when your friend called and explained that you’re in some kind of fix with what you think is the Russian Mob in Thailand.  Can you, in about two sentences, tell me what you think I might be able to help you with?  Remember, I work for South Carolina, not the CIA or any National Secret Service division.  I attend seminars on some foreign matters to expand my awareness, that’s all.”
 
I was tempted to acknowledge the depth of his ignorance, but thought I’d take another tack.
 
“Briefly, I’m a writer and I’m getting some background on the state of organized crime in Russia today, particularly with a view to their expanding into other countries with shakedowns similar to our former Costra Nostra.”  That’s one sentence, created on the spot, so I hope it came out all right.  “While here in Thailand for some further research, I stumbled into an actual situation of the kind I was creating for a novel, and wonder if there are any authorities I could turn to here without compromising my safety by informing the wrong cop, if you know what I mean.”
 
“First off, I think you’re full of it,” he began.  Not a very encouraging start.  “According to your friend, you didn’t actually ‘stumble’ into the situation, you put yourself there.  Secondly, if I follow him correctly, you’re actually trying to go up the ladder and pose some kind of phony baloney story that you think would resolve the issue.  Am I following him correctly?  
 
I winced.  Then I replied, “Now that you put it that way, it sounds a little more accurate.”
 
“All right, so here it is.  Yes, I think I can help you.  We pay money to attend these groups and we expect to walk away with a little meaningful information.  In the case of ‘Insights and Current Status of Russian Corruption’, my last course, we expect to be let in on information not generally circulated, maybe even classified.  So knowing your project, if you want to be realistic and believable, here’s my contribution:
 
“Check with your airline.  No matter what the charges are, change your reservation back to the US and leave tonight.”
 
Then he hung up.
 
 
 
 

TEN
 
 
I was eating an early breakfast with Ping, just the two of us.  She was having red curry pork with rice and papaya salad, I was having their version of French Toast.
 
“He’ll be here at eight o’clock,” I said, with the utmost confidence that he wouldn’t be a minute late.  I had at least learned that about Russian business ethics.  “So I’d rather you not be around, but if you insist on staying, play along with anything I say.  Even if it sounds bizarre or not at all true, just look meek.”
 
That sounded good to me.  She didn’t understand a word and just sat there looking at me, noticeably not understanding.
 
“I’m not telling things that are true.  I’m building on a story because I have to get to Nikolai’s boss.  Nikolai doesn’t have the authority or the brains to make any decision.  He only knows to follow orders or else he doesn’t get anywhere in his organization.”
 
I was afraid of that, but this is her business after all.  She had every right to be here at every step.
 
“Okay.  It’s pretty easy.  I need you to go along with everything as if we’ve already talked about it.  If Nikolai should ask you anything, act like you don’t understand.  His English is worse than mine and he’ll understand.”  She seemed to be getting it.  I was getting good at reading her face.  “And can you pass me the toilet paper?”
 
She looked a little puzzled so I pointed to the roll.
 
“Oh,” she said, “we call tissue.”
 
They may call it tissue, but it’s a roll of toilet paper, the standard napkin provided at most eating places.  The better ones, like the Papaya Garden, would usually have a decorative can to cover over the roll, or sometimes have a dispenser of individual sections of toilet paper, but all up and down Thailand, toilet tissue ruled.  We were seated at the last table in back where the help usually ate.  So at this table they didn’t bother with a cover.
 
She handed me the toilet roll and I decided to make one more point with her.
 
“If Nikolai speaks directly to you, back up everything I say and under no circumstances, don’t ever agree to any lesser offer he may make.  He may lower the payment he wants every week, but don’t fall for it.  He needs to think that your family can’t afford his price at any level.  He needs to think that selling or taking me on as a partner is the only way you can remain.  He doesn’t want you to fail, but he’d like to see you struggle while you support him.”
 
It took another two translations, but she eventually ‘gotcha’.
_________________________________
 
The interviews of most of the P.O.I.’s had gone well with Doug doing three of them himself.  Since speaking with Yo earlier, he kind of wished he could call on Mr. Duffner, but as he had explained to Yo, Duffner’s current status was a closed file.  It could be opened easy enough if more evidence came out that might implicate him, but the theory of balloons and protective clothing didn’t seem to be enough, Doug thought.  He was really lamenting the fact that he was so far down on the totem pole as far as development of the case.  He was the Chief Detective of the town where the murders took place.  He should know more, he thought.
 
He had broached the idea of balloons being used from the “Beach Auto” truck at the morning’s meeting, kind of floated the idea by them you might say.  But everyone contained their laughter and acted like he was presenting a reasonable scenario that might tip the balance in favor of re-addressing Mr. Duffner’s interview.  Special Agent Kelly tactfully put it down.  What they really needed was evidence, hard, physical evidence, not some half-hatched theory of how the evidence may have been dumped.  Make that ‘deployed’ since the idea was that the evidence literally floated away.  A good theory won’t even get an indictment, let alone a conviction.  
 
So Doug was back at his station when he wanted to be going home, but thought he’d pursue a little investigating of Duffner on his own.  The key might be to find out how happy the Duffner couple really was in spite of what he claimed.  Spousal disputes are always the first place to start if one or the other is murdered.
 
A quick search of Horry County Probate Court records and Doug found no indications of an attempt to file for separation or divorce.  He was also able to confirm that they were legally married in the same county, so there was no need to search other databases.  He would be sure to include some casual questions to other P.O.I.’s as he interviewed them.  If it turned out any of these people knew the Duffner’s, he could probe to see if anyone was aware of any friction in the Duffner household.  But that would have to wait for another day.  So that left both Criminal and Civil Court records along with Police reports on file.  Sometimes, even happily married couples go through a tough time, get into fights and there’s either physical abuse or a request for a temporary restraining order.  Things may patch up between them, but the complaint or disturbance call stays on record.
 
“Working late again, Detective Forester?”  It was Special Agent Kelly’s voice, sounding every bit as tired as he was.  Doug was surprised he was at Surfside Station and not his newer and better digs uptown.  He turned to greet Kelly.
 
“Who isn’t?  It’s kind of embarrassing to be this far into it and not have any good leads to report.  I feel the pressure, so I can’t imagine what it’s doing to you.”
 
Kelly rolled his eyeballs responding to the biggest understatement of the year.
 
“You wouldn’t believe the crap I’m getting from back home.  And the President with his tweets, there’s no secret that my butt’s on the line.”
 
Doug could imagine that.  Although he’s been too busy to have any shoot-the-breeze time with his friends since this whole thing started, he gets it from everyone he runs into, from the coffee shop to the gas pump to the passersby on the street when he’s doing traffic control.  Without Yo tending bar at Deck 383, there’s no solace at night as no one is as good a listener as Yo.  If he dared to stop by for a nightcap without Yo there, Doug knew he’d be their verbal punching bag for the night.  They’d be all over him about the lack of progress made so far.
 
“What are you working on?”  Kelly asked out of curiosity.
 
Doug reddened a bit, embarrassed to admit what he was searching for.
 
“Oh, just some extra-credit points I’m trying for.  You know how that works.”  He was hoping this wouldn’t go any further.
 
“I do,” said Kelly, “that’s how I rose in my rank.  I like your spirit.”  Then he moved in closer, spying Doug’s screen.
 
He could see Doug had the Court records up and was almost done typing in the URL for the Myrtle Beach Police records site.  This was so basic to the investigation procedures that no doubt other officers have already been through these steps.  Having another officer repeat the process off-hours could easily be taken as an insult if the search was on any subject assigned to somebody else.  And Duffner was definitely Kelly’s assignment even though he likely had a pool of assistants that did the actual work.  All of this was running through Doug’s head as his mind raced to come up with some kind of cover.
 
“Just dotting a few i’s and crossing a few t’s before going home.  Nothing really important.”
 
But Kelly’s eyes had already anchored on the name, “Duffner” on the screen.  Doug knew it was too late to hurriedly change screens, it would have been too obvious.  Then Kelly laid a finger on the screen at Duffner’s name and glared at Doug for an explanation.
 
“I know it was discussed briefly this morning, but something keeps nagging me about this idea of balloons being used to get rid of the evidence.  Connect that with the fact that ‘Beach Auto’ probably goes through a thousand or more of these balloons a week, we have Duffner driving their van to the church, going in and talking with a number of the victims, which would be a perfect alibi if a hair sample or footprint had been errantly left behind.  He manages the entire garage and can easily have say over how the van gets used, so he could have taken the van and used it that night.  Plus, he had access to all the balloons and helium.  It’s true he lost his wife and a few other friends in the shooting.  But why would you drop him as a P.O.I.?  With all these connections and access to what he needed, I’m sure interested in him.”
 
Kelly had to smirk, not out of sarcasm but out of embarrassment.  He was caught too.
 
“Forester, at ease.  You weren’t the only one having a nagging doubt about our Mr. Duffner.  I put your idea down this morning maybe a little too fast.  I could see a few suppressed smiles and we’ve all been frustrated.  Frankly, all I could think of was getting out of that briefing.”  He patted Doug on his shoulder then continued.  “I put a couple of my people on doing all the research you’re doing now.  We’re probably way ahead of you, so why don’t you go on home to your wife and we can talk tomorrow.”
 
Doug was relieved.  “If that’s an order to go on home to my wife, you’ve got about five minutes to find me one.  And make sure she’s a good one.”
 
Kelly would have no way of knowing the marital status of each person involved and under his command.  They both laughed cordially, dispelling any tension that might have existed.
 
“After the briefing tomorrow morning,” Kelly said, “change whatever plans you had and come with me uptown.  I could use you in a little more responsible role.”
_______________________________
 
At two minutes before eight o’clock, I saw Nikolai and Pasha walking towards the Papaya Garden.  This time Pasha didn’t stop at the door, he accompanied Nikolai inside and two espressos were ordered.  This might be trouble for me.
 
I turned to Quam, the waitress of the hour, and told her very plainly, “Get payment first, please.”
 
I wasn’t her boss, I didn’t even work there, but she knew I was Ping’s boyfriend and that I seemed to be somehow getting involved in the business.  So she jotted out a bill quickly, sheepishly bowed her head and presented it to Nikolai, to which Nikolai scoffed at, took out a thousand baht note, about thirty-three dollars, and made a show of being nonplused and rich.  At least he made up for the last few days along with a generous tip.
 
While the transaction was taking place, I fiddled with my phone, put it on record again, and laid it casually on the table.
 
“You buy restaurant, no?”  Nikolai asked in his naturally deep-throated manner.
 
“No.  Why would you say that?”
 
“You order girl around as you own place.”  He twirled his forefinger as if to say that was a natural conclusion.  But I needed him to buy my story and really believe that I was contemplating purchasing the place.
 
“Let’s just say that I’m acting manager for now.  If I’m going to buy, I want a real feel for the place.”
 
He nodded his head in understanding.
 
“What I need to know now,” I said authoritatively, riding the wave I hoped I had created, “is when can I see your boss?”  I knew Nik’ hated the reference to him having a boss, so it just flowed naturally off my tongue.
 
Ruffled, but controlling himself, he raised himself up a bit before telling me.
 
“No one wants see you.  You deal with me.”
 
I let it go for a brief pause.  Then as kindly as I could muster, I went on to explain.
 
“The more I see of this establishment and the area, the more I like it.  The numbers aren’t good, if they were, why would the place be for sale?  All it would take is a small influx of cash, possible partnering with the current owners as they’re Thai and the
Kingdom extends a few benefits to them that I wouldn’t enjoy by myself.
 
“Talking of the Kingdom of Thailand tax structure and consideration to foreign investors, the Treaty of Amity, the FBA, profit margins, bottom lines and a host of other necessary considerations with you would be like you trying to discuss how to make the best pirogues with me.   Catch my drift?  So I need to talk with your boss, or whatever you want to call him.  Or her.”
 
I think the “or her” really hit a nerve.  To think of the Great Nikolai answering to a woman would be the lowest humiliation for him that I could imagine.
 
The two espressos were delivered as we respected a few moments of silence.  I’m sure Nik was rapidly digesting everything I had said and frantically trying to put some words together that might re-establish his upper hand.  I was too.
 
“You take me to be foolish.  An idiot, ya?”
 
“Not at all.  But you’re not a businessman.  You may be very good at what you do, and I’m sure your career is secure.  But before I make a business decision, I need to know where I stand with your organization and I think, if I can talk to the person at the top, I can show them a better way that we can both make more money.  And no one would ever go to a Thai prison.  I’m sure you’ve heard of them.”
 
He put his head down, with little doubt he was giving thought to the prison thing.  He took a sip of his espresso that was paid for.  He rolled his eyes up toward me and spoke.
 
“You make first payment and I see what I can do.”
 
“No.  No payment.  I’m about ready to leave, I can be out of here tonight, but I’d really be passing on a good opportunity if I could put my plan in place.  But I need your organization’s backing, not yours.”  Then I thought of a kicker.  “If I’m forced to leave tonight, you can be sure I’ll be posting your picture, and Pasha’s here,” Pasha had yet to speak, “along with a description of your tactics and your refusal to pass on a winning business plan to your boss.  I’ll have it all in Thai.  There’s no doubt I have access to any number of translators.  Then I’ll alert the local businesses and the local police through Tweets, Instagram, Facebook, Pinterest and every other social media outlet that my thirteen-year old niece can point out to me.”  I paused for effect, then added, “I think your life would get interesting fast,” 
 
Nikolai recognized he was being belittled and had to stop this parade of insults.  Plus, if there was any truth to what I was saying, it might go better for him if he changed directions slightly.  He slowly responded.
 
“You want see head of organization.  How you know this organization?  Maybe just me and Pasha, or maybe one other. Why you call, ‘organization’?”
 
“Maybe I use the term loosely, but I’m sure there’s someone over you.  If there wasn’t you’d have been on me to explain my plan on how you can make even more profits with little risk from law enforcement.”  I was thrilled at the sudden direction the discussion took.  It was much more in line with what I would need to hear later on my recordings.
 
Nikolai thought pensively while downing his espresso.  He nodded his head contemplatively.  Then he said, “Boss may not want talk to you.”
 
“C’mon Nik,” I said, continuing to play the superior role.  “If you tell him that I want to help both him and myself, that he might be able to make more money with less risk, of course he’d want to see me.  He’d probably want to kill you if he ever found out you stood in the way.  Unless, of course, you don’t think that’s in his nature.”
 
“My comrade,” said sarcastically enough, “you don’t scare me.  My superior trust my judgment, I assure you.”
 
“So you’re comfortable with him, or her, accepting your judgment. You don’t want to arrange a meeting for me, with him?  Or her?  Whose decision is it on matters like this?  Yours or his, or hers?”
 
“I make decision.  Patong is my territory.”
 
“If you were in his shoes, or hers,” I paused slightly to let the insult rub in, then interrupted myself.  “By the way, do you answer to a woman?”
 
“No woman.  I no answer to woman.  There is man I talk with who is my superior for now.  We talk, we consult.  I no answer anyone else.”
 
“Okay, so if you were in HIS shoes, how would you treat your man in the field if he held back information or a meeting that may have made you a lot of money, and be a safer arrangement than always bucking the law?  What would you do?”
 
He was thinking.  I could tell because he downed the last of his espresso and then turned his eyes toward Pasha as if considering how he would treat Pasha for such insubordinance. 
 
“I might disappear him,” he replied, still looking at Pasha, and then breaking out in a disturbing laugh.  “Yes, I might arrange for quick disappearance.”
 
“So that means, you’ll arrange for me to meet?  What is his name, Nikolai?”
 
“His name of no importance at this time.  I will talk this afternoon.  See me tonight at The Lemmongrass and I will tell you answer. “  With that he rose, Pasha gulped down his last sips, and they headed out, no specific time mentioned.  Then Nikolai turned as he exited and uttered one more warning.
 
“You may regret meeting.”
 
______________________________
 
 
With that, I had the rest of the morning and all afternoon to begin my “presentation”.  I would hope I’d have a day or two more as I had a lot of work to do and was still all over the Internet trying to understand Russian thinking and protocol.  My whole story would be a contrived piece of baloney, so I better gain this guy’s respect.
 
For a long trip to Thailand to visit with my girlfriend, we were getting precious few hours together.  She had had a whole agenda laid out for us, but this situation certainly took precedence.  I had involved myself without even asking Ping, but at this point I’m glad I did.  The family was about to give up.  As hare-brained as my strategy may be, the more I got involved, the more I believed in it.
 
Today was supposed to be the day we were to spend either on Pi-Pi Island or what has come to be known as James Bond Island, since the filming of one of the most memorable scenes there.  But I had to scratch those plans otherwise I’d never be ready to meet with the big cheese, if he agreed.  So here we are, Ping and I, having a light lunch and as good a martini as I can make considering their bar stock, making the best of our little time together.
 
“How much have you told your mother?”  I knew Ping and her brothers were trying to shield their mother from any distressing developments.  But the mother knew there was trouble having had one encounter with Nikolai, and it wasn’t polite.  Thai culture is ultra-polite, but no one had informed Nikolai.  
 
“We try tell her of bad Russian.  We no tell of danger, but that we need pay Russian man or business suffer.  We try tell her what she need know, but she no, ‘gotcha’.”
 
“That may be best,” I said.  “Things will either get better, and there would be no need for her to worry, or they get worse fast, and then you’d be no worse off than you were a few days ago.  You’d have to move on or risk real trouble.  Trouble that can hurt any one of you, even your mother.”
 
I told her of the arrangement to meet up with Nikolai tonight at The Lemongrass.
 
“Do you know of it?”  I asked.
 
“Yes.  Not far.  Ten minute by scooter.”
 
Oh-oh.  More scooter time.
 
“He didn’t tell me a time, so I’m assuming that may be one of his hangouts for the night.  Would you like to go with me?  He and I should only talk a little, and we can have us a date when we’re done.”  Finally, I thought.  
 
She nodded her head happily.
 
“Yes, I go.  I drive scooter.”
 
I’m sure it’s a worn out cliché, but I said it anyway…
 
“Between scooter rides and Russians, this trip may be the death of me yet.”
 
She gotcha.
 
 
 
 
 

ELEVEN
 
 
The morning briefing was about as meaningless as the meetings of the last few days.  With no productive results, other than eliminating P.O.I.’s, there was nothing to report on, only words of encouragement to give, and they seemed shallow.  The frustration Kelly was feeling couldn’t be disguised.
 
With the meeting concluded, Doug made quick work of delegating his workload to the other officers working with him.  When informed that he’d be working directly with Special Agent Kelly, his teammates were both impressed and disappointed.  Impressed and happy for Doug as none of them liked being so far down the information stream and now Doug would be right at the top.  They had no doubt he’d be sharing more with them than the Special Agent would ever approve or know of.  But disappointed because they would lose his leadership and camaraderie.  In spite of Doug’s position as Chief of detectives, he remained one of the guys.
 
After delegating, Doug commended everyone for their dutiful work.  Seemingly unproductive, it had to be done and eliminated work that others would have to do.  He’d see them each morning at the briefings and hinted that the briefings may soon change location to Myrtle Beach, Kelly’s office.  The meeting broke up with some elbow bumps, the latest fad to ward of Coronavirus, and nods.  Then Doug headed to his new office.
 
“Reporting for duty, Special Agent.”  Doug had to wait for two cell phone calls and an email to be completed by Kelly, who seemingly did all three at once.  He was a worker.
 
“Detective Forester, glad to see you.”
 
“I wasn’t sure if that was a live or a recorded briefing this morning.  They all sound pretty much the same.”  Doug was hoping Kelly would take it with a sense of humor.  He liked going out on a limb with top brass.  That way you’re either in or out, in if they like chutzpah, out if they don’t.  But if they don’t, Doug felt he would be out soon enough anyway, so might as well test the waters.
 
Kelly gave him a cold stare but he couldn’t hold it.  He broke into a smile and rather warmly said, “Let’s hope that with you helping us, we can have some meaningful findings to share with the group tomorrow.”
 
“You’re on”, said Doug, up for the challenge.
______________________________
 
The Lemongrass was a rather nice place, to my surprise.  I didn’t take Nikolai for a connoisseur of better restaurants.  I would even say this one was easily on par with the Papaya Garden, though it’s location far away from the beach or any semblance of scenery, nestled in among other much older and dirtier appearing buildings and on another of the busy roads through Patong, would put it a star lower on the Michelin list.  Then I saw the bar, Nikolai and Pasha seemingly married to it, and I knew why it would be one of his regular haunts.  It was a real bar, quite unusual for Thailand.   Not quite the American Bar that I would put in the Papaya Garden should I ever have the chance, but a good one.
 
Ping and I wanted to take as little time with them as possible.  Since it was a nice place, we would likely stay but fade to the back and out of sight of our Russian friends.  That is, if we weren’t knocked off at some point during our conversation.  I started my phone recorder and we approached them.
 
“Good evening fellow comrades.”  That was me.  We all knew that if the day ever came that we were comrades, it would probably be because we were sharing a cell together.  Along with thirty others from what I hear about Thai prisons.  But the sarcasm wouldn’t be missed by either of them, that is, if Pasha understood a word of English.
 
Nikolai turned away from his shot glass of vodka, a half-bottle of Stoli standing proud next to it.  He greeted us with two cold eyes.
 
“My American friend and my pretty Thai girlfriend.”  He obviously wanted to get a rise out of at least one of us.  Ping nearly took the bait as her face hardened.  “You come early to party, no?  We expect you after Papaya place close.”
 
‘The only party we’ll be going to will be after this little meeting.  Were you able to get an answer for me?  Or does Sergei not talk with the little people?”
 
Pasha stood as if ready to throw a rounder.  Nikolai halted him with a raised hand, an obvious display of the tremendous self-control he was in possession of.
 
“You might change mind after we talk.  Life is short for many of us, you should stay, party and enjoy what might end soon.”
 
“If that’s why you party every night, I could understand.  But I’m here on business and want to know if your organization is willing to talk or not.  I sent you to talk with a real decision maker.  I don’t have time to putz around.”
 
“I am decision maker,” Nikolai went on, obviously offended.  “I make decision you deserve to meet with Sergei.  You will learn lesson, I’m sure, that will last lifetime.”
 
He never tires of looking like the tough guy.  But he was playing into my hand.  I wanted him to vocalize his ego trip as much as he wanted to.  It could make for some great editing later.
 
“And did you decide when and where I may meet with Mr. Sergei?”
 
“That is Mr. Svyatopolk.  Sergei is first name.  You must show respect my foolish American friend.”  Then he looked at Ping in a way I wasn’t very fond of.  “Show respect as this young, polite Thai girl shows always.  It is their culture, one that may save them from big problem.”  He gulped a shot of Stoli and continued.   “You, Mr. Yo, may be headed to big problem.”
 
“Does that mean you were fired and couldn’t get me a meeting?”  More bait for him to fall for.
 
“Enough with your disrespectful insults.  You have no idea my position or power.  I get Sergei do what I want if I think important.  Sergei, listen to me.  Everyone listen to me.”  He turned to Pasha when he said that, still leading me to believe this was an organization of only three.  There has never been a reference to any others or any reason to think there were more.  And I knew when he said, “everyone”, he sure wasn’t truthful about Sergei, so that left Pasha and only Pasha, that would ever listen to him.
 
“All right,” I said, “so let’s cut to the chase.  When can I meet with your partner?”
 
Nikolai swigged down the next Stoli, poured another so as to be ready, and then answered.
 
“If you still stupid, he will meet with you tomorrow morning ten o’clock.”
 
“Will he come to the Papaya Garden or do I go to him?”  I kind of knew the answer to this one.
 
“He will meet you at the Big Buddha.  Ten o’clock sharp.  Be wise and be early.”
 
The Big Buddha.  A gigantic white carved statue of Buddah on top of the highest hill in the Patong district.  Visible for miles and miles, I’ve often stared at it from afar, never having enough interest in exploring it, but it looks like I’d be doing just that tomorrow.
 
 So he came through.  Nik the Ruski, set me up with his boss paving the way for the story of my life.  Now I just had to come up with the story of my life.
 
“Where exactly at the Big Buddha will I meet him?  What does he look like?”
 
Nikolai scoffed.  “He will know you and meet you.  At top, very top.  At knees of Buddha.”  He seemed resolute, enjoying his upper hand of knowing things that I didn’t. Must be a new feeling for him, I thought.
 
“So, I don’t need to know what he looks like or what he’ll be wearing.  But he’ll know me.  What did you do, describe me as the best looking American on the island?”
 
That prompted another cold stare from him.  “I no say that.”
 
I’m sure he didn’t.  But he did his job, he got me the appointment.  With that, I was glad to be able to stop playing bad cop.  The old saying about catching more flies with honey is true.  Sometimes you have to play heavy-handed as I did up until now, but with the most important item out of the way, I think I might be able to play him better if I suddenly played the good cop.  Might take a while, and a lot more effort on my part, but if I play it right, it might take him by surprise and actually soften him up like putty.
 
“Nikolai, I’m impressed.”  I put my palms together, bowed slightly and thanked him Thai style, “Kop-kum-kup.”   If he had been in Thailand for only two days, he would recognize that expression.  You hear it every time Baht is passed.
 
He looked at me dryly.  “You no thank me tomorrow.  Mr. Svyatopolk not easily impressed, and when not impressed, he not kind as me.”  A smile formed slowly.
 
“Well, just the same, I want to thank you.  I’ve come up with a plan that I think will impress him and I think he’ll be embracing me as a distant partner and you as the man willing to put us together.  That can only mean good things for you, my comrade.”

His smile became a sneer.  He could look forward to either of the two possible outcomes.  Either he gets rewarded for a good job or I get rewarded in a way I hate to think about.  But as my composure had certainly warmed and he had done what I had asked, he seemed to lose a little bit of the edge.  In fact, he grabbed two shot glasses, poured them both full along with another for each him and Pasha, slid the new glasses toward Ping and I and nodded a toast.  
 
Ping shook her head just slightly enough to say, ”no”.  She hadn’t said anything yet in our conversation, so this indicated she wasn’t part of the plan, nothing to drink to on her part.  In fact, she was frightened to think of what could happen.
 
I nodded my head, but stopped short of accepting his subtle toast.
 
“Before we drink, I want to ask you a question.  All my past comments and jabs aside, Nikolai, you’re a go-to kind of guy.  You get the job done while showing great restraint and caution.”  His eyes were frozen on my mouth as I spoke.  Evidently, he couldn’t believe I was recognizing his worth.  So I went on, “You ever think of heading your own operation?  I’m not talking a new syndicate or anything, but striking out on your own, finding a new territory with new businesses that you could sell to directly?  Or is that not acceptable in your world?  Will you always be tied to someone like Sergei?”
 
He stared, pondering whether I was for real.  Wondering if this were an honest question.
 
“I think of doing on my own, yes.”  I didn’t interrupt his pause.  I wanted him to think this through and express his own thoughts in his own words.  “Maybe new territory, maybe not.  People move on.  Mr. Svyatopolk will likely move on one day and this be my territory.  Either way, yes, I will one day run my own operation.  There is no doubt.”
 
I nodded contemplatively.  Then I truly handed him an olive branch, the last thing he was ever expecting.
 
“If my discussion goes well tomorrow, and Sergei is actually impressed, his business methods will change almost overnight.  That would leave you out.  But it would leave you with an opportunity to move on, break out on your own.  Maybe bring Mr. Pasha along.”  I placed my hand on his shoulder in a comrade type gesture.  “And if Mr. Svyatopolk sees the value of what I’m proposing, perhaps you two would also want to change your business model.  Evolve into the twenty-first century.  More money, less risk.”
 
Silence hung in the air for a minute, the proposed toast long forgotten.  Then Nikolai stated the obvious.  “I wait see if you convince tomorrow.  Then we talk, if there is anyone on your end to talk.”
____________________________
 
“So how did you come up with this idea to begin with?”  Kelly was asking Doug as they were meeting in his office alone for the first time.
 
“I won’t take all the credit, “ Doug replied, then he caught himself.  “Actually, I won’t take any of the credit.  I have a friend, outside the Force, he’s a writer.  A bunch of fellow officers from several townships get together with him regularly.  We all have a lot of fun, but we like to run by him some of our current cases.  He loves hearing them as he says he gets ideas for his books.  We love watching his mind race away as he convolutes some wild tangent of motive or how-they-did-it theory.”  He laughed, shaking his head.  “Wouldn’t you know, he’s helped us each solve a number of prickly cases.  He just has this unique perspective.”
 
It wasn’t a happy expression forming on the Special Agent’s mouth.  Doug could see that and realized he best tone down his enthusiasm, but not before Kelly spoke.
 
“Officers of several local departments share information about on-going investigations with this writer?”
 
“Well, er, no.  It’s not quite that way.”  Doug had stepped in it and knew it.   “I don’t think any of us share any sensitive information, we’re all professional and know when to button our lips.”
 
“So how do you all come to know this writer?”
 
“He’s a bartender down at one of our favorite watering holes.  It’s a beautiful spot on the waterway down in Murrells Inlet.  Deck 383.”  But Doug still felt on guard so he decided to offer an olive branch.  “You should join us one night when all this dies down.”
 
There was an unbelievable stare emanating from Kelly that didn’t look as warm and inviting as Doug would have liked.  What did Doug get himself into?
 
“A bartender.”  A pause.  “I thought he was a writer.”
 
“No, yes, a writer.  He is a writer.  But you know how it is with writers, they have bills too, they often have to work jobs too!”
 
“James Patterson, John Grisham, Clive Cussler…  they have to work side jobs?”
 
“No, you know what I mean.  I’ll bet they all had to work other jobs when they were young and starting.”
 
“So how old is your writer, your bartender, your chief consultant on all criminal matters Grand Strand?”  Kelly was not letting up.  There may be some malfeasance going on in the way investigations were being conducted in the whole Myrtle Beach area.
 
“It’s not like that at all.  Really!  Look, one of these nights you have to join us for a couple of rounds and meet him.  He’s a great guy!  Never asks questions we shouldn’t answer.”  Well, that was a lie, Doug thought.  But everyone knew where to draw the line and we kept privileged, confidential information to ourselves.  “He’s just got a wildly creative mind and, while we’re relaxing, he’s serving us and listening to us and, wouldn’t you know, sometimes he comes up with the coolest ideas that send us in the right direction.”
 
There was a contemplative moment, then Kelly asked again, “How old is this guy?”
 
Doug paused, knowing this answer may not fit the narrative he had started.  “Late forties, I’d say.”  Another pause ensued.
 
“So he’s a young, but actually middle-aged, aspiring writer needing to work to make ends meet.  Is that right?”
 
“Yes, exactly!  
 
“Alright,” Kelly was biting, “when could I meet him?  Is he working tonight?”
 
Another narrative gone south.
 
“Actually, no.  He’s not in town right now.”
 
“Where is he?”
 
“Thailand.”
 
“Thailand!”
 
“Yes.  For a good two weeks.  He’s visiting his girlfriend.”
 
Another contemplative pause.
 
“How long has he been there?  When did he leave?”
 
“He left the morning after the shooting.”  Doug knew that sounded bad.
 
“A writer, working a side job as a bartender to make ends meet, but who somehow manages to serve half the police force around here as a consultant of some kind, left for Thailand the morning after a mass shooting that we have yet to come up with any clues on for five days.  A clever guy you say.  Figures out how crooks or murderers might have pulled a job off and foil the police.”  He paused in disbelief.  “Okay, tell me where I’m off in any of that.”
 
Wow, Doug could see where this was going.  Kelly was actually putting Yo on the P.O.I. list.
 
“Special Agent,” Doug quickly inserted, “he was tending bar at the very time the shooting occurred.  About eight or nine of us, all friends and officers from a number of towns, were enjoying ourselves when the calls came in to us all.  We cleared the place in less than a minute and were among the first law enforcement officers to arrive.”
 
That suddenly painted the picture a different color.  Kelly was accepting it slowly, so he let up a bit and went on.
 
“What’s his name?”
 
“Yo.”
 
“Yeah, what’s his name?  This friend of all Law enforcement.  This writer.  This bartender.  What’s his name?”
 
“Yo.  It’s Yo”!
 
“What kind of a name is that?”
 
“I don’t know, sir.  I never asked him.”
 
“So he’s in Thailand.  Is he Thai?  Thai people have strange names like that.”
 
“No sir, he’s not Thai.  He’s in Thailand dating his girlfriend who lives there.  She’s Thai.”
 
Well, it was a long way around the barn, so to speak, but Doug finally allayed Kelly’s suspicions for the time being, but leaving Kelly with a deep desire to at least meet Yo.  If the case dragged on, maybe he’d have the honor when Yo returns.
 
“So this Yo guy, he came up with the idea that because the Beach Auto van was in the area at the right time and Beach Auto uses floating balloons to sell cars, and the surviving spouse of one of the victims was their Service Manager, he would have had enough balloons ready to float off all of his evidence and make his escape.  That’s about it?”
 
Doug began to recount how exactly the conversation had gone with Yo.  But all in all, Kelly seemed to have summed it up accurately.  It just sounded a little more realistic coming from Yo.
 
“Well, one more thing,” Doug finally remembered.  “After Yo thought the ‘H-e’ might refer to helium, and everything seemed to fit, he checked the past weather reports and found there was an off-shore breeze that night, which he had suspected.  He also said that he confirmed that by calling a friend of his that was out flying that night, and sure enough, they were using runway 3-6.  So the balloons would have definitely drifted out to sea, never to be seen again.”  Then Doug thought of one more tid-bit Yo had passed on.  “Radar from the tower would never pick up a few dozen balloons drifting out to sea or an AK-15 hanging from it.  Too small.  At best, they would have thought it to be a flock of birds.”
 
Kelly was shaking his head again.  “So Yo has a friend that’s a pilot and he just happened to be out flying that night.  Any bells going off in your head, Forester?”
 
“Sir, Yo is a pilot.  He’s in the Myrtle Beach Flying Club, so he knows dozens of pilots.  It wouldn’t be unusual for him to know of one that had been out flying that night.”
 
So here was a new wrinkle in the case, brought on by Doug and he knew it.  The creative guy who gave them the best idea for a lead, is now under suspicion because he’s just too creative.  If anyone could have pulled off this perfect mass shooting, leaving no evidence whatsoever, it would be some devious minded person like Yo.  Ignore the fact that he had dozens of witnesses that he was tending bar at the time of the shooting, he must be the guy, according to Kelly’s reasoning.
_______________________________
 
Yo and Ping eventually were able to break away from the Ruski’s.  Yo thought it might be better if they moved on to some other place, but Ping saw no reason they couldn’t fade into the back of the restaurant and disappear as it were.  She knew the owners of the Lemmongrass and liked the food here.  So they stayed, well out of sight of Nikolai or Pasha.
 
“I’m so sorry, Ping.  I came out here to have a good time with you, take you around and see some of the sights.”  I was extremely disappointed that this trip was taking the turns that it was.  But I desperately wanted to help Ping’s family and what they were going through would be forever bad if it couldn’t be stopped.  I didn’t want to be a hero, but wanted the family to continue running their business and stay the happy, united family I had grown to respect so much.  If they had to walk away from the restaurant, having it stolen from them, I don’t know if I could live with myself or ever hold my head high with Ping.  I wasn’t just growing more and more fond of her and her family, they were becoming like my family.  Especially Ping.
 
“I appreciate so much you helping family,” Ping replied.  “But I scare for you.  Danger!  Why you do this?  I see what you do, I understand.  I gotcha!  But it not true!  You no looking to buy business.  You no have better idea for Russian boss!  Why you do?”
 
“Ping, I’m not a tough guy.  I don’t carry or even own weapons.  I avoid fights, in fact, I’ve never in my life been in an actual fight.  Never backed down from one, but never had to go through with it.”  I was surprising myself by my explanation.  It never had dawned on me that I had never backed down from a fight as I recalled a few situations where one definitely seemed imminent.  But I didn’t back down, they did.  So I was thinking that pretty much summed up the situation here and that the same would happen, they would back down.  Actually I wasn’t thinking that, I was hoping that.
 
“My first night here, I’m standing in your restaurant and watching this Russian thug try to shake you down.  From what I could pick up, they were serious, this wasn’t their first threat and your family business of who knows how many generations, was in jeopardy.  Why wouldn’t I try to do something?”
 
“But danger!  This too much danger.  I don’t want.”
 
I didn’t want either, but I knew I better choose my words carefully so as not to raise her panic another level.  I needed to calm her, and if I did, she would in turn calm her family.
 
“Ping, I don’t want to brag.  I have nothing really to brag about.  But we all have our professions, our work.  We get good at them.  I write novels.  Fake stories that are all made up.  They deal with crimes, we call them mysteries.” Curse the language barrier, I thought.  She’s only getting half of what I say, at best.  But I need her to understand everything.  Why do we need different languages?  I went on.
 
“I create all sorts of crimes.  I never do them, but I put myself in the position of the criminal character in my stories.  I try to think like a criminal would, how would they go about it and why would they think they can get away with it?  Then I switch sides and put myself in the shoes of either the police or some hapless victim who’s trying to get out of an impossible situation.”  Did I say she’s getting half of what I say?  Make that a quarter.  But I went on.  “Somehow, in the depths of my devious mind, I come up with things that most readers fall for.
 
“So here I am, come to see my girlfriend and get to know her family better, and I find out they’re all being threatened.  In a serious way!  Suddenly, this isn’t fiction, this is real!  So, without thinking, I step in with my mind spinning.  How can I get them out of this?  What could I say, what could I do?  Next thing you know I’m intimidating the intimidator.”  Make it ten percent that she’s probably understanding.  
 
“But you know what?  I feel good!  Maybe I’m naïve, but I think I have this.  After all, I’m a professional.  I do this kind of stuff for a living.  Well, actually, I bartend for a living, but the day will come.”  Then thoughtfully and quietly I repeated, “The day will come.”
 
She looked at me like she no gotcha.  But she read my heart. She nodded her approval and hugged me.  She hugged me, believing in me, not understanding a word I said, but understanding every word I meant.
 
 
 
 
 

TWELVE
 
 
“Yo, you gotta be honest with me.”  Doug hit me with no introduction.  It was the next morning my time, end of the day for him.  “You got anything against the First Seaside Baptist Church?  Or maybe any of it’s members in any way?”  He had completely blindsided me.
 
“What in the world are you talking about?” I asked.
 
“You’re the cool writer who always comes up with clever crimes and then more clever solutions.  You have a following of probably twenty officers from all surrounding communities who believe you’re one of the most clever crime minds around.  So here we are one night, most of us at your bar, when we get the call of our lives, a mass shooting at the First Seaside Baptist Church, which gives you a perfect alibi!  You’re here with us, so you can’t be the perpetrator.  No way!  But then you come to us with a bizarre, but oddly believable in some funny sort of way, explanation of why things may be the way they are and who might have done it.  Yo – do you hear what I’m saying?”
 
“I feel like my girlfriend, Ping.  I no gotcha.”  I wasn’t sure he “gotcha” on that, so I added, “I hear, but I understand not.”  
 
Doug wiped his brow.  He didn’t like confronting his friend like this, but he knew Special Agent Kelly wasn’t going to let this go.  Kelly had taken Doug in as a bright and hard working officer with potential, but he seemed to almost repel once he learned of Doug’s connection with the mind behind the only reasonable explanation for the evidence dump, so far.  Kelly’s professional instinct implored him to question everything and this was just Kelly being Kelly.
 
Doug tried a simple explanation.  “Kelly see’s you as a real possibility for this.”
 
It hit me pretty hard.  I had all of a sudden become a P.O.I., the main one, evidently! Because I spend my days thinking of devious crime plots that leave no clues, then out-think my own plots and come up with solutions, for that I’m suspect.
 
It made perfect sense to me, and that scared me the most.
 
“Doug,” I cautiously waded in, “you said it yourself.  I had the perfect alibi, I was there at the bar with all of you as witnesses!”
 
“Hold on a minute, Yo.  You could have staged all that, giving you a ‘perfect’ alibi, when in fact you had acted quickly, did the deed, and returned ever-so innocently.”
 
I couldn’t believe this was really happening.  Halfway around the world and I’m suddenly suspected in a mass shooting and my own friend is accusing me!
 
“But you were there!  You and all the others.  Of course I have an alibi, about forty patrons, half of them police!”
 
“Not so fast.”  Doug was arguing with me, a sure sign of trouble.  “I remember wanting a refill and I had looked over to the bar to get your attention, but you weren’t there.  I don’t know how long you were missing, I was pretty involved in a conversation, but if I had to testify, I couldn’t place you at the bar for a certainty.  In fact, my back was to the bar and I doubt if I could account for you being there an hour or more.”
 
“Yeah, I remember that.  I took a break and went outside for a breather.”  My mind was racing trying to fathom if this is how innocent people get life sentences.  Or worse.  “So that gave me opportunity to fulfill my lifelong wish – wipe out an entire church group, get away with it and then write it into a storyline.  Great!  And if I’m on par with my other books, I might sell a couple thousand copies.  Let’s see, at about three dollars a book… Of course!  That’s it.  A sure way to make my month’s expenses.”
 
I wondered if Doug had any idea how long it took to write a novel.  I read of other writers doing well to put one, two at most, out a year.  So if it wasn’t money, what motive could I possibly have?  I doubted I even knew anyone in the church, certainly none of the victims whose names I saw published on line, so I didn’t have any grudge against any of them.  This was crazy!
 
Doug paused, evidently sensing my alarm and realizing what this was sounding like.
 
“Hold on, Yo.  I’m not accusing you.  I would never suspect you.  But I saw the desperation in Kelly’s face.  He has no leads, no evidence, nothing.  He’s taking heat from the press and his superiors, even the President evidently.  His team is getting discouraged and he’s grasping at straws by taking your suggestion that a guy who works at Beach Auto and has access to their van seen in the area, whose wife was murdered at the scene and who also had access to helium tanks and balloons, you’re suggesting we look at him as a suspect.  Suddenly, he asks a simple question about who you are and finds that you write mysteries.  You make up stories about criminals and their capers.  You constantly come up with diabolical crimes and how to get away with them, then you make up solutions.  From Kelly’s point of view, you’re a more likely suspect than this Duffner guy.”
 
He had a point.  As the saying goes, you can’t write this stuff.  He continued.
 
“And I’m trying to tell you, I can’t vouch for you.  I can’t put you at the bar for about an hour, the same hour the shootings happened.”  He took a breath.  “Maybe someone could, but you might want to come back and try to find whoever it might be, because if Kelly launches into this, he might intimidate anyone that might be a witness for you, convincing them that they couldn’t be sure of placing you at Deck 383 during that crucial hour.”
 
I’m up to my eyeballs here in Thailand with Russia mob problems, I have an appointment with the head “capo” in less than four hours, and now my best friend is telling me I might be the prime suspect in my hometown mass shooting.  
 
I took a deep breath and tried to calm things down a bit.
 
“Doug, thanks for letting me know.  It sure beats landing at MYR only to be picked up as the main suspect.  This way I can prepare and hopefully come up with some solid alibis.  Which makes me think – how about Jimmy?  He was working that night, came to me for drink orders a few times, he would have known I was there for sure.  Try talking with him.”
 
“First thing tomorrow.  Kelly’s got the whole schedule worked out and interviewing your co-workers is numero uno.”
 
We talked on a little more, Doug asking if any of the drinkers at the bar would be good for remembering me.  Since I hadn’t been too caught up in any of their conversations that night, I doubt they would have been able to nail down any solid times that I was there, if we could even find them.  Most were out-of-staters on their vacation.  I wouldn’t know them and they wouldn’t know me.  There was that D.U.I. guy, but we’d never find him.  I never saw him before and I had comp’d him a coke, so he never paid with a card, no way to track him.  So we left it that Doug would contact me the next morning, his time, which would be my evening today.  I thanked him again for bringing me such cheery news.
______________________________
 
 
Special Agent Kelly was on the line with the President for only the second time since the shooting.  Working this late into the night had become routine for Kelly and a call from the President at any hour would not be unexpected as rumors persisted that the President slept only two hours a night at most.
 
“The scene is unbelievably clean,” Kelly was explaining, again.  “We’ve never seen anything like this.  Even the Lockerbie, Pan-Am downing had more clues, an explosion more than two miles high and more clues were salvaged than we have here.  To think, it was a burnt shred of paper that led to the bombers’ identity.  But we don’t even have that.  Cleanest scene anyone’s ever seen.”
 
The President paused as Kelly could practically hear his head nodding.
 
“No suspects at all?  No one with even a remote motive?”  The President always cut right to the chase.  But it gave Kelly an opening.
 
“Something came up just today.  Two leads, you might say.  First was some far-out notion that one of the husbands of a victim could possibly have pulled it off.  He had dropped his wife off, his vehicle being recorded in the area, and some odd theory was put forward as to how he could have pulled it off without leaving a clue.  We’ll investigate further, but it was the odd theory that led to a second P.O.I. that I’m very anxious to interview.”
 
Again there was silence, so Kelly plodded on.
 
“A local officer who had introduced this scenario was filling me in on more details today when I asked if he came up with all this.”  Kelly was purposely avoiding an explanation of all the details, the coveralls, the balloons, the floating away of all the evidence.  “Then he tells me, no, it wasn’t his idea.  It came from a friend who’s a writer, a mystery writer.  Seems this guy is friends of a lot of the police here, and they share cases with him because he’s a pretty clever guy.  He’s helped them solve a number of cases, can you imagine?”
 
Still silence, so Kelly went on.
 
“Then I find out, he’s not the successful writer you might think.  He supports himself working as a bartender.  That’s where all the police gather to share stories and cases.  Kind of raised my suspicions, so I asked the officer to arrange a meeting for me.  That’s when he tells me he can’t, the guy’s in Thailand.  Left the morning after the shooting.”
 
That’s all the President needed to hear.  Suddenly they had their number one, Person Of Interest.  He asked to be kept abreast then quickly changed the subject.
 
“I want to visit the site.  I would have been there by now but I would rather make my appearance with the shooter in custody.”  A silence followed that was obviously not supposed to be interrupted.  Then he continued, “It doesn’t look like that will be the case, so I’ll schedule for this weekend.  How many victims will have services this weekend?”
 
“Five are scheduled.  The first was today, one tomorrow and the other two aren’t scheduled yet.”
 
“See if I can attend any on Saturday.  Space them out if possible, the more I can attend, the better.”
 
“Will do,” Kelly asserted, “and thank you for your patience, Mr. President.”
 
“You’re doing a good job.  I have the utmost confidence in you.  Carry on.”
 
With that the discussion ended, Kelly thinking his position might also end.  The President had a reputation of cutting people after assuring them of his respect and support, unless that was all rumors and fake news.  Well, he thought, he’d likely know in a few days.
_____________________________
 
I shook off the worries Doug had brought me.  Tired and worn out, and now with another load of trouble nagging at me, I had learned long ago to put worries aside and concentrate on one at a time.  I read somewhere that each day has its’ own anxieties.  Whoever wrote that must have seen me coming.
 
My laptop completed the copying of my audio edits to my phone and a thumb-drive. Sound editing software - a small piece of technological wizardry that I was banking on to save my life if things didn’t go well today at “The Big Buddha”.  I stuffed it into my pocket as Ping appeared at my door.
 
“Goot Morning!”  Said in her soft, welcoming voice.  “I bring cappuccino for you,” and she headed to place it on my dresser.
 
“Cappuccino-One, cleared to land,” I said as I cleared a place.  Filled to the brim, I was impressed that not a drop had spilled.  I was also impressed by her continual smile.  I couldn’t remember a time that she wasn’t smiling with the only exceptions being when Nikolai was anywhere in sight.
 
“And I bring you breakfast.  What you want?  Noodle beef with sprout vegeble?”  That was on the menu last night and I had thought of ordering it but went with the Shrimp Tempura instead.  By now I’d gotten used to the Thai way of having dinner foods for breakfast.
 
“No, how about just some Phatongos,” the Thai answer to the doughnut, little butterfly shaped, fried dough.  “They’d go good with the cappuccino.”
 
“Okay!  I go make for you.”
 
I stopped her.  “No, no, I don’t want you to make them just for me.  I thought you always had them on hand.”  It would be so easy to take advantage of Pings’ nurturing personality, but I’m learning not to.
 
“I do, but I make fresh for you.”  Still smiling.  I wanted to give in, but I stood my ground.
 
“No, just bring me some of the old, stale ones that were made an hour ago.”  I knew they make them fresh every morning.  “And then we need to talk.”
 
She bowed her way out of the room.  Between the cultured politeness of the Thai people and the hospitality of Niralyn and her family, it’s hard not to believe that I didn’t somehow cross into Royalty as I entered the country.  When I think about the danger I may find myself in within just a few hours, I can’t imagine that I’m not doing the right thing.  If I’m going to be treated like a king, I should do what I can to earn it.
 
Ping returned with the “stale” Phatongos, still warm but not as hot as they would be if she made me up a fresh batch.  I pulled a chair up next to me at my desk and patted it for her to sit with me while I enjoyed my breakfast.
 
“Ping, we had talked last night about both of us going to the Big Buddha this morning.  But I thought about it and can’t do it.”
 
She looked at me pensively, hoping I had come to my senses and was backing out of my meeting with Sergei.  She had not liked the idea from the get-go.
 
“You should stay back,” I said.  “Sergei’s not expecting you and it might upset the applecart if you show up.  Besides, it’s better you remain here and help with the restaurant until I get back.”

She paused to think about what I was saying.
 
“I upset apples?  I no gotcha.”
 
“I’m sorry, it’s just an expression.  I mean, Sergei may not like it at all and I need him to be as receptive,” and I realized she’d never know that word, “or as relaxed and comfortable as possible.  I should meet him alone.  That’s what he’s expecting.”
 
“But I see danger!  And how you get there?”
 
I ignored the “danger” part and moved on to the other part.
 
“May I borrow your scooter?  I know how to handle them.”  Then I thought she would never believe me knowing I kept my eyes closed when I was riding with her, so I added, “When I’m sitting in front.”
 
Although I had yet to drive in Thailand, what with the opposite side of the road issues and heavy traffic and scooters shooting at you from all directions and rough roads and not being able to read Thai traffic signs, I didn’t think it would be wise.  But now I felt I was up to the task.  Maybe.
 
She looked at me doubtfully.  “You can do?  You shore?””
 
“I’ve ridden bigger bikes than yours.”  Stretching the truth a bit.  I once tried a friends Harley, riding it in a straight line for about fifty feet.  “And I know to stay left on the road.”  In other words, my qualifications were impeccable, but she wouldn’t know those words.
 
“But I want be with you.”  She was concerned.  I was concerned too, but I didn’t want her to read the concern on me like I was reading it on her.
 
“Well, we don’t know what we’d be in for.  But also, I’m kind of winging it.  I’m not sure what to expect from Sergei and I have to go with the flow.”  Whether she was following me or not, I had no idea.  “I can think a lot faster if I’m on my own.  I guess that’s how my mind works.  So I really think it’s better if you stay back.”
 
Language is a funny thing.  It’s definitely more than just words.  I knew she couldn’t keep up with every word, but both of us read each other fairly well and I could tell she was absorbing the thoughts I was trying to get across.  Slowly, her demeanor softened and she was soon nodding and smiling.
 
“Okay.  I stay back.”  She threw me a big smile and hugged me, spilling my Phatongos on the floor.
_____________________________
 
After showing me how to lock my helmet on when I park and then how to start the engine, I was confident.  The devil is always in the details.  Ping seemed to be fretting as I pulled away and I could only hope it was for me and not her scooter.
 
It was about a thirty minute, very exciting drive to Mount Nagakerd, where the Big Buddha stands proudly above all Patong and most of Phuket.  Well, he sits actually.  When I say, “exciting”, I’m definitely referring to the other drivers on the road who did their best in skillfully avoiding their drivers’ insurance rates from going up.  And I’m glad they did.  This left-hand side of the road driving can be pretty tricky.
 
As I approached the base of Mount Nagakerd I had to marvel.  Many would call it a mountain but it’s generally referred to as a hill, but very formidable.  Ping’s scooter was flat out and I had my doubts if I’d make it all the way to the top.  Beautiful country though; thick jungle covering the steep slopes, flowers and fruits everywhere you turn, a few monkeys flitting around and glimpses of spectacular views around every corner.  Trucks, buses, cars, tuk-tuks, taxis and other scooters would pass me regularly, yet the road seemed quiet and lonely.  I guess I was just going so slow that enough time was passing and every vehicle that one can imagine was out-pacing me.
 
I knew I was plenty early so I relaxed and tried to enjoy the ride.  To my surprise, there were elephant stations on the way!  It seemed you had the option of paying an elephant to carry you up the hill if you wanted a total “Zen” experience, but I hardly needed that.  My juices were flowing and I needed to be sharp and alert for my meeting.  Running some prepared lines through my head, I almost didn’t see a Mercedes that was parked to the side (left side, that would be) as it pulled out directly in front of me with no warning.  Then it stopped dead in front of me as I slid to a stop.
 
Exit Nicolai.
 
Crossing his arms and spreading his legs as he gave me a hard stare, I knew this may not be very nice.  He had exited from the back and I could see Pasha up front in the drivers’ seat.
 
“You leave scooter here,” he commanded, dryly.  He pointed to the opposite side of the road where there was a small hut for viewing the panorama spread out to the west.
 
I “sa-wat-de-kup’d” him to polite’n up the mood.  He remained frozen.
 
I parked the scooter where he pointed and locked my helmet on.  At least I’d have a comfortable ride in the Mercedes the rest of the way, as I was only about halfway there.  I walked back to where he was standing, ready to get in.
 
“You walk up rest of way.”  He pointed to a narrow path off to the left of the road, with bushes and tree branches closing in so tight I wondered if anyone could squeeze through such a narrow opening.  Then I glanced at my watch.
 
“It’s twenty of,” I said.  “By scooter I should be fashionably early.  I don’t think I’ll be on time if I have to walk.”
 
“No matter.  Mr. Svyatopolk be running late.  He meet you in about hour.  Don’t you be late.”
 
Well, this wasn’t going the way I planned.  But I could see it for what it was – clearly a tactic to shake me.  For me to make it up the hill in an hour, I’d be sweaty, winded, tired and dirty.  And shaken.  Had to be Sergei’s idea, I doubt Nikolai would have thought of this.
 
“Does the path continue the whole way?”  I asked, looking skeptically at the overgrown trail.  “Or does it close off?  Is this your attempt to get rid of me?”
 
He smiled, like he wished he had thought of that.
 
“It take you whole way.  It not close off.  But you go now or be late.  Mr. Svyatopolk don’t like be late.”  His smile broadened.  He was wearing a light brown sport jacket which I had thought looked entirely out of place on such a hot morning, but then he slid back a side and I saw its’ purpose.  The gun looked bigger than any I had ever seen.  Must be Russian built.
 
I smiled pleasantly, turned and started up the narrow path.  
______________________________
 
Niralyn didn’t know what to think.  Riding in the passenger seat, which would be on the left of Thai cars, with her brother Yup driving, she ducked down as Yup screeched to a halt. Nikolai’s car was blocking the road and she instinctively tried to hide from Nikolai and Pasha, who at the moment seemed oblivious to the traffic jam they would be creating.  
 
Earlier, at the Papaya Garden, when Yo had pulled away on her scooter, wobbly though it was, she had quickly gotten into Yup’s Suzuki pickup truck and they followed.  She and her brother knew Yo was headed for trouble and were determined to provide as much cover and help as possible.  They would never tell Yo though, knowing he wouldn’t have allowed it.
 
After almost an hour of following Yo and witnessing a few dozen hair raising near-misses, they assumed they were near the end of the line when they lurched to a stop upon seeing a Mercedes pull out in front of Yo, causing another near-miss.  But this time it wasn’t Yo’s fault.  They watched the entire scene unfold and could put two and two together to know there really was some serious trouble unfolding.  As Yo walked off to the left, up the hill following a narrow trail, they knew they couldn’t stay stopped, so they continued up the road, swinging wide to get around Nikolai’s car as Ping ducked.  They got past without being recognized as far as they could tell, but now were in a quandary as to what they should do next.
_______________________________
 
Considering the thickness of the lush jungle surrounding me, I thought it amazing that the path was so well defined.  Not broad and spacious, but narrow and cramped, which I think I remember being told that this would be a good choice.  So I continued merrily.
 
Monkeys kept making their appearances but never tried to get fresh.  I know I saw at least one snake, but he was more scared of me than I was of him.  He has no arms, no legs, and a brain a lot smaller than mine, so why should I be afraid of him?
 
As I neared the end, the foliage began to thin out and I’d catch a glimpse here and there of the huge, white marble image of the Big Buddha rising into the sky.  I was far too tired and winded to begin to appreciate the workmanship that went into this structure, in fact, work that was still going on as workers were still plying their skills to the idol as they were nearing its completion finally, sixteen years after starting.  
 
Assuming the new appointment time was eleven o’clock, since the original was supposed to be ten and Nikolai told me I had an hour to be on time, I glanced at my watch.  Five minutes to go, then I’d be late and Sergei was definitely the more important one this time.  I pushed myself harder, feeling I could make it and hopefully catch my breath before he would meet me.  There was a thick overgrowth of some bushes just ahead of me so I swatted them away and pushed through.
 
And there was Sergei Svyatopolk.  It had to be him.  Kind of fat and pudgy, make that very fat and pudgy, sweating almost as much as I was, and standing dead still with a devious smirk on his face.  Oh, and another big gun in his hand.
 
That had to be him.
 
“Good morning Mr. Yo.”  He said.
 
“It’s Mr. Becham,” I said.  “Yo is my first name.”
 
“I don’t care.”
 
I could tell that he didn’t.
 
“Funny place to meet, isn’t it?”  I asked.
 
“Funny?  No.  Practical.”  There was a pause.  “The jungle here, very thick.  Thick and not patrolled.  This land is sacred to Buddha.  Even monks don’t walk on ground around Big Buddha.  Police never think of searching.  Mr. Yo, you are standing on sacred ground that will never be searched if you,” he swirled his left hand, keeping his gun hand trained on me, “might disappear.”
 
“Why might I disappear?”  
 
Sergei laughed the typical Russian guttural laugh we’ve all seen in movies, then said in Russian-English, “I’m very harsh critic.  If I no like your prepared presentation, you disappear.”  He laughed again.
 
“What are you, Russia’s answer to Simon Crowell?” I responded, feigning no fear, feigning being the operative word.
 
“Mr. Yo.  I give you spotlight you ask for.  Please, inform me.”
 
“All right.  Here’s my pitch.”  I launched into my prepared narrative, a pack of lies.  But I make my living, or try to, writing packs of lies everyday, so this should fly.
 
After filling him in on my fictitious reason for being here, to look into purchasing or partnering in the Papaya Garden restaurant, and making sure he understood that I was covering this because I didn’t have confidence in Nikolai’s ability to comprehend or relay this information, nor did I trust he would convey it accurately as he likely had a different agenda.  This caught Sergei’s attention as it was planned to, but I quickly moved on, letting the seeds of doubt germinate in his mind.
 
“Did Nikolai remind you of the current state of “La Cosa Nostra” in my country right now?  You are no doubt mindful that most Mafia families are now involved in lucrative, legal businesses.  The family heads that didn’t make the adjustments are either dead or wearing uniforms in eight by ten cells.  This is because the old business models that built their operations stopped working.”
 
Sergei nodded ever so slightly, but between that and the alertness of his eyes, I could tell he was with me, much to my surprise.  My ploy might just work, I was thinking.
 
“Why stay with the heavy-handed shakedowns that put you and your men at risk, come with a high pay-off cost and you always looking over your shoulder, when you can take the money you’ve already acquired, put it into legit businesses, maybe with partners, maybe not, and make more money than by nickel and diming the little guys who are on the verge of insolvency to begin with?  With your experience and personal skills, why not involve legit partners?  You know you’ll always have the upper hand.”
 
So far I was able to avoid any technical business terms or Thai Kingdom legalities as I was hoping to avoid.  I only memorized a few words and if he knew anything, he’d know I didn’t have a real clue about what I was saying.  But I had his attention.
 
“I make good living,” Sergei grunted.  “I no work hard.  Nikolai do that.”
 
He was baiting me for more, I could tell.  He wanted to know if I really knew a better way for him to go that might be more respectable, profitable and, shudder to think, legal.
 
“Well, I don’t know about Nikolai.  I don’t think I’d plan too far ahead with him.”  This was the crucial point.  He either takes the bait or I best start looking in to changing my departure flight to tonight.
 
“Why you say that?” 
 
“I’m sure you know,” I said, assumingly.  “We’re all ambitious.  I was.  I’m sure you were, and Nikolai, well, he’s at that age.  Move up or move out.  I sense he doesn’t think he’s moving up any further with you, so who can blame him for his aspirations?”
 
That took him back.  He snorted, “What asprations?”
 
“I’m sorry,” I said as timidly as I could muster.  “I don’t mean to ruffle you, or betray things told me in confidence.”
 
His cold stare got even colder.  He twirled his gun again.  With nothing said, I knew it was still on me.
 
“Well, Nikolai is ambitious too.  He’s looking out for himself.  As I explained to him what I’m explaining to you now, he asked a lot of questions.  We had many meetings, all of which I assumed he was having on your behalf.  It was only two days ago that he confided in me that he was thinking of going on his own and my plans made a lot of sense.  I had no idea he was keeping this to himself.”  Letting it set in, I paused for a few seconds.   Now I’d go in for the kill.
 
“You mean, he never told you any of this?”
 
Sergei started turning red-faced.  I was scoring.  This all might make a book yet, I thought.
 
“How I know this true?”  He asked.
 
“Well,” I stammered, acting as nervous as I could muster, “maybe I’ve said too much.  I don’t mean to get between you two if you’re partners or anything like that.  I just…”
 
“We not partners,” he shouted out, interrupting.
 
“Okay, Okay.  I wasn’t sure.  I just know he was letting me explain my business plan and how it could be adapted to what you were doing.  I wanted him to back off the Papaya Garden and give thought to a better way.  Leave me alone and let me invest in a slice of Patong business, and you two could operate on a larger scale with the hotels.  He never told you that?”
 
I knew I had him going.  Doubt washed over his face only to be wiped with anger.  His eyes told the story too as they shifted from side to side.  But disbelief also rushed in on Sergei, wondering how Nikolai could be so bold.  Or maybe it was this upstart American in front of him who was the bold one.  I didn’t know exactly what he was thinking, but I could see it was a moment in time that I’d have to grab.  I’ve come this far.  The finish line was within reach.
 
“Sergei,” I said, continuing to ignore the “Mr. Svyatopolk” he would have preferred, “forgive me, but I admit I had my doubts.  I began to suspect that Nikolai may be working himself up to split from you, but I wasn’t sure.  Last night, at our later meeting, I took a risk and started recording part of his conversation after it became a little dicey.  Here,” as I slowly reached in my pocket for my phone, “I have part of our meeting right here on my recorder so you can hear for yourself and decide if he was up to something.  May I play it?”
 
He nodded his approval.  I fidgeted a little, faking that this was new to me.  In fact I had rehearsed the move and played it back for myself about a dozen times last night, making sure it would go right. With everything set, I pulled up the edited soundbites I had woven together to create a scene that never happened, turned up the volume and pushed the play arrow.  The recording started with me in mid-sentence…
 
(To background sounds of bar and street noise.)
 
Yo:  …to see you.
 
Nikolai:  My American friend and my pretty Thai girlfriend.  You come early to party, no?
 
Yo:  No, to do business.  You spoke about maybe buying the Papaya Garden, but shouldn’t we be talking with Mr. Sergei?
 
Nikolai:  Nyet.  I make decision.  Patong is my territory.
 
Yo:  But I came to Thailand looking to buy it myself.  If I’m going to include others, I want to know I’m dealing with the right party.
 
Nikolai:  What you talk about, buy this Papaya Garden?  I think no.  I know of no Americans who invest in Thai business.  You take me to be foolish, an idiot, ya?
 
Yo:  Not at all, but I thought you represented an organization and I want to talk directly with the head.
 
Nikolai:  Why you call,  ‘organization’?   Organization just me and Pasha.  You want to see head?  I no answer anyone else.  I will tell you answer.  
 
Yo:  When you were trying to shake down Niralyn here, I got the impression you were working for someone else.  Now you’re telling me there is no one else?  You are the man?
 
Nikolai:  My friend, I have no time to… as you say, dally.  You have no idea my position or power.  Everyone listen to me.
 
Yo:  Is this something new?  Because from our talks before, I definitely got the impression that you were collecting for someone else, someone over you.
 
(Background noise continues, but there is a placed pause here giving the impression that Nikolai is thinking.)
 
Nikolai:  People move on.  I think of doing on my own, yes.   I want to buy this Papaya Garden.  
 
Yo:  What if Sergie, Mr. Svyato... whatever, doesn’t want you to?  Maybe he has plans of staying around and other plans for you.
 
Nikolai:  I have no patience for this.  People move on.  Mr. Svyatopolk will move on and this be my territory.  Life is short for many of us.  
 
(A purposely placed long pause with Yo saying nothing, then…)
 
Nikolai:  I might disappear him.  Yes, I might arrange for quick disappearance.
 
I had hoped to have a little longer soundbite for him, but that was all the time I had.  I think it came out fairly good and should be all Sergei would need to hear.
 
From the expression on his face, I could tell he had his suspicions.  But my doctored recording was smooth and believable, I would have fallen for it.  The content was surprising and shocking to Sergei.  His anger was evident.  I could see him wondering, “Was this true?  Or is this American playing me?”  
 
“I took the liberty of copying the recording to this finger-drive,” I said, as I carefully reached into my pocket.  Retrieving it, I held it out to him and continued.
 
“I thought you might want to listen to it a few more times.  Maybe even have a sound engineer validate that it’s real.”  Please don’t do that, I thought to myself.  “But at any rate, before you make any decisions on what to do with either me or the Papaya Garden, you should know all things.”
 
Sergei took the finger-drive from my hand, looked at it skeptically, and took his time before informing me of what he thought.
 
“You want first, introduce me to new business plan.  Then you want Nikolai to be ratted out.  You give me recording I know not about.  And what you expect me do now?”
 
“Just what I’ve wanted from the beginning.  I want you to take the pressure off the Chakrils family and their Papaya Garden restaurant.  Whether I buy or not, and at this point I think I’m bowing out, they are a good family.  They survive in their business, but they can’t afford your rates, no one down here can.  Why ruin families and lives and businesses for short change when you can do so much better going for the big score!  Get yourself a partnership or a seat on a board of some of the big hotels.  Then you’d only have to shake down one or two partners and have a bigger piece of the action and have something you’ll never have the way you’re going – respect.”
 
He scoffed.  “Enough of this business lecture.  I think about all things and listen to recording again.  But one thing is sure.”  He stopped for drama.  “I no need you.  Our friend Nikolai waits up top.”  He gestured with his gun in a kind of swirling motion again.  “Please walk in front of me and we go meet Nick and Pasha.”
 
Since he hadn’t taken the gun off me and his voice was gruffer than it had been, I took it to mean we weren’t going to be partners nor did he want my consultation advice.  And I didn’t think he wanted Nikolai to provide a chauffer driven ride back to my scooter, if it were still in one piece.  The situation had all the feelings of a last walk.
 
“Sergei,” I implored as I cautiously walked past him to lead the way, “I’ve heard much about Russian loyalty.  I risked taking that recording and making a copy for you so you would know what might be lurking in your future with Nikolai.  Surely I am due some loyalty from you.”
 
“You are much confused, Mr. Yo.  My first loyalty is to Mr. Nikolai, and you have betrayed him.  Once this score is settled, I look into your suspicious recording.  If true, Mr. Nikolai may join you where you are going.  We reward disloyalty even faster than we reward loyalty.”
 
As I walked through the remaining thick forest and up the hill toward Big Buddha’s base, I could almost hear the nails being hammered into my coffin.
______________________________
 
 
Ping and her brother, Yup, were in the biggest quandary of their lives.  After continuing up the road to the base of Big Buddha, narrowly missing being recognized by Nikolai, they found a parking spot and hid in the pick-up.  There they debated about what to do, and they were clearly in the dark.
 
It seemed best not to double back as they might not be so lucky and this time be seen by the two Russians.  Besides, they clearly saw Yo being forced to enter the thick growth of the hill leading up to the sanctuary.  The chances of Yo returning to that same spot were pretty slim.  Although he had left Ping’s scooter off to the side of the road, it didn’t look like there was much hope of him returning there, not at this point anyway.
 
As they sat, discussing the situation, Yup had interrupted with a complete look of surprise on his face.  He was staring directly at the Mercedes cruising through the parking lot, Pasha at the wheel and Nikolai’s silhouette in the back barely being seen through the darkened glass.  They parked ahead about fifty yards, got out and proceeded to the edge of the parking lot overlooking the steep drop down into the jungle below.
 
Niralyn told Yup to hold their positions.  They would follow if Nikolai or Pasha were to move, but for now they were standing their ground, appearing to be waiting for someone or something.  It was a busier day than usual with groups of Buddhist monks seeming to gather for some event, and busloads of tourist groups from all corners of the earth.
 
They waited.
___________________________
 
Not much more was said.  I led the way, the growth not being quite as thick as what I had to claw my way through earlier.  But knowing I was headed to meet Nikolai with Sergei bringing up the rear and his choosing not to show any loyalty to me for my diligent work of exposing Nikolai for the traitor he was, was rather unsettling.  I guess I should have made up another story.
 
My mind was racing, trying to dream up an escape or a masterpiece of an award-winning argument that would convince Sergei that he’d be better off letting me go.  Nothing was coming to mind.  If only I wrote in the adventure genre, then I’d come up with some nifty moves that would take them all by surprise, maybe a quick jab followed by a roundhouse blow, then an uppercut, leaving at least two of them rolling in pain and the third flat out cold.  So easy to write!  But I just don’t have adventure in me, I’m mystery all the way.  I wouldn’t know how to do it.
 
We no sooner cleared the last of the bushes, ferns, branches and man-size grass, than the unwelcome view of Nikolai and Pasha materialized, a smirk on each of their faces.  I turned back to Sergei for instruction and noticed that his gun wasn’t in such obvious sight.  His right hand was in his pocket, but the bulge told me all I needed to know.
 
Would he really shoot right here?  This is Russian mob, of course he would.
 
“Take Mr. Yo and find nice resting place,” Sergei said to a smiling Nikolai as we stepped onto the parking pavement.  Then he looked at me and said, “You will find this sacred mountain quiet and peaceful.  And we be done with you.”  Then he smiled, a first for him.
 
Standing my ground for the moment, I scanned the area hoping that an idea would pop into my mind.  There were a lot of people milling around, but not so many that I’d easily get lost in the crowd.  I think a clear shot would take me out and I had little doubt Sergei would take the shot.  His two henchmen would then scurry him into their Mercedes parked just in back of them and they’d be off.
 
Then my mind took in two notable sights.  There were two separate couplings of Thai Police and another coupling of Thai Military.  I almost always see them in pairs and they always have sidearms and they have no hesitancies in using them.  But that was only one notable sight.  The second one was breathtaking!  The most beautiful girl I can ever remember seeing was staring at me from just beyond the crowd.  Niralyn!  My Ping.  A beautiful woman in her own right, seeing her standing there when it would be the last place I ever would have expected, was a vision indeed.  Perhaps my last vision if I didn’t act quickly.
 
In back of Ping was her brother, Yup, almost leaning on the hood of his trusty pick-up truck.  If I could just get to them and avoid getting shot, that would be my ticket out of here.
 
I pointed at the nearest pair of police and shouted, “Thumb-dru-et!  Thumb-dru-et!”  Then I pointed to the two military and shouted the same.  I doubt I pronounced the words right but I got the attention of all six immediately.  I quickly turned and faced Sergei.
 
“Shoot now and you’ll have six guns pointed at you and not a prayer.”
 
The three Russians fidgeted, knowing I was right.  Now wouldn’t be the time to brazenly do me in.  With the normal crowd of tourists, monks and temple workers, they would have off’d me in a second, but now they had to think.
 
The three pairs of law enforcement headed to us, not sure what the trouble could be.  I wasn’t sure either but I had about four seconds to come up with something.  None of them had their guns out yet, so that might have been in my favor, but maybe that would give the three Russians time to assault first.  I now had one second to act.
 
“My dog!  It got away from me when it saw some monkeys down there and took off after them!”  I ignored the three Russians, separating myself slowly from them while I engaged the police, stepping closer to the edge of the parking lot and the precipitous cliff to the side.  “Can you do something?  I’m afraid for my dog, I know what monkeys can do.  What can we do?”
 
The police and soldiers relaxed, some even shaking their heads.  The Russians backed off, not wanting to be part of this and likely wondering if I was going to spill on them.  They inched closer to the car, near the doors for a quick getaway if I did spill, but didn’t get in.  They had their eye on me, and their hands on guns.
 
The two soldiers were the first to bail.  They left shaking their heads and with subdued laughter.  Only one policeman was really interested, trying to understand my plight, but not succeeding.  Few Thai people keep dogs as pets, there are enough roaming the neighborhoods to keep anyone happy.  They would never think of bringing a pet dog out with them, so this was really over their heads.  With such absurdity to their way of thinking, one of the pair of police soon backed away.  I was losing my cover and kept peeking over my shoulder.  My friends were keeping their eyes on me only thirty feet away, ready to pounce again when in the clear.
 
But I also saw that Ping was still there, along with her brother.  I had to make it to them somehow and we could all pile into the truck and at least have a chance.  
 
The officer was certainly kind to me, asked me for some ID, so I showed him my passport, and he made a few notes while trying to explain that I should just be patient, wait and hope that my dog -  “What’s his name?” he asked – knew when he was beat and comes back out of the jungle.  I’d be waiting for him and all would end well.
 
A call came in to the other policeman and he took it.  Speaking Thai, I had no idea what was said but they both started backing away, their hands held in surrender and excusing themselves for some important matter.
 
I felt naked.  The further the police got, the closer the Russians came.  I started for Ping, Yup and the truck, but they were gaining.  I needed to get a block but this wasn’t the gridiron and if something didn’t happen fast, I’m sure I’d be hearing and feeling a gunshot to my back.  If the police were out of sight there would be nothing to stop them.
 
A group of monks were about to cross my path from the right.  Just behind them was a group of young women on tour, probably a girls’ team or something as they all looked trim and fit.  I made my move.
 
I bowled three of the monks over, rolling them into the crowd of girls.  The girls squealed in surprise, the monks made some other weird yelps as two were literally rolling over several girls and the other had fallen into the group and was being held by them, a polite attempt by the girls to save him from falling.  But soon their yelps and the girls screams of surprise were drowned out by about fifty or so loyal Thai citizens as they gasped at what had happened and howled in shock.
 
Buddhists are a peaceable and loving people, monks all the more.  So I didn’t think the monks would retaliate for my pushing them.  But into a group of women?  There would be excitement in their temple tonight, but not for these guys.  I had no idea what they would be in for but maybe I could write a letter to their leader.
 
So with the crowd in an uproar and a few dozen Thai’s rushing to help the monks up, I had just enough cover to scram.
 
Ping and Yup saw what was happening and caught on real quick.  They rushed into the truck, Yup gunning the engine and pulling out just a few feet to allow me to dive in as Ping, my beautiful Ping, held the door open for me as I dove head first into the truck and onto her lap.  My head bopped Yup but neither of us cared.  He gunned it out of there as I tried up-righting myself.  We both turned to see what our friends were up to and could hardly see them through the building crowd.  It looked like they were trying to turn back and get in their car, but the mob was a little much for them.
 
I turned to Ping.  She looked at me with a mischievous smirk.
 
“So far, so good!” she exclaimed.
 
 
		_______________________
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