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“Moore is a stylist much like the writers of the early to mid-
20th century who kick-started the P.I. genre in America. He 
writes with the angry and sad voice of Ross Macdonald and 
the flow of and beauty of Raymond Chandler. Penning his 
books in the third-person, he uses allegory and symbolism to 
great effect. The Calvino series is distinctive and wonderful, 
not to be missed, and I’m pleased to see that it is finally 
becoming better known in the States.”
—Cameron Hughes, The Rap Sheet

“Vincent Calvino is one of the most notable detectives of 
modern crime literature.”
—Harmut Wilmes, Kölnische Rundschau (Germany)

“Vincent Calvino is a terrific character who could only have 
been drafted into action by a terrific writer” 
—T. Jefferson Parker, author of L.A.Outlaws

“A worthy example of a serial character, Vinny Calvino is 
human and convincing.”
—Thriller Magazine (Italy)

“Hewn from the hard-boiled Dashiell Hammett/Raymond 
Chandler model, Calvino is a tough, some-what tarnished 
hero with a heart of gold.”
—Mark Schreiber, The Japan Times

“Moore’s work recalls the international ‘entertainments’ 
of Graham Greene or John le Carré, but the hard-bitten 
worldview and the cynical, bruised idealism of his battered 
hero is right out of Chandler.”
—Kevin Burton Smith, January Magazine (USA)

“Calvino is a wonderful private detective figure! Consistent 
action, masterful language . . . and Anglo-Saxon humor at 
its best.”
—DeutschlandRadio (Germany)

“Moore is a genuine novelist who just happens to employ 
the conventions of the thriller genre, that his real interests 
are believable human behavior and the way cultures cross-
pollinate and sometimes clash. This is real prose, not 
Raymond Chandler stuff, and his motives are as close to art 
as they are to entertainment. Read him.”
—Douglas Fetherling, The Ottawa Citizen

“Moore has the sharpest eyes and most discerning mind on 
these shores, his being an expat notwithstanding. Indeed, 
a good many locals are unaware of the levels and degrees 
of subterfuge enmeshing them. To paraphrase Graham 
Greene in another context, Moore is our man in Bangkok.” 
—Bangkok Post

“For those who like their mysteries dark and steamy, 
Christopher G. Moore’s Vincent Calvino suspense series 
is a must read. Told from the point of view of an expat 
New Yorker turned Bangkok private eye, Moore’s novels 
take you into the bowels of Southeast Asia, where life is 
cheap, greed is the norm, sex underpins even the most 
casual relationships, and nothing—nothing—is ever what it 
appears to be at first glance.” 
—Shamus and Arthur Ellis Nominee Joseph Louis, author 
of Madelaine and other mysteries

“The most important recreator of Thailand for a Western 
audience.”
—Vancouver Sun

“Fans of fast-paced detective fiction can enjoy a familiar 
Asian backdrop to murder, skullduggery, and espionage . . . 
Expect to be entertained as well as gain an insight into an 
expat perception of life.”
—NTUC Lifestyle (Singapore)

“For those who love Asia, they will devour Moore’s novels. 
He opens [Bangkok] in her darkest, most amusing facets. 
He reveals the inhabitants’ mindsets, their secrets and their 
temptations. Bangkok is his central figure.”
—Stadtmagazin Krefeld (Germany)

“Chris Moore’s series of private-eye tales set in the full 
mysterious splendor of bubbling Bangkok, Thailand, remind 
us anew of how much meaning we miss out on when we 
don’t worship true artists. Underneath Bangkok society is 
a deeply encrusted demiworld of hope, despair, corruption 
and courage that Moore, an American-born writer who 
has lived there for almost 20 years, paints with maestrolike 
Dickensian strokes.” 
—Thomas Plate, The Seattle Times
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One

THAIS HAVE A SAYING about the dangers flowing from 
a drop of honey. Nam phueng yod diew, which translates as 
“a drop of honey fallen on the street.” You read the Thai or 
the translation, and at first they don’t appear to be of much 
consequence as far as sayings go. That judgment would 
be a mistake. Honey packs a walloping punch. Big things 
grow from small things. The honey seller on the way to the 
market drops honey on the street. Next thing, flies swarm 
over the honey; then a gecko, what the Thais call a jingjok, 
spots the flies and starts eating them; then the cat leaps in and 
eats the jingjok; then a dog bites the cat, the owner of the 
cat kicks the dog, the dog and cat owners get into a fight. 
Neighbors and bystanders join in, taking sides, and soon 
there is a full-scale riot. In English we settle for the parable 
of the kingdom lost for the want of a horseshoe nail. Nail or 
honey, the idea is pretty much the same—something small 
can change just about everything. What the Thais don’t tell 
you is that every few years there is a coup and a freight train 
of honey gets derailed. When that happens, the predator 
feeding frenzy accelerates at warp speed and anyone caught 
in the crossfire becomes a meal. The lesson remains the 
same: There is a chain of predators, each one feeding off the 
one below, and sooner or later even those at the top of the 
chain start to feel insecure.
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One woman, at a funeral, sitting in the back of the church, 
attracted carnal thoughts and like a drop of honey had started 
attracting flies. Tanny Craig had been in Bangkok twenty-
four hours and already had caused confusion in a land that 
was an “us against them” kind of place. Maybe most places 
had a prejudice against the outsider. But Thailand had turned 
it into an art, even an educational mission, teaching children 
about the dangers of phuak kho—the outsider. Blame the 
Burmese for sacking Ayuthaya not once but twice.

Tanny Craig’s polished bronze fittings on her black 
leather picked up the early-morning sun as she sat alone in 
the rear of the church. Dressed in a tailored black dress with 
an Aztec motif stitched around the scooped neck, her long 
dark hair held in place with a mother-of-pearl clip, her eyes 
hidden by designer eyeglasses, she might have passed as a 
local movie star. Tanny didn’t know the deceased inside the 
coffin at the altar or anyone else in the church, except for 
Vincent Calvino. Calvino said to himself that her presence 
was an omen. And in this part of Asia, omens came in two 
packages—one with a winning number inside and one with 
a whole lot of suffering, pain, and loss. In a place where few 
winners could be found, the sudden appearance of an omen, 
especially at a funeral, made Old George’s friends hopeful 
that their luck had changed for the better.

Tanny waited for him like someone determined not to 
lose her man. She had the looks that drew men’s attention. 
Most would have been happy to have such a woman stalking 
them at a funeral. Because that was what it amounted to; 
their arrangement had been to meet after the funeral, but 
she broke the agreement and showed up. Maybe she was 
curious, or maybe she had other reasons.

Calvino resisted looking over his shoulder. 
“Goddamn it, Calvino, how can you get a woman to 
stalk you to my funeral?” Calvino heard Old George’s voice 
and in his mind’s eye saw Old George slowly shaking his
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head, jowls swaying like an aging go-go dancer’s ass, sucking 
his teeth and issuing a fatwa-like warning.

As Calvino shifted, trying to get comfortable on the 
hard wooden pew while waiting for the funeral to begin, 
he remembered the last conversation he’d had with Old 
George—it was about women. One afternoon after a 
couple of beers, Old George had asked a question—if you 
can outsource the drudgery from a marriage and make your 
partner happy, why not outsource the pleasure and make 
yourself happy?

Someone who’d been in the bar remembered Old 
George’s rhetorical question and whispered it to a friend in 
the pew in front of Calvino as they waited for the service 
to start. Calvino felt her eyes burning into the back of his 
neck. But it didn’t much matter; he had continued to ignore 
Tanny, shut her out of his mind by way of pretending she 
wasn’t there. Giving her any satisfaction of acknowledging 
her presence was like ticking off an item on the checklist of 
what a person should do with a stalker—only Tanny was 
no ordinary stalker, and that simple fact compounded the 
problem like an accelerated interest penalty on a bad loan.

Calvino concentrated on his memories of Old George, 
since that was the purpose of a funeral. He visualized Old 
George on his perch in the bar. That was the only place 
where the image would reside, inside his mind. It took some 
getting used to thinking of Old George as that deceased 
person in a coffin. Calvino sat in the chapel of St. Joseph’s 
Catholic Church on Soi Ruam Rudee wondering how 
everything had become clear at the end for Old George, 
like in a good mystery. The problem, Old George said, 
was, “Life’s not like a book. You can’t go back and relive 
it knowing the things you can change, the things you just 
gotta accept because that’s how things work.”

The rotating blades in the overhead fans stirred the 
muggy air. A fat Thai woman swept dead leaves and flowers
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with a broom. Attendants removed wreaths from stands in 
front of the coffin. The back-office crew carried out the 
small tasks required to run a funeral. Lined up against the 
rear walkway, several men smoked, looking out over the 
jammed parking lot of the church, wondering who would 
show up and who would roll over and go back to sleep. A 
couple of Lonesome Hawk regulars who had been trying to 
determine who the strange, beautiful woman in the back of 
the church was, turned their attention to matters of faith. 
One whispered about whether a Jew could get a ticket into 
heaven by having a Catholic funeral. Another regular said 
Old George had hedged his bets. If you picked only one 
religion, that was risky; it was better to take a chance with 
a couple of religions. It was a stronger hand, and you could 
plead your case that at a minimum you were entitled to a 
timeshare in heaven. “And if there ain’t no God, then that 
meant Old George won, only he’d never know that he’d 
won because there’s no him. That’s how George figured 
it.”

“How do you know? He tell you that? Doesn’t sound

like George.”

“He was a lawyer and a Jew. He knew all the angles. He

didn’t need to tell me.”

Inside the church, a woman sang a hymn. A hundred or 
so people filed in, sliding into the pews as the priests had 
already taken their position at the altar. The outer doors on 
both sides were open, and a slight cross breeze cooled the 
room. For a nine o’clock funeral in Bangkok, Old George 
had more farangs inside a church than a bishop holding 
Christmas mass.

George had died of old age. Everything fell apart. The 
faint click of the wind chimes on the roof outside the window 
filled the silence when the organist stopped between hymns. 
During the readings and the eulogy, Calvino glanced out 
the window. Beyond the wind chimes and battered TV

4

aerials from the Stone Age of broadcast TV, relics of tangled, 
twisted metal, and potted plants, dry and shriveled, three 
green domes of a mosque rose like jade jar lids against a gray 
morning sky. George, Calvino thought, smiling, the good 
Jew, was getting himself a Catholic funeral in the shadow of 
a mosque and later in the morning would be cremated at a 
Buddhist wat. The mourners ahead of him might have been 
onto something. Old George was like a gambler who placed 
his bets on three horses—Jewish, Christian, Buddhist—in a 
three-horse race. Calvino imagined for a moment he heard 
the call for prayer coming from the direction of the mosque, 
making it a four-horse race.

But it was only the wind and the sound of those chimes

echoing through the church.

The service ended with the singer letting loose on 
“Amazing Grace.” The crowd had slowly risen from the 
polished wooden pews, bones creaking like the sound of a 
native clearing bamboo with a machete. While it was still 
early morning, the heat of the day had cranked up a notch 
to a couple of degrees below egg-frying temperatures, and 
the pallbearers groaned under the weight of George’s coffin. 
Arms shaking, knees buckling, like a line of old rumba 
dancers they managed to load the coffin onto a gurney, 
and the attendants wheeled it out the door and to a hearse 
parked in front of the church. The back hatch door was 
open, and the pallbearers struggled once more to slide the 
coffin inside.

After the Catholic funeral, the cremation service was 
scheduled at a wat on Phetchaburi Road. The crematorium 
was nestled in a compound of buildings with orange gabled 
roofs. The wat overlooked an expressway ramp, cars lined up 
to pay the toll, drivers looking out their windows getting an 
image of the last tollgate they would one day enter. Calvino 
left the church and stood with other friends as George’s widow 
stood beside the hearse, clutching a framed photograph of
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her husband. The widow, the photo of George in one hand, 
gently dabbed a tissue to her eyes. Tanny sat in the last pew 
away from the door, where she watched Calvino. He had 
seen her but hadn’t acknowledged her presence. He looked 
away as Tanny glanced at her watch, then glanced up to see 
Calvino embrace an elderly man in a safari suit and with 
tears in his red-rimmed eyes. They patted each other on the 
shoulder the way men do, and then the man in the safari suit 
stepped forward and comforted Old George’s widow.

Some of the bar regulars were dry-mouthed before ten 
in the morning, itchy for the taste of the first beer of the 
day, scratching at their collars, underarms sweat-stained 
from the exertion of carrying the coffin. They broke into 
groups, figuring out who had transportation to the wat and 
who had decided to cut out and find something to drink.

McPhail came to old George’s funeral dressed in a necktie 
and a brown shirt. He looked tense, beaten down, working 
the kinks out of his knuckles. The knot in his tie, crooked 
and creased in the wrong place, along with his haggard 
expression would have let him pass as the foreman of a hung 
jury deadlocked after forty-eight hours of deliberation.

McPhail crossed over and hugged Calvino, whispering 
in his ear, “Don’t look. But inside the door there’s a ying 
who’s been clocking you.”

Calvino patted him on the back. “Tanny Craig.”
“Second to last pew, she’s seated about noon. You have 
to move to your left a foot or so,” McPhail went on until 
Calvino’s words sank in. “You know her?”

Calvino nodded and, to prove his point, walked to the 
entrance of the church and looked inside. Tanny, in her 
perfect black dress, sat, legs crossed, half turned, a black 
briefcase on the pew beside her. She lowered her sunglasses 
and stared at him. Calvino frowned, letting her know he 
wasn’t happy that she’d bird-dogged him to the church.
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They had an appointment, but it’d been agreed that that was 
after the funeral. But she couldn’t wait; she had to follow 
him, to be certain he would make the appointment. He 
ignored her and turned his attention to McPhail. Calvino 
had nothing he wanted to say to Tanny that couldn’t wait 
until the funeral had finished and they were back at the 
office. And looking at McPhail, he realized that he had 
nothing more to say to McPhail. So he said nothing.

Had this been her idea of putting Calvino through some 
kind of test? The appointment was to attend a meeting 
with Brandon Sawyer, who was Calvino’s client. She had 
managed to get the information about the funeral from 
Ratana. Calvino turned around, facing the altar, arms folded 
across his chest.

“Foxy,” said McPhail.
“She’s from New York. Strictly business.” His voice was

flat and dull.

McPhail’s eyebrows rose. “You’re joking.”
Calvino said, “She’s not the kind of woman you joke

about.”

“She’s got something about her. Class.”
Any Thai ying who wasn’t a hooker and carried a briefcase 
had class in McPhail’s book. Calvino saw no good reason 
to disclose that Tanny Craig was a private investigator in 
Bangkok on assignment from New York. Calvino wanted 
to forget that she was at the church. The prime directive 
was to concentrate on sending Old George off to the next 
life before attending to unfinished business in this one.

The service was over, and the pair of priests stood 
outside the church near the widow. They looked smaller, 
more human than when they drank from the chalice on 
the altar. When they’d offered Communion, it was just the 
wafer that was given. The chalice wasn’t extended. One of 
the mourners had gone back to the altar and discovered that 
there was only olive oil in the chalice. He had badly wanted
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a drink. He spit out the olive oil, crossed himself, and went 
back outside to join the others.

A procession of cars drove to Phetchaburi Road, where 
a couple of the motorcycle-taxi boys in their orange vests 
stood in the road directing traffic, letting the procession turn 
into the driveway of the wat. Calvino got into his car, and 
then McPhail and two others from the service climbed in, 
slamming the doors and demanding the air conditioner be 
turned on full blast. “Aren’t you gonna offer her a ride?” 
asked McPhail.

Calvino watched Tanny walk toward his car. McPhail

smiled as she approached.

“I should leave her to find her own way.”
“This explains why you’re single,” said McPhail. “You 
gotta sweet-talk a woman a little, Vinny. Abandoning her at 
George’s funeral isn’t gonna get you laid.”

Somehow Calvino felt that George would forgive him.
She rapped her knuckles on the window. Calvino rolled

it down.

“Can I have a ride?”
McPhail opened the door, climbed out, holding the door

for Tanny.

“Get in,” Calvino said. As he watched Tanny and McPhail 
change places, he was thinking that’s how it always began, 
the “get in” part, and down the line it usually crashed into 
a call to “get out.” As McPhail groaned getting in, Calvino 
avoided looking at Tanny. He was already regretting the 
invitation, but telling her to get out would set a record even 
for Calvino in terms of time together. He gave it a pass.

It was strange, looking back, how two simple, small 
English words—“get in” or “get out”—could become the 
source of so much regret. They’d deserted Calvino at the 
speed of buckshot, abandoning him to the pretty woman 
who’d mooched a ride from Old George’s funeral. Inside 
the van McPhail and the others congratulated themselves
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for being heroes, giving Calvino the chance to close the deal 
with the hot ying. They figured that Calvino owed them 
a round of drinks. McPhail said, “Make that a couple of 
rounds. He can afford it.” Calvino had a different take—the 
men had felt some primal instinct that told them to flee 
while they could. He had felt the same urge. That was the 
problem with driving. He was stuck behind the wheel with 
a woman in the passenger seat who had every intention of 
spoiling a perfectly good funeral.
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Two

“BRANDON DIDN’T HAVE anything to do with 
Kowit’s murder. Achara’s not a murderer.” Brandon was 
Calvino’s client; Achara came into the picture as Brandon’s 
Thai business partner. Kowit’s murder had briefly turned a 
spotlight on Achara, but in Thai style it was less a spotlight 
than one of those prison-wall searchlights scanning the 
swamps just outside the grounds for someone lurking in the 
shadows. It soon moved on to others.

She had flown into Thailand on Saturday, arriving on a 
late-night flight. He’d met her at the hotel for a drink. She’d 
worn one of those professional suits with tailored woolen 
trousers that a New York senator might wear.

Tanny had spent Sunday going over a number of 
documents at Calvino’s office. It wasn’t an unreasonable 
request given the circumstances—a desk, a chair, and a 
computer had been installed in anticipation of her arrival. 
She was moving in for a temporary period to work out the 
details of a business deal between Brandon and his brother 
Marshall. The office accommodation had been part of the 
deal. Brandon, who never let the money train pass without 
pulling off a bag or two, got his brother to fund the office-
equipment expenditure, rent, telephone, and transportation. 
Marshall didn’t blink; he wired the money to Calvino’s
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account and e-mailed him that when Tanny left, he could 
keep the extra computer or give it away.

Brandon said not to consider the offer one of generosity. 
“Marshall’s fucking with you. That’s his way of doing it,” 
he had said.

Tanny’s human resources—meaning Calvino’s services—

had been part of the package.

Tanny Craig was the only ethnic Thai he’d ever met 
who didn’t flash the automatic smile. That default grin had 
been refined over centuries to oil the hard gears of daily 
life, which feudalism had the tendency to gum up. Thailand 
had cultivated the idea of itself as the “Land of Smiles”, 
used it to sell the place to tourists who’d do more tricks 
than a circus dog for one of those smiles. The smile was 
among those human expressions, like sex, that had been 
successfully repressed in the West. At least the one that had 
no real justification for itself; in the West, a person who 
smiled for no apparent reason was the village idiot. Not 
in Thailand, where the smiles were abundant and largely 
for no reason. The smile was unearned, because you never 
truly knew where you stood. Most everyone got a smile for 
nothing. But no one cared; earned or not, the smiles lit up 
the place, and all that grinning often kept people from one 
another’s throats.

By the time they shook hands at the end of the evening 
on Saturday, Calvino had decided that Tanny Craig wore 
her professionalism on her sleeve, like some people wore 
their heart. And for the same reason: They couldn’t help it. 
On that first Saturday, she had let him do most of the talking. 
The next morning, Sunday morning, and early morning, 
too, it was more of the same. He talked, she listened. It was 
a good interrogation technique. People didn’t understand 
that in investigation the best weapon to put into the field 
was a patient listener. People wanted to tell their story, talk
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and talk, until the sunset, through nightfall, until dawn if 
you let them.

Brandon said Marshall had picked Craig because she would 
“fit in.” Fitting in was something that Marshall valued as a 
business asset. In Tanny’s case fitting in meant she not only 
looked Thai but also was Thai. She’d been born in Thailand. 
Her biological parents were Thai. But other than the genes, 
below the surface, where identity is made, Tanny Craig 
was 100 percent American, a wonk whose professional life 
consisted of taking notes and memorizing figures, forecasts, 
and termination provisions of contracts. Watching American 
Idol, eating McDonald’s, going to Disney World with her 
kid. She’d bought the American package. Or another way 
of looking at Tanny was that she was the American package, 
right down to the bows and ribbons.

Brandon had insisted on keeping Calvino on the case. 
Like a punch-drunk boxer, he was in no condition to 
change managers halfway through a losing fight. Marshall 
worked behind the scenes from his New York office trying 
to control the financing of his brother’s Thai joint-venture 
project. Marshall had insisted on bringing in someone from 
a large professional investigative firm. “An American firm,” 
he said. And he’d kept repeating that phrase like it was a 
chant in some two-bit cult. Once she arrived in Bangkok, 
it hadn’t taken Tanny long before she understood that she 
was stuck with Calvino unless she could figure out a way 
to cut him out of the deal. It would be her case; Marshall 
would control the ring. That was the theory. She pored 
over the details, searching for any scrap of fact to show over 
billing, corruption, conflict of interest, or a connection to 
the contract-killing of the journalist who’d stuck his nose 
into the joint venture—all possibilities that had run through 
her checklist. Any one of them would be a knockout blow. 
That’s what she wanted. A one-round fight. Get the work 
done, get on a plane, and go home.
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That was what Tanny Craig thought about on the way 
from the wat and the last belch of gray smoke, as Calvino 
drove to Brandon Sawyer’s house. Tanny sat in the passenger 
seat staring straight ahead.

“You don’t talk much,” Calvino said.
“My client would be happy to pay you a severance fee,”

she said.

“Yeah?” He glanced at her. “He wants to buy me off?”
“Think of it as streamlining the case.”
“Meaning he wants me out of the stream and for you to

paddle the boat alone.”

She didn’t say anything, turning her head slightly and

gazing out the window.

Calvino pulled over to the side of the road and set the 
handbrake. Cars and trucks raced past like high-speed trains 
that had jumped the rails. A cloud of thick dust kicked from 
the shoulder of the road and slowly settled over the car. 
There was nothing opposite the shoulder other than rows 
of parked pickups, motorcycles, tuk-tuks, and a few vendor 
shacks selling mangoes and oranges.

“This is Sawyer’s house?” She looked confused.
“It’s a wet market. I’ll be back in five.” He left the car 
engine running. Calvino had parked Thai style, with the 
rear half of his Honda City blocking the lane, causing cars 
approaching from behind to swing out into the oncoming 
lane without so much as a sideways glance, passing as a 
matter of right. As she sat in the car, one or two drivers 
shot her an angry, menacing look. No one honked, no one 
shouted. The Thais had a huge capacity to store rage until 
it overflowed into pure white-heat violence. Tanny puffed 
up her cheeks, sighed, and shook her head as if she had 
an audience. She glanced at her watch and then out the 
window. Fifteen minutes later there was no sign of Calvino, 
just street vendors, shoppers, throngs of students eating ice 
cream and smiling. As the moments passed, her sense of
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frustration increased until she pulled out her cell phone, and 
called him.

He picked up on the first ring. “I’ll be right there.” 
He hung up before she could explain how upset she was 
becoming. She was never late for a meeting. It wasn’t 
professional. Men like Marshall expected punctuality. But 
Calvino was something else. This man had blocked the 
road, abandoned her in his car, and if she tried to get out on 
the passenger side, she’d be run over. She convinced herself 
that Calvino had done it on purpose, one of those macho 
power plays.

She waited and waited, stewing in the air-conditioned 
car, remembering newspaper stories from somewhere like 
Arizona or New Mexico that appeared now and again, 
about how someone had left a baby, an old person, or a 
dog unattended in a closed-up car in desert-heat conditions. 
She turned up the air conditioner. It was newsworthy if 
the person or dog died from heat exhaustion. He’d pulled 
this stunt to play with her mind, throw her off balance, 
and make her lose her self-control. But she wasn’t going 
to allow that to happen. The fact was, it was Calvino who 
was in the stifling heat, shopping in an open wet market, 
gutters running with animal blood, guts, and feathers. When 
Calvino returned carrying plastic bags, he knocked on the 
glass and waved. She rolled down the window. “Flowers?” 
She half turned, reaching out to the orchids.

“Beautiful, aren’t they?” He closed his door, smiling. “I 
should’ve told you that it was gonna be a Thai five minutes. 
But I keep thinking that you are Thai and know how things 
work. Like ‘driver flees the scene’ is a phrase of high modern 
art.”

She didn’t return his smile, turning back around and 
facing the windshield. He noticed that she wore her seat 
belt, sitting knees together, hands folded on her lap. What a
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careful Girl Scout this one was, he thought. “You’re upset 
with me.”

“I am not upset.” She said it in a tone indicating that the

“not” didn’t belong in the sentence.

Calvino glanced at her, putting the car into gear. He’s 
thinking that she’s more than upset. She’s on fire with rage, 
and nothing I say is going to do anything but stoke the 
flames. It was time to see how far she’d burn down. “Did 
your mother teach you to sit like that?” asked Calvino as he 
turned back into the stream of traffic.

“We should be there already,” she said, glancing at her

watch.

“Sawyer should fire me, right?”
She refused to acknowledge his smile, arms folded tightly 
under her breast and staring straight ahead. “Have you met 
his brother, Marshall Sawyer?”

“Brandon and his brother have—”
“Issues,” she said.
He nodded, passing a truck overloaded with pool tables, 
stacked one on top of the other and tied with rope to the 
rear fender. “Am I wrong in thinking that Marshall wants 
me off the investigation?”

“You’ve finished your job. So yes, he thinks you’re

hanging on when you should let go.”

Calvino gave her a crooked smile. She thought of him as 
a used-up boxer, and she’d come to tell him it was time to 
throw in the towel.

“That’s up to Brandon.” He glanced at her, the smile 
evaporated. “He tells me to stop, I stop. You tell me to stop, 
no disrespect, but that don’t mean anything.”

This was turning out to be more difficult than it should 
be, Tanny thought. “Why don’t you tell me what work you 
did for Brandon? And what work is left for you specifically. 
In your opinion, of course. It can be off the record.”
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It was like being interviewed by a journalist. “I don’t 
talk off the record. So why don’t I be upfront with you? 
A moment ago you wanted to bribe me to throw Brandon 
under the bus. Now we’re working together? And you want 
me to tell you all the inside information about Brandon. 
You’re remarkable. And you want all of this to happen in a 
New York minute. But you’re forgetting an important piece 
of information. This is Bangkok, where a minute is known 
to stretch a time zone with little effort.” He could tell from 
Tanny’s accent that she wasn’t a native New Yorker. He 
guessed that she was from somewhere in the Midwest, one 
of those flyover places with accents as flat as the land outside 
the plane window.

“I’m learning.” She was still annoyed over the amount of 
time he’d left her in the car. Calvino read it as one of those 
throwaway jabs she lobbed out of desperation when she 
couldn’t get in close enough to deliver a couple of decisive 
body blows.

“I’ll make it up to you,” Calvino said. When a man was 
winning, it was no sweat to ease off. “You know about 
Brandon Sawyer’s Frankenstein rice- and turbo-wind-
driven power-generating windmills.”

“That’s what you call the joint venture.”
“It’s a nickname for it. Don’t get touchy.”
But she was the touchy type, and he was trying to get 
used to her style. She sulked, looking straight ahead at the 
road.

Calvino continued, “You knew before he came to 
Thailand that he worked a year or two as a comedian in 
New York?”

He watched for her reaction; she clearly hadn’t known 
that Brandon Sawyer was a onetime funnyman before going 
into two businesses that comics made a good living telling 
jokes about. Brandon was finding that a sense of humor 
and business didn’t mix. Losses and risks were never funny
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unless they happened to someone else. Tanny was in town 
to make certain that that someone else wasn’t Marshall.

“He’s unstable,” said Tanny.
“The political situation is unstable.”
“That’s another reason Marshall’s unhappy. This place

seems to be coming apart.”

Thousands of demonstrators swarmed through the streets 
of Bangkok, holding the government hostage, chanting, 
marching, and demanding a new political order. That wasn’t 
exactly the kind of talk businessmen liked to hear. They 
liked the old order; they disliked disorder—it made them 
edgy. No one knew who had authority to set the rules. 
Brandon was holed up in a world of people hanging on 
with both hands, pretending that they might be knocked 
off the ride and into the gutter. Calvino understood why 
Marshall had sent Tanny to investigate a way to shut down 
the amusement park. Only thing was, Brandon was having 
a great time in never never land, and no one was going to 
push him off the roller coaster just because it was a little 
dangerous and badly maintained.
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Three

BRANDON SAWYER USED his right hand to rake his 
blond hair, moving it to the side, away from his face. A 
bulge of flesh hung over his trousers, ballooning out his 
shirt; when viewed from the side, it appeared he wore a 
concealed all-purpose money pouch. But the bulge was 
Sawyer’s bloated stomach. His matted hair formed a tangle 
on his forehead, in the style of an old-fashioned crooner. 
The “look” had been part of his act.

It was the waiting to go on that was hell. Pacing backstage 
while the previous act worked the audience. Only he wasn’t 
backstage; Brandon was at home. And his audience would 
consist of Vincent Calvino and a private investigator named 
Tanny Craig. He tried to occupy himself with other things. 
Except it didn’t work. Waiting made him sweat, and his 
skin had that cold, clammy post-collision daze.

Calvino had never seen Brandon wear anything other 
than a tailored silk shirt with three buttons undone, showing 
a pelt of blond hair on his chest, along with dark trousers, 
barefoot on the marble floors. Pressing his lips firmly 
together, Brandon watched while his gnarly toenails the 
color of amber flew across the room as they were clipped by 
one of four yings who lounged around his mansion. Brandon 
sat on an overstuffed chair, holding a glass, sipping his gin 
and tonic, careful not to dislodge a sliver of lime snugly
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wedged over the rim. He had laid out all the papers Calvino 
had asked to examine, gotten one of the yings to spread 
them out on a table. Most were reports about the recently 
closed investigation into his partner, a thirty-seven-year-old 
businessman, a Thai-Chinese named Achara, who’d known 
the murdered journalist.

Brandon scanned the papers and felt happy. It wasn’t 
an ideal place to work, but it was his home, not an office. 
He wanted this Craig woman to see him in his home and 
report back to his brother how Brandon’s yings fussed over 
him. Brandon had done his stand-up work on the small-club 
circuit in the Village. It was something he had to get out of his 
system. Calvino, who’d been back to New York, remembered 
seeing his act. They had talked. Who would have guessed that 
one-day the comic would be living in Bangkok and hiring 
Calvino to make subtle inquiries about Achara and his family? 
What struck Calvino was that the gap between Sawyer’s stage 
persona and his day-to-day personality was as tiny as the space 
between the bricks used to build the pyramids. You couldn’t 
have slipped a knife blade between the two.

Calvino’s uncle had owned one of the clubs where 
Sawyer had performed. That had been in the early nineties, 
when a lot of people in New York thought they were 
funny. Humor was changing, but Sawyer’s act didn’t. It 
was dated when he started; it had grown ancient by the 
time he called it quits. Why had Sawyer gone through the 
humiliation? Comedy was an act of rebellion against his 
family and his brother Marshall, who’d been their mother’s 
favorite. Sawyer’s show-business career had lasted about 
two long, frustrating years And when he returned, hat in 
hand, humbled, to the family business, no one even seemed 
to notice that he’d tried his luck at comedy, stumbled, fallen 
flat on his face, and crawled home. Marshall grinned with 
satisfaction. The sound out of the back of his throat was as 
close to a laugh as Brandon ever got from his brother.
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Brandon smacked his lips, rattled the ice cubes against 
the inside of his cut-crystal glass as if throwing the bones 
for a reading of his future. He’d been expecting the woman 
his brother had sent with Vincent Calvino, and they were 
running a half an hour late. Like most lonely men, Sawyer 
drank in large swallows, draining the glass. Then he lifted 
the empty glass and nodded. A ying massaged his ankles 
while a maid took the glass and walked across the room 
to the wet bar. The other two yings played cards at a table 
in the corner. The yings had the large-screen TV tuned to 
the cartoon station. The remote control lay on the table. 
One of them had pushed it into the pot of twenty- and 
one-hundred-baht notes and called the others. She grinned, 
convinced she had the winning hand. Sawyer felt agitated, 
as if he were about to walk onstage, going through his act 
in his head.

He rehearsed, mumbling to himself, the speech he’d 
planned to deliver to Marshall’s private investigator. The 
plan was to start with something along the lines that the 
world had changed but Marshall never changed. Marshall 
never accepted Brandon’s judgment, his recommendations, 
or his version of events. The same was true for his friends, 
his ideas, or his lifestyle. It had been that way since they’d 
been children. Marshall did everything in his power to 
retain control of every situation. If Brandon hired an expert, 
Marshall found something to discredit the person. He’d been 
trying to do the same thing with Vincent Calvino. Marshall 
had sent his own hired gun to find a way to kick Calvino 
off the case. That would leave Brandon alone, isolated, and 
Marshall would again win the toss. But Brandon hadn’t 
given up; Calvino was still on his side. He had a fighting 
chance.

Brandon fidgeted, brushing his hair, wringing his hands; 
a nervous, unsettled stomach revolted against the gin and 
tonic. He counted the toenail fragments flying across the
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room, yelling, “Incoming!” He belched and took the refilled 
glass from the maid, moving across to stand in front of air 
circulating from the blades of a couple of floor fans. “Other 
leg,” he said to the ying in white shorts and blue tank top, 
braless, a gold chain swinging as she massaged his leg. She 
shifted to his other leg, diving in with hands shaped like 
claws. “Softer,” he protested. “That’s my leg, not a hunk of 
Kobe beef.”

The ying, who was twenty-one, had no idea what Kobe 
beef was, but understood he wanted a gentler touch. She 
smiled, blew him a kiss. That was the kind of audience 
Brandon loved best—adoring, responsive, tireless, and at 
his feet. All morning a crew of electricians had been fixing 
the air-conditioning, and several fans circulated the hot air 
without doing anything to reduce the temperature. The 
yings and the other staff couldn’t have been happier; they 
hated air-conditioning, saying it gave them headaches, 
colds, bladder problems, skin eruptions, that it attracted 
rats and ghosts. Sawyer just stared at them when they 
carried on conversations that defied cause and effect. How 
such irrational beings had occupied every room in his life 
sometimes troubled him. It was the trade off for nonstop 
massage and refilled glasses, he told himself. Living in 
Thailand, he had grown to accept many peculiar aspects of 
living.

Where the fuck is Calvino? he wondered. His man was 
running late. He remembered something about a funeral. 
People died every day. Running late because of death was 
hardly an excuse. If anything, it was a good reason to speed 
up, he thought. Maybe something had gone wrong. He 
started to worry about the things that might have happened—
that Marshall had gotten to Calvino. Sawyer’s mind, heat-
addled and gin-plied, had begun to play tricks, throwing out 
images of Calvino sitting in his office, unknotting his black 
funeral tie, having tossed the case file into the wastebasket.
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Brandon’s brother could have paid him off. The implication 
had been that Calvino was a local hire and wouldn’t be up 
to the job required. Would Vinny have taken his brother’s 
money and not have told Brandon? Calvino was a lot of 
things, but money-driven wasn’t one of them. Yet Marshall 
said every man has his price, and every woman sooner or later 
morphed into Lady Macbeth. With their mother, Brandon 
never questioned the last part of Marshall’s equation.

Most people in Sawyer’s family suffered various degrees of 
paranoia, and if scientists ever figured out the gene sequence, 
he was certain they’d find that it came from his mother’s side 
of the family. That’s where the money had come from, and 
if he gave up always looking over his shoulder, assuming 
that someone was trying to get him, eventually someone 
just might get lucky. Paranoia was a major corporate asset; it 
never deflated, and retained its value, especially in hard times. 
Sawyer had never liked his brother’s attitude. Marshall was 
always causing trouble, and looking for some angle to trip 
Brandon up, make him fall flat on his face. As far as Brandon 
was concerned, this imported investigator from New York 
was part of a conspiracy intended to get his money, kill a 
profitable deal, and drive him out of Thailand. “I’ve got a 
cramp in my right foot,” he said, making a face.

The ying sat back on her haunches and called over to one 
of the other yings at the card table. Another ying sighed, put 
her cards down, and, like a good relief pitcher, left for her 
tour of duty. “Right foot, darling,” he said. “This foot. The 
one you’re holding is the left. This one is … guess which 
one it might be.”

She picked up his right foot, wrinkling her nose. 
“Let me introduce you to Mr. Right.” He wiggled his 
toes. “Hello, glad to meet you. I am Mr. Right. Who are 
you?”

“Baa,” she said, which roughly translated to “crazy.” 
“Totally,” he said.
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As the massage continued, Brandon thought that maybe 
Marshall wasn’t trying to kill the joint venture—it was too 
good a deal—but what he wanted was control over it. That 
meant pushing his younger brother into what the Thais 
called an inactive position, like inspector-general of sewers, a 
position at the bottom of a slope, where it was hard to support 
a certain way of life. There will always be enough money for 
gin and tonics. But a mansion and servants? He felt sweat 
forming on his forehead. No more unlimited supply of toy 
girls to clip his toenails and massage his tired dogs. A line of 
sweat dripped down, rolling off the tip of his nose. No more 
expense accounts to entertain as he pleased. Brandon sighed 
and wiped his face with a tissue. He balled up the tissue and 
threw it on the floor. He’d have to pick up for himself if that 
happened. The worst of it was, he was too old to tell jokes 
in front of a roomful of strangers. The meeting with Calvino 
and the investigator from New York was part of Marshall’s 
power squeeze, and that was why Brandon needed Calvino. 
Damn, where the fuck is he? Maybe Brandon had played it 
too cool with Calvino, not letting on how miserable and upset 
he was over the due diligence his brother had ordered.

Marshall had said on the phone that sending an 
investigator hadn’t been his idea; it had been the board 
that had insisted. An outside director of the company, 
the prick, had recommended hiring a specialist to check 
out the books and operations. Kowit’s murder had given 
Marshall a justification for his move. The air needed to be 
cleared, as there’d been a suggestion that Achara had been 
on the possible suspect list. That was a half lie. The suspect 
list was the size of the Manhattan telephone directory. It 
gave Brandon digestive problems to think about the idea 
that Achara’s name had been included. He tossed back his 
tumbler filled with gin and a splash of tonic.

The cramp had moved up his right foot to his leg. 
Brandon wondered if he might be suffering from a heart
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attack. He sat forward with the empty glass. The maid’s 
face went on alert, like a retriever who had seen his master 
throwing a ball. “Massage higher,” he said.

The ying made a grab for Brandon’s balls. “Not that 
high. Massage my leg.” He caught her wrist and pushed her 
hand down to the muscles just above his knee.

He started to laugh, and that convinced him he probably 
wasn’t having a heart attack after all. Sawyer rose, stretched, 
feeling much better, and walked out of the room, down the 
corridor, and into the expansive entrance, where he opened 
the door and looked down the driveway as if staring hard 
enough would cause Calvino to materialize.

Sawyer’s shoulders slumped as he stepped back inside. 
He stared at his glass, thinking about the boardroom in New 
York, with his brother occupying the seat at the head of 
the chrome-and-glass table. Relatives, lawyers, accountants, 
big shots on both sides of the table sifted through piles of 
papers. The board never did anything that his brother didn’t 
agree with. He thought of how his brother Marshall would 
have looked at those around the table, drilling him with his 
stare, holding up a newspaper clipping and saying, “This 
joint-venture partner, Achara. The police connect him to a 
murder. We can’t let this pass.”

There was nothing funny about Achara, the deal, or 
the potential profits involved, which were enormous. But 
someone had murdered a journalist named Kowit, who left 
behind a wife and a couple of kids. Widows and orphans 
made good copy. The story had some legs for a murder, 
which, like a bribed boxer, was supposed to go down and 
stay down after the third round. This one kept fighting. And 
that had been the problem, and why Brandon had brought 
Vincent Calvino into the matter.

Calvino’s report cleared Achara. True, in the early 
stages of the business venture, Achara’s lawyers created a 
shareholding structure that gave the power to Achara, and
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Brandon had gone along with the lawyer; Marshall had been 
told that they’d been forced to work within a set of informal 
conventions, structuring deals that looked like one thing but 
were actually something else. Marshall thought Brandon 
had been sucker punched. Calvino found nothing to link 
Achara with the murder; Achara, if anything, was an ascetic 
type, even eccentric, raising lions on his grounds. More than 
that, Achara had a record of good deeds. Thais would have 
said he had a “good heart.” In other words, Achara was a 
fair, honest man, a man of his word who’d locked himself 
inside a world of ancient Chinese beliefs and rituals. Such a 
man didn’t go around killing people or ordering someone 
else to do so.

After reading Calvino’s report, Marshall had phoned 
Brandon. Marshall cleared his throat on the other end of the 
line—it was one of those habits that made one brother want 
to strangle the other—then explained that no matter what 
Calvino had found, the fact remained that the journalist had 
been murdered upcountry, five kilometers from the land 
with cultivated, genetically modified rice and a wind farm. 
Kowit’s articles suggested that kickbacks and cronyism were 
involved in both projects. Each had received government 
backing, tax write-offs, import-duty concessions, making 
them sweet but at the same time generating controversy.

“No one gets something for nothing in Thailand,” said

Marshall.
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Four

CALVINO GRIPPED THE steering wheel and made a left 
turn, but in his mind he was inside Brandon’s enormous 
lounge, explaining, “Achara’s name had been on a long list 
of people with a motive to kill the reporter. But that didn’t 
mean he had anything to do with it.”

“Of course, not,” Brandon would reply. “Why would 
he do something so stupid? Achara graduated from Stanford 
University. Duh. He’s like you or me. Maybe smarter than 
you. Certainly smarter than me. Smart people don’t shoot 
reporters in the head. It’s bad for business.” It was the kind 
of logic followed by a conclusion that a bargirl might make, 
thought Calvino. Rich, Ivy League–educated people killed 
but brought more cunning and resources to the job. Since 
they mostly ran the government, it was usually called an 
execution rather than a murder. An argument along those 
lines was pointless with someone like Brandon. Calvino 
would ignore him and ask for a drink. Without alcohol, a 
world of Brandons was difficult to bear.

He wondered what kind of shape Brandon would be in 
for the meeting, as he tried to get a better reading on Tanny’s 
intentions. Brandon’s drinking would be something she’d 
pick up on immediately. Not that Marshall was unaware of 
his brother’s drinking problem, but having it confirmed in
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writing wouldn’t be exactly advancing Brandon’s position 
when it came to retaining power in the joint venture.

“Running probability analysis, what are the chances

Achara was behind the murder?” asked Tanny.

She was one of those women who had a knack for reading 
a man’s mind. And after two meetings, he’d concluded that 
she was likely the kind of woman who didn’t take much flak 
from anyone and who fought like a rattlesnake when faced 
with resistance to what she wanted.

“I said the chances of his being involved were less than

twenty percent.”

“Brandon told Marshall that you said Achara was

clean.”

Calvino wondered if Brandon had said that; “clean” 
wasn’t a word he ever heard Brandon use. “Eighty percent 
is as clean as you can get a body in these parts.”

“The problem is, Marshall saw ‘less than twenty 
percent’ in your report and knew that Brandon had lied. 
He’d already factored in a thirty-percent risk for doing 
business in a country known for political instability, street 
demonstrations, and—to use Marshall’s words—with a 
reputation for fucking foreigners around, so he recalculated 
the overall risk, marking it up to fifty percent.”

“Meaning it’s fifty-fifty the joint venture could float 
down the river belly-up,” said Calvino, having some respect 
for the brother.

“Doing a deal in Thailand is like buying subprime 
mortgages. I’ve been sent to see if the joint venture is toxic. 
Have a look at that twenty percent of baggage. See if we 
might find a solution.”

“You came to double-check my work.”
“That’s one way of looking at it.” Letting the arrow hit

flesh and bone.

“Can you think of another way of looking at it?”
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Tanny thought about other options in silence. There

wasn’t any other way of looking at it. They both knew it.

Brandon Sawyer liked that, in the distant past, before 
Calvino became a nobody sneaking around taking pictures 
of farangs’ cheating bar ying girlfriends in Bangkok, they’d 
palled around New York together. They had a history. In 
Brandon’s way of thinking, Calvino understood the cultural 
bullshit of doing things in Thailand and the rules of the 
street in New York. That made Calvino, in Brandon’s 
view, qualified to look into matters that Brandon labeled 
as of vital interest, and to report back what he found with 
authority and credibility. “You could’ve saved yourself a lot 
of trouble if you’d read my report,” said Calvino.

“Thirty million dollars is a major investment. One report

isn’t enough comfort.” She offered a thin smile.

“If Marshall wants comfort, tell him to put the money in 
a savings account. Assuming there’s a New York bank left 
standing,” said Calvino.

Tanny had read through Calvino’s reports: Who, what, 
where, and how kind of reports. “Risk, Mr. Calvino. It’s 
all about risk. And credit. The appetite for risk has vanished 
along with the credit needed to finance it. Marshall has 
money at risk in Thailand, and he wants to find a way to 
eliminate the risk.”

A number of foreigners Calvino worked for didn’t like 
making decisions about risk, and hired him to tell them 
what to do. He included Brandon in that category. It hadn’t 
taken Brandon long to expand Calvino’s brief, asking him 
to make recommendations or come up with solutions, 
shouldering the responsibility for the outcome. Brandon 
wanted Calvino to predict the future and make the right 
decision for him. That was dangerous territory; it involved 
judgment, cash, opportunity, and random bad luck.

Calvino told Brandon before Tanny turned up that 
sometimes there was no clear reason to choose one option
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over another. And that he was a private investigator, and if 
Brandon wanted predictions about the future, then book an 
appointment to see a fortune-teller.

“You want me to throw a dart? Flip a coin? Is that what 
you’re telling me are my options?” Brandon had asked as 
he’d sat in Calvino’s office. It had to be something deep 
inside his upbringing, decided Calvino.

Calvino watched as Brandon blew off steam. “You ever 
meet Brandon’s mother? I have,” he said, answering his 
own question. Then he told her the story about meeting 
Sawyer’s mother in the old days in New York. She wore 
a white hat, an expensive knee-length leather jacket, and 
high black lace-up boots. Up close it looked as if a younger 
woman’s face had been sewed onto her own, leaving her 
sagging neck as the material evidence of plastic surgery. It 
had been late October, and she was carrying a Saks Fifth 
Avenue shopping bag. Brandon walked next to his mother. 
They stopped briefly on the street for an introduction. She 
gave Brandon the bag to hold and, flashing her emerald 
green eyes, she said that she liked Italians... “You meet her 
or not?” he repeated to Tanny now.

Tanny’s tongue darted over her lips—moist, large lips, 
Calvino had noticed. She also had the habit of pushing her 
tongue against the inside of her cheek. “Yes.”

Her resolute firmness, her devious, nasty, ankle-biting 
nature had been passed on to Marshall. But Brandon must’ve 
had a letter or two in his genetic code scrambled. Brandon 
got a double shot of the single-malt-whiskey DNA sequence 
instead. Sawyer’s mother surrounded herself, like a Chinese 
empress, with a court of professionals, courtiers who gave 
advice garnished with colorful flow charts. Brandon Sawyer 
had a court, but they were yings who spoke twenty words of 
English, sufficient for him to order them around; for business 
he had come to rely on Calvino’s advice. There’d been 
something in Calvino’s style and attitude that Brandon liked.
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Brandon leaned back like a good audience of one, holding 
a single-malt whiskey, and watched Calvino perform; he 
usually found that it was good entertainment. Wasn’t this 
act a variation of what his mother had done throughout 
his childhood? At some point Calvino had rolled over 
his investigation work into a more general consultancy to 
the joint venture. Though the revised arrangement had 
cost more money, that didn’t matter to Brandon, because 
Calvino had a knack, like some men at poker, and in the 
end what Calvino saved the joint venture came to vastly 
more than his fees. It was the way some people got very 
rich and others, who relied simply on their own talents and 
brains, just got along the best they could.

“I wrote two reports for Brandon,” said Calvino.
Tanny raised an eyebrow, her tongue dancing against 
the inside of her cheek. She’d seen only one. “I saw one of 
them. It was dated the seventeenth of August.”

“What about August ninth?” He thought she’d be a 
terrible poker player. Her tics would have done all but show 
her hand.

She mouthed, “No. Didn’t see that one.” Tanny shifted 
in her seat, sighing. “This isn’t good. How can we move 
ahead if people here aren’t going to be straightforward?”

Tanny’s net of “people here” was wide enough to cover 
Calvino and anyone else within drinking range of Brandon. 
Had she gone out of her way to insult him when he’d been 
upfront and when he could have had her running around in 
circles chasing her own tail?

“Isn’t that why Marshall sent you?” The anger stirred just 
below the surface of his voice. “Aren’t you supposed to be 
doing your own due diligence? That way you can decide if 
I’m making stuff up. I can understand Marshall’s concern. 
The Sawyer family doesn’t know me. Brandon hired me. 
The family knows Brandon and thought with all that money
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riding in this business, they’d better get a second opinion,” 
he said, stopping at a traffic light. Motorcycles filled up the 
gaps on both side of the car, the riders looking in at Tanny 
the way lions look at a lamb. The light changed, and the 
motorcycles shot off.

She turned and watched him gliding in and out of the

traffic.

“What’s your end of the deal?”
Calvino shook his head. “I’ve got no end.”
She shot him a look as if a katoey had stuck her hand into

her handbag.

“You’re doing this just for a fee of a couple grand?”
By New York standards, he was working for free. “You’re 
saying I’m a cheap date? That’s okay, too. Why don’t you 
ask Brandon to throw in another grand a month?” he said, 
winking at her.

“Why would I do that?”
“No reason,” he said. Combat pay was on his lips. Call it 
the Tanny Craig factor, chauffeuring a woman whose brief 
was to bust his balls.

It hadn’t helped that Brandon had considered passing 
along his reports. Calvino understood why Brandon 
hadn’t sent Marshall the August report. Calvino found out 
that Kowit, the dead reporter, had interviewed Achara 
in January. The police investigation had placed them at a 
restaurant with tables outside overlooking the street. Kowit 
and Achara had exchanged wais. Performed the little polite 
Thai social dance.

Not once but twice, Brandon, under pressure from 
New York, had asked Calvino to check out every aspect of 
Achara’s business, his associates and his family. They were 
clean; nothing much connected them to the murder. The 
interview was conducted six months before the murder. 
One interview was a slender reed to support a murder
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charge. Kowit had interviewed dozens and dozens of people 
during the same period. That’s what journalists did; that’s 
what investigators did as well.

“The reporter had interviewed Achara half a year earlier,”

said Calvino.

“I feel Brandon should have revealed that. Don’t you?”
“It was a background story on real-estate speculation. 
Three other people were interviewed for the same story. I 
checked Kowit’s report. He interviewed sixty-three people 
before he was shot. So if being interviewed makes Achara a 
suspect, he needs to take a number and wait, because there’s 
a monster lineup of suspects.”

“Do you have copies of Kowit’s newspaper articles?”
He nodded, a smile spreading across his face. “The

clippings are in my office.”

It had taken Calvino a couple of weeks to assemble a file

cabinet of background material.

“Of course you read Thai,” he said in a flat, matter-of-

fact voice.

Tanny didn’t read or speak a word of Thai. Calvino 
decided this was a good time to get that limitation out of 
way. She’d been sent to investigate a deal in a language she 
couldn’t read or understand. Only someone from New 
York would have shrugged that obstacle off as insignificant. 
Calvino always found it comforting to work with people 
who underestimated the importance of being culturally 
fluent. They inevitably fell down an open sewer marked by 
a sign in Thai.

She cleared her throat. “How quickly can you have them

translated?”

“Three, four months.” He smiled, waiting for a reaction.
She ignored his time estimate, meaning that was a

problem. “Three or four days,” she countered.

Calvino replied with a broad grin. “It’s not just money. 
Only a handful of people can do a good translation. And the
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ones who can aren’t available. They’re working at embassies, 
the UN, the multinationals. You ever see that Johnny Cash 
biopic? I remember the English subtitles. Johnny Cash in 
the early days is a door-to-door salesman. He introduces 
himself to the woman who opens the door. ‘Hi, I’m Johnny 
Cash.’ The subtitle underneath translated it as, ‘Hi, they call 
me Johnny Fresh Money.’”

Tanny neither laughed nor smiled. 
“When you see a movie, you can figure out what’s 
happening. But when you read a paper translation, all you’re 
left with is trying to figure out why anyone would be called 
‘Fresh Money,’” he said.

“I’m certain that you can figure out something,” she said. 
“Put someone on the job.” Tanny understood Marshall 
well enough to think that if Achara had investigated the 
background of Sawyer’s family, he would have required a 
roomful of file cabinets for the divorces, committal orders, 
arraignments, depositions, suspension-of-shares reports, 
class actions, security-commission hearings, shareholder 
lawsuits. None of the allegations involved common crimes; 
nothing stuck, but a lot of mud had been thrown against a 
lot of people. The most secretive decisions and discussions 
were done behind a secure boardroom door, in hotel 
suites, on yachts, at first-class airport lounges. Nothing 
any investigator could find, no matter how hard he 
looked.

Calvino pulled to a halt in front of a gate and guardhouse. 
Uniformed guards asked for his identification. “You need to 
show some ID.” Calvino handed the guard his Thai driver’s 
license.

Tanny dug out her American passport, the wings of the

golden eagle catching the sun.

“I wouldn’t give them that,” he said, noticing her 
birthday and place of birth. She was thirty-two years old and 
had been born in Ayuthaya. Her name appeared as Tanny
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Craig. He pointed at the New York driver’s license in her 
wallet. “That will do it.”

The guard returned the documents and Calvino drove 
gently over the speed bump into the gated community. 
Next to him, riding shotgun, was a Thai who neither spoke 
nor wrote Thai. She didn’t wai, or, even worse, she hadn’t 
developed the habit of returning a wai she’d received; she 
didn’t smile, and she held herself with the tense posture of 
a combat infantry solider waiting for the order to advance. 
That was a first, he thought. He filed the information away; 
sooner or later he’d find out how that had happened. The 
Land of Smiles was good at producing laughter, sunshine, and 
mystery. She’d managed to filter out any personal feelings. 
Whoever she was, her life in New York, what made her 
laugh or cry, had been buried under the professional mask. 
Calvino found himself wondering, if he chipped away at the 
façade, what he’d find underneath. With his stockbroker 
and neighbor, Siriporn, he’d been on the other end of the 
chipping away. She had been looking to get inside him, 
and he’d been backpedaling. Considering Tanny’s personal 
coolness while working on a case, he thought he was looking 
at someone very much like himself.
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Five

BRANDON SAWYER’S HOUSE was inside a moo ban, 
a private gated village, with uniformed security working 
control gates in and out of the complex of houses. Thailand 
existed outside the gates. It was no different from similar 
enclaves of seriously wealthy people in California, Arizona, 
or Florida. Places with good weather and cheap, illegal 
alien labor. The moo ban had a network of wide avenues 
with mansions hidden behind high fences and bamboo, 
speed bumps twenty meters apart. The Thai ground crews 
worked under the hot sun setting up sprinklers, cutting 
the grass, and trimming trees. They could have passed for 
Mexican laborers in their oversize hats and baggy clothes. 
The houses had been built on an epic scale, with enough 
stone, brick, and concrete to erect an upcountry village. 
The main difference was that this village was the end of 
the rainbow. Most of the owners stayed locked inside their 
castles, terrified that upcountry people were under the spell 
of French revolutionary ideas and one day might invade, 
break open the gates, knock down the walls, and walk away 
with everything inside. Sawyer accepted the communal 
paranoia of the rich as normal; he’d grown up with it. The 
fear of having one’s rich throat slit in the middle of the 
night cut across race, culture, ethnic divides. Those at the 
receiving end of the pipeline dumping mountains of money
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created their own villages to house victors and to keep out 
the losers who could turn vengeful at any moment.

“Here’s where they’ll build the farang guillotine,” Cal-
vino said as the east wall of Sawyer’s estate came into view.

“I don’t understand,” she said. 
“You’re not following the politics? Doesn’t matter. Most

people don’t. After the revolution it’s too late.”

“The guillotine is French. Not Thai.”
“Crushing by elephants is an old-time favorite Thai 
method of execution,” said Calvino. “The guillotine is 
more humane, don’t you think?”

She shivered at the thought, let out a small sigh before 
she shrugged off Calvino with a disapproving look. Then he 
pulled into Sawyer’s driveway, and a gradual change, subtle 
at first, overtook her. Money did that to people. Parked 
in the driveway were Brandon’s silver BMW, an eight-seat 
van, a black SUV, and several motorcycles, including two 
Harleys, the chrome polished like mirrors, catching the sun. 
Two women were wiping down the BMW as Calvino shut 
off the engine of his Honda.

“He lives here?” Her mouth dropped.
“Brandon calls it Castle Sawyer.”
Brandon Sawyer’s house was a mansion that a nouveau 
riche Chinese merchant built in homage to Tara, the 
southern plantation house from the movie Gone With 
The Wind. Regal and elegant, it was ringed by a circular 
driveway, and inside the house a circular staircase spiraled 
to the upper floor. There were African black marble floors 
and Burmese teak tables and chairs, two salas, and a pond 
with carp and goldfish swimming in it, nestled in the garden 
behind the main house. They stopped in the redbrick drive 
sheltered from the private street by banana and mango trees. 
Barefoot servants ran up to the car to open Calvino’s door. 
They remembered him from his last trip, when Calvino had 
brought them a basketful of durian.
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The car door swung open, and Calvino stretched out his 
right leg. Two maids and gardener waied him, pulling at his 
arm and shoulder, staring at Tanny in the passenger seat. She 
sat quietly, gazing straight ahead. One of the maids waied 
and spoke Thai to Tanny, who looked blank and ignored 
her. The maid, confused and hurt, had been deflated.

“She doesn’t speak Thai,” Calvino said in Thai. “Don’t

take it personally. She speaks only English.”

The maids smiled, thinking Calvino was telling them 
some kind of farang joke. Anyone who looked like Tanny 
was expected to speak perfect Thai. That was a given.

He looked up at the house. Sawyer’s large bulk stood

framed in the open door.

“I hope to hell you didn’t bring durian again,” Brandon

called out.

Calvino walked around to the rear of the car and opened 
the trunk. He pulled out a basket and handed it to one of the 
maids. She removed the top, smiled, and the others looked 
inside. “Sticky rice and fresh mangoes,” said Calvino.

“I’ve got mangoes coming out of—” Sawyer stopped as 
he watched Tanny get out of Calvino’s car and walk toward 
the house.

She held out her hand. “I’m Tanny Craig.”
“I can see why my brother hired you. You’re beautiful.”
She didn’t return the smile. “Actually, I work for Sawyer

Corporation.”

“Okay, his corporation hired you, if that’s how you 
want to play it. But you’re still a dish. And I approve of 
Marshall’s taste. He pumped her hand in the kind of shaking 
exercise that gives the appearance of no probable ending 
point. Brandon smacked his lips and rolled his eyes. “I’d like 
a taste of that dish.”

“Does that mean you won’t need Mr. Calvino’s services?” 
she asked as Calvino walked up, surrounded by Sawyer’s 
servants. His vulgarity hadn’t fazed her in the least.
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Calvino grinned. This woman, despite her accent, had to

be from New York, he thought. She had balls.

Sawyer’s smile vanished. “Hey, you’re kinda pushy, 
aren’t you?” That was his first shot, fired wildly and, more 
important, missing the mark. It was an example of a Sawyer 
statement that began as a declaration and ended as a question 
mark. Calvino was accustomed to Brandon and tried to 
think what someone who didn’t really know him would be 
thinking at that moment.
She let go of his hand.
“I like to get to the point,” said Tanny. “I find it’s

easier.”

“She’s a professional, Brandon,” said Calvino. “That’s

what she told me.”

Sawyer grinned. “Sweetheart, you never want to call 
yourself a professional in this town. It has an entirely different 
meaning. You could give a man the wrong idea.”

She had expected to be baited. He waited a beat, thinking

she would slap him.

Instead, Tanny checked the time, then the door. She 
half turned, her eyes on the move as she swept the grounds. 
“Perhaps we can we start to work?” One of Brandon’s small 
yappy dogs with rat-size teeth yammered at her ankles until 
a maid called him: “Benjamin, Benjamin, pai laew.” Enough 
already. Off.

“I have another one just like him. His name is Marshall,” 
said Brandon. “That one over there is Vincent. If I get a 
fourth, I’ll call him Tanny. Good name for a bitch.”

Three Chihuahuas, white with brown markings on the 
face and body, ran around yapping and jumping, baring 
their teeth, the maids in hot pursuit; they had all been 
from the same litter. The yings were forever feeding them 
cookies, raising their blood-sugar levels, causing them to go 
into hyperactive cartoon mode. The one that answered to 
Vincent spun like a top as a servant brushed him away.
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At the entrance to the house, Calvino stopped, braced 
himself against the doorjamb, and removed one shoe, then 
the other, and lined them up behind some of Sawyer’s shoes 
near the wall. Tanny had gone halfway inside with her shoes 
still on.

“You mind removing your shoes?” asked Brandon,

making his question sound more like a declaration.

Calvino had to give it to her. She was a quick study. She 
glanced around at the others; none of them wore shoes. “I 
keep forgetting,” she said.

“Is that right? You forgot?” asked Sawyer, his tone in the

Sawyer-like way of not asking.

After she removed her shoes, Brandon, walking barefoot, 
led them upstairs to the main sitting room. The windows 
overlooked the large salas, a swimming pool, and the 
Chinese carp pond in the garden. Calvino stood and looked 
out at the garden. He liked the view—water, flowers, and 
coconut trees. Birds singing. One of the maids was playing 
with the dogs.

Brandon started the meeting while Calvino continued 
to take in the expanse of green below. “I don’t really know 
why Marshall had to send you business class from New York 
to look over Calvino’s work. Does Marshall think Calvino’s 
stupid and you’re Einstein?”

Tanny raised a finger to her lips to signal silence. Brandon 
replied with an arched eyebrow and a shallow sigh. She 
nodded at the three yings in short shorts and halter-tops 
sitting around the table, eating strawberries and whipped 
cream, dangling bare feet not quite touching the floor. They 
moved like a troupe of mimes who’d been hit thigh high 
with a tranquilizer gun. “Who are these children?”

“There’re not children. They’re support staff,” said

Brandon. He had intended it as a joke.

“I’d asked for the meeting to be private. That means no

one else.”
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“I understand what it means. But they don’t understand a

word of English,” said Brandon.

One of the bored yings shuffled a deck of cards. 
“They might have picked up more English than you 
think,” she said. “Security is essential. Marshall told me he 
briefed you on that.”

“Marshall’s been briefing me on shit my whole life. I am 
twelve thousand miles away, so I don’t have to listen to his 
briefings.” He walked over to the yings and asked them to 
go outside for a swim. “It will be fun.” The invitation had 
been issued with the magic word, and they were out of the 
room in under a minute.

“Thank you,” Tanny said in a half whisper, as if she were

in a library.

“Why do I have to be silent? Can you explain that to

me?” asked Brandon.

“Routine precaution,” she said. Tanny laid her briefcase 
on his desk, snapped open the latches, removed an antenna 
from the inside until it stretched two feet in height, and 
then pushed several toggle switches before securing a pair 
of earphones over her ears. Calvino glanced back from the 
window and smiled at Sawyer, who shrugged, rolling his 
eyes. “You’ll let me know when I can talk, won’t you?” he 
asked her.

Calvino sat in a chair next to Tanny. “She thinks 
someone might be listening to us.” He whispered, smiling 
as he caught Brandon’s eye.

“No one listens to me. Not the staff, the women, my 
brother—why would a stranger want to listen to what 
I’ve got to say?” Inside Brandon’s world of maids, drivers, 
handymen, gardeners, security guards, the help acted 
like a fifth column; they worked on the inside for those 
with money, sometimes acting as nominee shareholders, 
signing documents they didn’t read. They had all kinds of 
sensitive information that could be easily converted into
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fast cash. This was a downside to living in the moo ban. 
The staff had a community of eyes and ears watching and 
listening.

“Now we can start,” she said.
Playing meeting leader seemed to come naturally to her. 
Brandon grinned and winked at Calvino. “Don’t you wanna 
eat something first?”

Calvino had a history of clients who’d been in Thailand 
a long time. One of the things that rubbed off was the Thai 
preoccupation with food.

Before Tanny could say anything, two servants appeared 
from the kitchen, in that submissive half crouch, one with a 
vase containing freshly cut orchids and the other with a silver 
tray bearing a bowl of coconut milk, a bowl of sticky rice, 
and a plate of fresh-cut mangoes laid out like tiny bars of 
gold. The servant set the tray on a coffee table. She resumed 
her bent-over position and backed away. The older maid 
sucked her teeth as she cleaned up the mess of splattered 
strawberries and whipped cream left behind by the yings. 
The attitude of the maids made it clear that Brandon’s 
latest collections of yings not only didn’t bother to be neat, 
they used the house servants to do their laundry. It was the 
domestic struggle between bar yings and house servants—
same class, same background, but they’d been assigned a 
different set of duties. The younger maid finished arranging 
the flowers and the food, and then both women beamed as 
they stood back from their offering.

“Ms. Craig, enjoy the mangoes,” said Brandon.
“Why don’t we go through some talking points first?”
She was negotiating already.
“Vinny, what about you?” Brandon asked, ignoring her.

“I thought only politicians had talking points.”

Calvino held up two fingers. Brandon beamed. “Bring 
Khun Vinny some of that single-malt whiskey and mangoes. 
Do you want a drink?”
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They sat at the table while Tanny, controlling her anger, 
waiting near the door, managed to shake her head and retain 
some sense of dignity.

“Feel free to sweep the room again,” said Brandon. “You 
never know if the tray is bugged. The maid who sliced the 
mangoes used to work for the CIA bureau chief.”

“I’m not certain if you realize how serious this is, Mr.

Sawyer.”

“In the land of fun, being serious is fucking bad manners, 
Ms. Craig. It’s also said to cause headaches, make people 
depressed. As a Thai you should know that seriousness only 
has downsides. No one would be in the streets protesting if 
the government could offer them some fun things to do.”

Brandon finished his sticky rice and mango in several 
greedy swipes, like a bear devouring a couple of baby 
salmons. He held the plate out for a servant to collect. He 
didn’t even have to put the plate down. “I want to say 
something. The joint venture with Achara is one of the 
best deals Sawyer Corporation has ever made. Financial 
meltdown or street demonstrations, none of it matters to our 
business. It will remain highly profitable. We’ve checked 
him out. Meaning, of course, Vinny and me asked the right 
questions of the right people. And Achara’s as straight as 
a line of Colombian coke.” Brandon tapped a finger on 
Tanny’s electronic device.

“Tell me why the police investigated Achara in the

murder of the journalist,” she asked.

“Because that’s what they get paid to do. The more 
people they interview, the more chances they have to shake 
down the nervous types. Everyone has something to hide. 
They slip the cops a white envelope and get their name 
checked off the list.”

“You’re saying Achara bribed the police?”
“Never, my dear Ms. Craig. Achara’s a good man. He

doesn’t need to bribe anybody.”
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“That’s only your conclusion. ‘A good man’ and that’s 
it? The board wants slightly more than your opinion about 
his goodness.”

“My brother said he was sending a Thai investigator. 
You don’t seem very Thai,” said Brandon. He winked at 
Calvino. “You look the part. That’s why you were cast. But 
you’re not really Thai. I’d say it’s my brother who’s dealing 
in some misleading generalizations.”

“We can’t progress if you keep changing the subject,”

she said.

“We keep our shares. Achara stays in the picture. That’s 
the way it is,” said Brandon. “Work with Vinny, and after 
you’re finished next week, go back to New York and tell 
my brother to fuck himself.”

“Why didn’t you tell Marshall about Mr. Calvino’s

August report?”

Brandon’s eyes widened, the crow’s feet spreading 
outward. Calvino looked away from the window, where 
he’d been watching the three yings playing like dolphins in 
the swimming pool. “Pool decorations” was how Brandon 
had once described the young women who came to visit 
and stayed on, from a couple of days to six months, before 
new ornaments appeared to replace the old ones. “Who told 
you about that?”

“I told her,” said Calvino.
Brandon’s jaw dropped. It wasn’t his best look. 
“Goddamn, Vinny. You’re supposed to be on my side. That 
report was confidential.” His fist clenched around his glass, 
and for a moment it looked like he might throw it against 
the wall. But there was no clear space between the art and 
windows. He set the glass down. Tanny cracked a smile 
for the first time. She had gotten to him, and she knew 
it. It was more of a smirk that comes with having scored a 
small victory. Brandon exhaled loudly, rolled his head like 
a swimmer coming up from the bottom of the pool for
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air. She’d won a toehold on the beach, and she gave every 
indication of intending, like a good Marine, to fight until 
she captured the position she’d been sent to secure. “You 
led Marshall to believe there was just the one report. I don’t 
think he’d like that. Do you?”

“Judas,” whispered Brandon, baring his teeth at

Calvino.

“I didn’t mislead anyone,” said Calvino. “It’s no secret 
that Kowit interviewed Achara last January. That’s on 
public record. You asked me to cooperate with Marshall’s 
investigator. You said give her a desk, a phone, a computer. 
It’s a due-diligence exercise. ‘We’ve got nothing to hide. 
Give her whatever she asks for.’ Do you recall having that 
conversation?”

“Well, give me a dead fish to eat. It’s obviously all my

fault.”

“Anytime you want me off the case, let me know,” said 
Calvino. It took half a minute before Brandon broke eye 
contact.

Lost in thought, Brandon swirled his drink around the 
inside of the glass like a chemistry student conducting an 
experiment in a beaker. He looked up, shook his head. 
“That’s what Marshall wants. Work together. I’ve got it. 
Like you said, there’s nothing to hide. We’ve got some 
important contracts to sign next.”

“Correct. There are some important contracts to sign,”

said Tanny.

Brandon rubbed his fingers together. “Money. That’s all 
Marshall thinks about, cares about. I’ve got a relationship 
with Achara. It might mean nothing to Marshall, but it 
means something to me.”

“I’ll leave you a set of documents. Please sign them. There’s 
a signing tab so you’ll know where to. Let me know when 
you finish, and I’ll arrange to have them picked up,” she said, 
pulling out a sealed envelope and sliding it across the table.
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Calvino waited for Brandon to pass it to him with the 
instruction, Have a look at these and let me know what you want 
me to do.

Only Brandon didn’t say that. “You can work out of 
Calvino’s office until then,” he said. His hands folded over 
the envelope.

“I’ll let you know what I find,” said Tanny, and then she

rose from the table.

That’s the way Brandon wants to play it, thought Calvino. 
Cards so close to his chest that you’d need a scalpel to peel 
them off. As the meeting ended, Brandon walked over to 
the windows and rattled off a set of specific instructions 
to Tanny: Use Calvino and his office so she could go 
through the information, study the evidence, evaluate the 
risk, and interview Achara. Then submit her final report to 
Marshall.

“It’s up to Marshall whether you see my report,” said

Tanny. “Don’t take too long in signing the documents.”

Brandon’s slightly deflated grin faded. Calvino waited for 
showman’s comeback, but Brandon fell into silence, leaving 
Calvino and Tanny to discuss the details of their working 
arrangements over the next few days. A couple of times 
Calvino glanced at Brandon, who was half listening, but 
his mind was somewhere else—maybe outside in the pool 
splashing around with the yings. But there was a hint of 
seriousness in the silence, and as Brandon had explained, 
that was something you weren’t supposed to be in Thailand, 
unless, of course, there was some major problem.

Brandon’s stare fixed on a distant point, a space beyond 
the swimming pool, the yings running around the pool edge 
in their tiny bikinis. It was as if he had seen an invisible force 
approaching, one that couldn’t be easily stopped, a strong, 
determined, and unyielding wall of trouble. “That’s it. 
Why don’t you work out what you need to do at Calvino’s 
office?” said Brandon. “You don’t need me.”
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“You’ve got things to do,” said Calvino, looking at the 
envelope on the table. Brandon shrugged and waited for a 
servant to pour him another drink. Once he’d sipped the 
fresh drink, he went to the door and shouted for the yings 
to return to the nest. It wasn’t so much that Brandon was 
interested in talking to them as that the yings shielded him 
against the isolation and the waiting for the wall that was 
closing in and about to entomb him. Marshall had used 
the financial crisis and political unrest in Bangkok to set in 
motion forces that couldn’t be pulled back. Only Brandon 
didn’t fully believe that; he had a plan to stop Marshall. And 
sooner or later he’d have no choice but to let Calvino in 
on the plan. But not on this day, or inside his house in the 
presence of Tanny Craig, a dark angel dispatched from New 
York with an envelope delivered in front of a witness.

She’d handled Brandon like a veteran bullfighter, 
showing the cape, letting him charge, stumble past, a look 
of dumb surprise on his face as he missed and circled for 
another run, then missed again and again, until he got tired 
and told them to leave. Calvino found himself attracted to 
this messenger. She had class. And she excelled at something 
Calvino liked—letting a bull run himself around in circles 
until he collapsed. He had an idea she would be waving 
her cape at him next, and that made him smile. It’d been a 
long time since Calvino had come across a worthy adversary 
whose first instinct was to unholster her sexuality and use it 
as a weapon to get what she wanted. Tanny had revealed at 
the funeral, and now at Brandon’s, that she had other, more 
powerful weapons. Her instincts made her effective in the 
field and more than a little dangerous inside a room. She 
worked like a long-distance runner, who, unlike Brandon, 
never broke a sweat.
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