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2025 PREFACE

THE NORTH OF Thailand was once a separate kingdom,
a  kingdom  called  Lanna,  with  its  own  culture,  history,
language and traditions. Romance, beauty, and nature were
the lure that drew me on a road trip to Chiang Mai in 1990.
I was introduced to an antique dealer who owned a small
stall  selling  silver  amulets,  opium  weights  and  jewelry  at
the Weekend market. Once a month, she took a bus to the
North to replenish her inventory. I wangled an invitation
to accompany her on one of those trips. Outside of Chiang
Mai was a large shop with great pieces of antique furniture.
I wandered to the back garden where there was a brackish
pond  with  chair  and  table  legs  pointing  out  and  a  young
boy used a pole to push the legs under the greenish surface.
I asked what he was doing, and he replied, “I am making
old things.”

I  had  been  living  in  Thailand  for  less  than  two  years
and most of that time had been spent in Bangkok. Part of
the process of writing for me has always been a search, an
exploration and throwing myself into new experiences, and
!nding in new and novel way to tell a story that makes sense
of such experiences and makes it real and accessible to others.
Being curious, more than talent, is the essential quali!cation
to  spending  one’s  life  as  a  writer.  You  have  a  chance  of
!nding the truth if you are curious. Of course, there are no
guarantees and many blind alleys. The alternative is worse.

You  run  the  risk  of  having  other  people’s  lies  spoon  fed
to you as the truth and you have no way of judging what
is  on  the  spoon.  Feeling  content  and  satis!ed,  secure  and
comfortable makes (so they say–and so politicians promise
to get elected) for a happy life. But such a life rarely leads to
the stuff of literature. Prowling the !eld of sorrows unearths
all manner of artifact about who we are and what we are
capable of doing to ourselves and others.

The  time  had  arrived  to  gain  a  new  perspective  on
Thailand. It was often said that Thailand was not Bangkok.
On that !rst trip to Chiang Mai all those years ago, I came to
understand the truth and wisdom of this simple observation.
We stayed in hill tribe villages and rode in the back of pickup
trucks  packed  with  bags  of  rice,  vegetables,  and  live  pigs.
The village dogs yapping at our heels as we climbed down
and  looked  for  the  headman  of  the  village.  We  squatted
on the floor and ate rice and meat and vegetables with our
!ngers. At night it was cold and the blankets were thin.

In  the  mornings  we  walked  the  hills  and  watched  the
people in the !elds. Sweat covered their faces as they looked
up from their work. They looked small and young and they
sang as they worked, their voices carrying across the !elds.
A Shaman produced water buffalo horns on a dirt floor
and told my fortune. On the wall hanging from a nail was
a  Mekong  whiskey  calendar,  with  a  nude  model  smiling.
In the hills around Chiang Mai we came upon opium huts
where a pipe of opium was sold for one American dollar.
Old  and  weathered  opium  smokers  with  their  ribcages
showing eyed us as we stopped to gaze on a way of life that
I had always felt was an exit hatch from a real life. Opium
had no allure or attraction and seeing the drawn faces of the
opium eaters con!rmed there was no mystery or magic in
the opium pipe.

In A Bewitching Smile, there is an echo of my !rst novel,
His Lordship’s Arsenal, as the central character searches for

his father, a man who is always just over the next horizon.
Richard Breach, the schoolteacher, travels to the North and
has a long history of using magic to enchant and entice his
students.  Sleight  of  hand  appears  to  be  magic,  but  when
exposed, it is just another clever trick.

On my own journey to the North, I witnessed the local
beliefs  in  shamans,  omens,  amulets  and  tattoos.  Danger
emerges when the farang has just enough knowledge about
magic  and  old  legends  to  convince  hill  tribe  people  that
he’s a Lahu Godman entitled to a steady supply of virgins.
Fooling around with old myths and studying the equivalent
of  the  Dummies  Manual  of  Magic  and  stirring  tricks  and
magic  and  myths  opened  possibilities.  The  North  had  its
strange traditions, such as the Lahu Godman. As we walked
through  the  villages,  I  would  sometimes  come  across  a
backpacker  who  had  stayed  a  little  too  long  the  village.
They  were  mostly  young  and  European  or  Japanese.  A
couple of the young men had grown beards and appeared to
have settled into village life. In A Bewitching Smile, I was
curious about the line between “going native” and taking
advantage  of  the  natives.  Something  in  human  nature
tempted some to distort another’s person myth and history
to personal advantage.

It  is  easy  to  look  at  hill  tribe  people  living  in  bamboo
houses, pigs rooting along the dirt paths, chickens scratching
in  the  shade,  as  having  less  developed  belief  systems.  In  A
Bewitching  Smile,  I  wanted  to  turn  this  assumption  on  its
head. The narrator seeks a set of shaman knives as the dying
wish of an Oxford don who believes deeply in the healing
power of such knives. There is little, in the long run, that
separates any of us from a longing to believe that there are
supernatural powers that can be tapped like a taper on a rubber
plantation going from tree to tree, checking the buckets.

On the dusty road to Mae Sai we stopped at the foot of
the  bridge  crossing  in  to  Burma.  Underneath  was  a  shop

and  a  Chinese  man  with  six  inches  of  hair  growing  out
of a brown mole on his chin wearing a singlet and baggy
shorts. He pulled out a box of opium weights that weighed
ten  kilos.  He  offered  to  sell  the  lot  for  the  scrap  metal
price.  They  were  mainly  chickens.  The  chicken  was  the
most common opium weight. But my antique dealer friend
con!rmed they were not knock-offs. I thought the weight
was too heavy to carry back to Bangkok, and I declined the
offer. It was a lesson learnt.

Never turn down an offer because the weight is heavy.
Find a way to carry the load. Find a way to take home the
wonder of a place and time that you can go back to.

Christopher G. Moore
Bangkok
February 2025

ONE

CROSBY WAS ONLY !fteen when his penis swelled in a
series of red blisters that made walking painful. He hobbled
around,  doubled  over,  with  the  stooping  gait  of  an  old
man.  Breach  spotted  the  boy  walking  into  the  gambling
room in the back of the pub off Harley Street in London.
The boy slid into an empty chair, stuck his hand deep into
his  pocket,  and  removed  a  !stful  of  pound  notes,  which
he  laid  crumpled  on  the  table.  He  grimaced  as  the  hand
inside his pocket grazed his penis. Beads of sweat formed
on his forehead. He swallowed hard, pulling his chin into
his neck. He looked around the table with that kind of look
everyone there had seen on many faces before. A look of
serious  determination.  Young  Crosby  had  arrived  to  play
a game of poker. He had skipped his train back to public
school  and  spent  four  hours  looking  for  the  Boar’s  Head
Pub in Notting Hill Gate.

“What’s wrong? How did you get the gimpy leg?”
“Bangkok nightshade. A ripe whore.”
“Bangkok?  A  lad  like  you  sleeping  with  prostitutes  in

Bangkok? You’d be better sticking closer to home.”

“Can you afford the English ones?”
“And you’ve a smart mouth on you.” He grinned at the
other players around the table. “So tell us how a lad like you
came by the money to play at this table?”
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“An honorarium from King’s Hospital.”
“Next you’ll be telling us you’re a doctor, now.”
“Not  exactly.  But  I  have  extensive  experience  with

tropical VD.”

“Extensive,  he  says.  Well,  well.  And  with  a  deck  of

cards?” Crosby nodded his head.

“Is that so?” asked Breach, winking at one of the gamblers
across  the  table.  “I’ve  a  ten-pound  note  that  says  you’re
bluffing. You’ve never been to Bangkok. Never slept with
a whore. You made up the whole story.” Breach slid two
!ve-pound notes across the table.

Crosby shifted, smacked his lips, staring down at the bet.
“And here’s another tenner that says you’re lying,” said

one of the other gamblers.

The three other gamblers each peeled off two !ve-pound
notes. One gambler raised the stakes to twenty pounds. By
the time the bets had been laid down, there were nearly one
hundred  pounds  on  the  table.  That  was  a  slight  problem
since Crosby only had !fty pounds to cover the bet.

“Let’s have a look now,” said Breach.
Crosby  slowly  rose  from  his  chair,  unfastened  his  belt
buckle,  and  dropped  his  trousers.  The  silver  belt  buckle
struck  the  floor  with  a  thud.  Crosby  pulled  down  his
underpants. But he was too short, so that even leaning over
the table, the gamblers had trouble seeing. Breach jumped
out  of  his  chair,  picked  up  Crosby  from  behind,  and  set
him  feet  !rst  on  the  table.  An  empty  silence  followed  as
no  one  around  the  table  moved.  With  his  trousers  and
underpants draped over his scuffed shoes, Crosby stood, as
he  had  done  before  the  interns  at  King’s  Hospital,  hands
on  his  hips,  explaining  the  spatial  relationships  between
the blisters, the dermatological background of his VD, and
how a country doctor near his school had misdiagnosed it
as a dermatophyte—a kind of skin fungus—and prescribed
antifungal medication. All of this flowed automatically from
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the mouth of a !fteen-year-old boy who could have easily
passed for eleven or twelve years old.

All  eyes  were  on  the  hugely  swollen  red  penis,  which
looked  like  spoiled  meat  and  had  a  damp,  dull,  and  evil
smell. The smell of something that had been punctured and
left to rot. One of the punters, his face white, sweat beading
on his forehead, fainted. The remaining three sat without
swallowing or apparently blinking at the sight of Crosby’s
grotesque  organ.  Breach,  who  had  been  standing  behind
Crosby,  walked  around  and  did  a  double  take,  twisting
the expression on his face as if someone had thumped him
between the eyes.

“A whore gave you that dose?”
Crosby  blinked.  “Her  name  was  Noi.  We  always  went
to  the  Playboy  short-time  hotel  and  checked  into  room
9.  Mirrors  covered  the  ceiling  and  walls.  We  undressed
together,  and  she  crawled  onto  the  bed  on  all  fours.  The
arch of her back was perfect, each vertebra a work of art. I
pulled the mallets and sheet music out of my school bag. My
father forced me to take xylophone lessons. Why? Because
his father forced him. I practiced the xylophone on Noi. She
loved it. She said it was better than a massage. I would lose
my place in the music about the time I slid myself into her.
When I stuck it inside her, Noi moaned and threw back her
head.  And  with  my  little  mallets,  I  ran  the  chords  up  and
down her back, pumping her as I played. It almost made the
xylophone tolerable. Only you don’t get a dose from a musical
instrument,  if  you’re  holding  it  properly.  That’s  what  my
last doctor said. And I said, what instrument could compete
with Noi—with her small, cherry-colored mole above her
collar bone, her narrow and !rm hips, and a backbone any
orchestra would have killed for? He didn’t have an answer.”
“Stop, stop! We don’t fucking care about your xylophone
lessons with Noi. She just cost us about a hundred quid,”
said Breach, looking away.

3

“Can I pull up my trousers?” asked Crosby.
Breach  gestured  in  disgust  for  Crosby  to  dress.  He
fumbled with his belt buckle. Then he eyed the men around
the table as he reached out for the pile of !ve-pound notes.
One of the gamblers grabbed Crosby’s wrist. “And where
do you think you’re going, laddie?”

“No  muscle,”  said  Breach.  “The  kid  won  it  fair  and

square.”

There  was  a  tense  moment  when  Crosby  thought  the
barrel-chested  man  who  squeezed  his  arm  was  going  to
break it off at the elbow. He tried to show no pain or fear.
But his lower lip began to quiver slightly.

“The kid might be contagious. I wouldn’t be touching

him.”

That  did  the  trick.  The  gambler’s  grip  snapped  open,
and he withdrew his hand. Crosby scooped up the money,
stuffing  it  in  his  pockets,  wincing  each  time  he  knocked
against his penis.

Two  hours  later,  in  Trafalgar  Square,  Breach  found
Crosby waiting for him. Breach smiled, walking up to the
boy. He hadn’t been certain Crosby would be there.

“You  did  a  !ne  job.”  He  wrapped  an  arm  around
Crosby’s shoulder. “When we get back to school, I don’t
want you flashing around your winnings. You understand?”
Crosby  did  indeed  understand,  from  the  sudden  shift
in  Breach’s  tone  of  voice  from  co-conspirator  to  history
master.  This  is  how  he  knew  Breach  best,  as  the  man
who  stood  before  the  class  lecturing  twenty-six  boys  on
eighteenth-century European history. Breach had gone from
public school to public school like an Arab on camelback,
riding from oasis to oasis, looking for the gambler’s perfect
watering hole. A brilliant teacher, his services were usually
terminated in the second or third year of each appointment
after  a  complaint  of  gambling  reached  the  headmaster’s
ear. Crosby was still shaking from his brush with potential
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violence. The gambler with the arms of a dockworker had
nearly snapped his wrist in two.

Crosby leaned back against Nelson’s column. A police
constable  strolled  past,  the  strap  of  his  helmet  pressing
against  his  fleshy  chin.  Breach  leaned  forward  out  of  the
wind and lit a cigarette. He made the gesture of throwing
the match away, but his hand, executing a turn worthy of a
!ghter pilot, snapped beside Crosby’s wind-blown hair, and
the match appeared as if taken from Crosby’s ear. Crosby
had  seen  the  trick  before  with  coins,  eggs,  pencils,  and  a
piece of piano wire. And he knew from experience what
would follow close on its heels: some request that Breach
wished to disguise.

“I dropped twenty quid before I left. I’ve thought about
it—as a moral issue, not an ethical issue. And I say we share
the loss, like the winnings, !fty-!fty.”

A  line  of  clear  snot  dripped  over  the  top  of  Crosby’s
upper lip as he slowly shook his head. “I had the indignity
of  dropping  my  trousers  before  a  group  of  total  strangers
and—”

Breach cut in. “You had no complaint dropping them at

King’s Hospital.”

“Before  doctors  and  medical  students.  In  the  name  of
medical science. They were at my gong to improve their
knowledge.  Not  some  crew  of  beefy  longshoremen  with
dirty  minds.  And  that  bastard  nearly  broke  my  arm.  Fifty
quid each. Besides, how do I know you really lost twenty
quid? You might have won twenty quid. Would you have
split that with me?”

“They  weren’t  dock  workers.  Two  work  the  floor  at
Top Hat; the other two work the door at the Pink Willow.”
“Which makes them lower in the social order than dock
workers. Thugs in suits. For a history teacher, you know
some very creepy sorts. So why should I trust you? I only
have your word that you lost twenty pounds.”
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The  major  objection  Breach  had  to  extremely  gifted
students  in  second-rate  public  schools  was  their  ability
to  unearth  the  practical  limitations  of  their  school,  their
education, and their future. They knew exactly when they
had been taken advantage of, and they were very difficult to
deceive. “Right you are, !fty-!fty,” said Breach, taking out
!fty pounds and stuffing it without counting into Crosby’s
pocket.  He  turned  and  walked  off  across  the  square,
scattering flocks of pigeons in a machine-burst of feathers
beating at the sky.

“Where you going?” asked Crosby, moaning from the

pain between his legs as he tried to run along.

“To !nd a suitable partner. One who understands that a
gentleman’s agreement covers assets and liabilities from the
joint venture. One who recognizes that in cases of dispute
the senior calls the shot, not the junior.”

“All right, here’s another bloody ten pounds. Just slow
down. I can’t run. You know I can’t run. Not with what
Noi did to my cock.”

Breach stopped abruptly and waited for Crosby to amble
alongside, panting and holding out two !ve-pound notes.
Breach  slipped  them  into  his  pocket.  “Horse  racing.  Do
you like going?” he asked Crosby.

Crosby smiled widely. “Do I ever.”
“Next week you’re on. You see, I know this trainer who
knows an owner I once played poker with in Tunis. And
on Saturday there’s a horse named Roger Dodger running
in the !fth. I say we put one hundred quid on him. The
odds should come in at !ve to one.”

The Friday before the big race, Breach was called into
the headmaster’s office and asked to resign. It was precisely
against this long-foreseen eventuality that Breach had been
attempting to accumulate some capital. He vanished from
the  school  without  saying  goodbye  to  anyone,  including
Crosby. Sunday morning, Crosby read in the racing results
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that Roger Dodger had won at Ascot, paying out on !ve-
to-one  odds.  Three  weeks  later,  an  envelope  postmarked
New York City arrived. Inside was two hundred and !fty
pounds.  “Your  half  of  Roger  Dodger  is  enclosed.  One,
remember  to  use  a  condom  when  you  screw  Noi.  Two,
remember that when you get to call the shots, you have to
keep your word.” The note was signed Breach.

She  stood  erect,  arm  half-cocked,  her  mouth  frozen  in  a
state of absolute concentration. Beneath her jeans was the
!rm line of her hips. One foot was pushed slightly ahead
of the other. She did not blink; from her chest, there was
no  sign  of  breath  entering  or  leaving  her  body.  All  the
background  noise  had  been  !ltered  out  of  her  mind.  At
the exact moment of release, her hand whipped forward in
a perfect cantilevered motion. The lids of her eyes closed
slightly, a smile crept over her lips, and slowly the end of
her tongue flicked across the ridge of her upper lip.

Ross was half drunk. He was a large man with a lion’s
head  balding  with  advanced  middle  age.  Cold  blue  eyes
with irises that dilated for hours; eyes with a haunted luster,
as if they had spread open to receive a lover. He set his drink
down hard, spilling Jim Beam over his hand. Ross licked
the webbing between his !nger and thumb. He stared up at
her and smiled, exposing teeth that looked like a permanent
set of baby teeth.

“Goddamn, Noi, you are one helluva dart player.” He
watched her proudly walk to the target and pick her darts
out. “You see that last dart?” he asked Crosby, who sat next
to him at the bar.

Crosby nodded. “On the money.”
“You bet your ass she’s on the money.”
“It’s up to you now,” said Crosby. Making a half turn, he
winked at Breach, who sat forward on his elbows, watching
Ross in the bar mirror.
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“I  know,  I  know.  Don’t  put  fucking  pressure  on  me.
The more I drink, the better I throw. And I’m pretty drunk
right now. But I don’t need any goddamn pressure when I
throw.”

Ross  rose  up  from  his  stool;  he  wobbled,  belched,
sucked in his belly, and walked over to the line with a !stful
of darts. Crosby waved to his partner, a Thai woman in her
early thirties. The !rst signs of creases fanned out from her
eyes.  She  wore  round  gold  earrings  and  a  two  baht  gold
chain around her neck. She smiled back at Crosby.

“Noi, I’d like you to meet a colleague of mine, Richard
Breach,”  Crosby  said,  wrapping  an  arm  around  her  waist
and pulling her closer.

She  smiled  at  Breach  and  extended  her  hand.  Several

gold chains on her wrist reflected the lights from the bar.

“About !fteen years ago, she taught me how to play the
xylophone,” said Crosby in a half whisper but loud enough
for Breach to hear. “And rewarded me with a dose.”

“It was you who gave me a dose,” said Noi, stiffening

against Crosby.

“That was another time. Two years later.”
“The !rst time, I got it from you.”
She  half-closed  her  eyes,  watching  Ross’s  second  dart

!nd the target. “Yeah, yeah. The dose I got from Tuttle.”

“From Tuttle?” repeated Crosby, arching an eyebrow.

“I didn’t know that you gave him music lessons.”

“There’s a lot you don’t know, Bobby.”
“I  wouldn’t  dispute  that.  But  here  is  a  little  fact  that
I’ve never told you. You see this man. Fifteen years ago in
London we won nearly !ve thousand baht off your dose.”

Noi  glanced  over  at  Breach,  who  gave  a  faint  nod  of
agreement.  The  wheels  were  in  motion  inside  her  head.
“So  you  owe  me  two  thousand  !ve  hundred  baht,  plus
interest.”

Ross came back with his darts.
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“I fucked up. Your turn, Noi. We still got second place
wrapped up. If I were a little more drunk, I could throw
better.”  He  caught  the  eye  of  the  bartender.  “Give  me
another Old Crow.”

The bartender looked confused. “Jim Beam?”
“Give me a fucking drink. Booze. I don’t care what you
call  it.  Fill  this  glass.  I  need  fuel.  We’re  losing  !rst  place.
Can’t you see I’m desperate for a drink?”

Noi  translated  into  Thai  for  the  bartender,  who  set  a
full  bottle  of  Old  Grand-Dad  beside  Ross’s  glass.  “That’s
better,” said Ross. “Throw us some big numbers,” he said
to Noi, as she walked over to the line.

Checker’s  Bar  off  Sukhumvit  Road  was  !lled  with
people.  Dart  people,  as  Crosby  called  them.  Their  main
preoccupation after work and family was darts. Tournaments,
practice,  pickup  games,  along  with  T-shirts  advertising
their bar and team, trophies, newspaper clippings about past
champions  framed  on  the  bar  walls,  and  a  clipboard  with
individual and team rankings. Ross, a lawyer by day, was
a dart person by night. Noi was one of his whores that he
had picked up !ve months earlier in Zeno’s coffee shop and
trained to be his partner.

Ross was also a businessman. He poured himself a drink
from  the  open  bottle  of  Old  Grand-Dad.  He  narrowed
his  eyes  and  jutted  his  jaw  out  at  himself  in  the  mirror
across  the  bar,  picking  up  Breach’s  eyes.  “There’s  some
interesting  games  going  on  up-country.  Crosby  tell  you
about that?”

“I thought it best if you explained it,” said Crosby.
“Does Mae Sai mean anything to you?” asked Ross.
Breach grinned and turned, facing Ross. “It’s near the
Golden  Triangle.  There’s  a  bridge  link  to  Burma.  That
exhausts my knowledge.”

“Guys are showing up there flashing bags of hundred-
dollar bills. Crosby says you used to be a pretty good poker
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player. I always lost my ass at poker. It wasn’t my game. I
like  throwing  objects  tipped  with  sharp  points,  especially
when  I’m  drunk.  The  more  I  drink,  the  better  I  throw.
Fuck it. Fuck it. I keep losing the track of my thoughts.”

“Mae Sai,” said Crosby.
“So  I  was  thinking  if  you  wanted  a  game,  I  could
make  an  introduction.  One  of  my  clients  flies  up  there
once a week. I’m a lawyer. Didn’t Crosby tell you I was
a lawyer?”

Breach grinned. “He told me.”
Ross stalled out again, !lling his glass.
“Mae Sai,” coached Crosby.
“He’s an ex-Air America flyboy. A true patriot. One of
those guys who bombed the shit out of the Hmongs and
smuggled opium with CIA bag money stuffed inside their
boots. He was stationed in Korat during the war. He made
some good connections. Now this guy ... Shit, I forget his
name, and he’s a client.”

“Francis Harmon,” said Crosby.
“That’s it. Francis. With a name like that, he had to drop
bombs on people to prove he was a man. You think this
guy knows shit about cards? He don’t know shit. He comes
back with ten grand last week. If Francis can take home ten
grand, you could probably double, triple that.”

“You  need  a  minimum  of  two  thousand  to  sit  at  the

table,” said Breach. “I don’t have it.”

Ross  grinned.  “I  put  up  the  money.  We  split  the

winnings.”

“And if I don’t win?”
“Negative  thinking,”  said  Ross.  “I  don’t  want  any

negative thoughts. Think win. Win. Win.”

Crosby  eased  off  his  stool  as  Noi  strolled  back.  “We

lost,” said Noi.

Ross’s eyes grew bigger and his face flushed. “You mean

those dickheads beat us?”
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She nodded, smiling, rolling the gold-plated dart shafts

between the palms of her hands. “Have a drink, Ross.”

“You mention that negative word, and what happens?”
impressed  by  Ross’s
Breach  wasn’t  particularly
performance. “You want me to pick up some quick cash
for you?” said Breach.

“Split.  Fifty-!fty.  Cash  for  yourself  and  for  me.  You
know how many farang would love this chance? Hundreds.
They would jump at it. The only reason I’m asking you is
because you’re Crosby’s friend.” Ross pointed a !nger at
Crosby’s nose. “I’ve known him since he was a kid. If he
says you’re the best, then you must be.”

He massaged the back of Noi’s neck. She leaned forward
over the bar, squeezing a !stful of darts, keeping beat to the
music as she tapped the points into the bar counter.

“Bobby’s seen them all in Bangkok,” said Ross. “But I
ain’t drunk enough to get down on my knees and beg you,
‘Please take my money and play poker, sir.’ Either you want
a game or you don’t.”

Crosby pulled Noi onto his lap, brushing the hair away
from the nape of her neck. With the tip of his !nger, he
traced the gold circle inside her left gold earring. He looked
over at Breach. “You wrote me a letter once. You said only
bet on a sure thing. Pretend it’s a loop. Ask yourself, is there
a gate where you can fall through and break your ass?”

Breach watched him playing with Noi’s earring. “And

you think this is a certain win?”
“Just about,” said Crosby.
“These Chinese guys don’t know dick about cards,” said
Ross. “It’s a big macho deal to drop money in a game so they
can go bragging to their Chink friends. Some hot-shit farang
won ten grand off me at cards, and I didn’t bat a  fucking
eye.” Ross slipped as he climbed off his chair, recovered his
balance, pulled his shoulders back, and walked toward the
washroom. “Order me another drink,” he said to Noi.
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A moment after Ross had staggered away, Crosby leaned
in close to Breach and whispered, “Suda does business with
a couple of Chinese traders,” he said. “Tang and Gim. She
doesn’t know it, but they’re big stake players. You go along
with her to the North. She buys antiques. Everyone thinks
you’re her friend. A tourist. Someone in town to buy silver
bracelets  by  the  gram.  You  flash  some  heavy  cash.  The
Chinese love the color of money. They see opportunity in
money. It’s perfect. It’s like dropping my pants in London,
showing what Noi did to my dick.”

Crosby  waited  for  a  response,  but  Breach  cleared  his
throat,  reached  around,  and  grabbed  Noi  by  the  waist
and pulled her in close. He looked at her for a couple of
seconds. Eyes, makeup, lipstick, gold, and more gold. Long
black braided hair and smooth, polished skin.
“You trust this guy?” Breach asked her.
She glanced over at Crosby.
“Not him,” said Breach. “I already know better than to

trust Crosby. I mean Ross. You trust him?”

“That’s a bit hard, Breach.”
Breach ignored Crosby’s attempt to display hurt feelings.
Noi puckered her lips, licking the upper one as she had done
while  concentrating  on  the  dartboard.  Breach  liked  that.
She didn’t just fly out with an answer. She was reflecting,
weighing up Ross’s treachery and the possible penalty for
telling the truth.

“The !rst night I go back with Ross, he was very drunk.
We go upstairs to his bedroom and roll on the bed. He’s
drunk and stoned. All the change spilled out of his pockets.
He goes and takes a shower. We make love. Then he rolls
over and sees all this money in the bed. You know what
Ross  say  to  me?  ‘Too  bad  the  tooth  fairy  came  and  we
didn’t have anything to leave for him.’ I think he’s a good
man. He makes me laugh. I not trust man who never makes
me laugh.”
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Robert Tuttle, an expat American who ran a low-budget
private  English-language  school  on  Sukhumvit  Road,
hired  Breach.  Breach  knew  the  basics  about  Tuttle—ex-
journalist, father of a beautiful daughter, partner in a stormy
business  relationship  with  a  Thai  police  colonel—and  all
Tuttle knew about Breach was that he was broke, had an
unstable work record, had not been in a classroom for !ve
years, and had once been a !rst-class poker player.

Approaching  forty,  Breach  had  been  in  Bangkok  for
three months and four days, and had returned from his !rst
visa  run  on  the  international  express  to  Penang.  Before
traveling to Thailand, Breach had wandered in ever-smaller
circles through Tibet and Nepal, studying Pali and Sanskrit.
In a cave outside Kathmandu, he lived the life of a dharma
bum. Each night he folded out his bedroll, lay on his back,
and stared at the ceiling and the bats above. Jet black wings
pulsating in the dusky dark. He watched them flying in and
out of the cave like messengers who linked day with night.
By the end of his stay, he saw the flutter of the bat wings
in his sleep. In his dreams, the bats came in a torrent, like
ejaculated sperm, searching for a tiny dark in the depths of
total darkness, guided by sonar, crying in desperation.

The monk who had lived in the cave before Breach had
lasted six weeks. He was found yammering on about how
he  was  enlightened.  When  questioned,  the  monk  stated
rapturously  that  he  had  discovered  his  true  nature  in  the
cave  with  the  bats:  he  was  a  clitoris.  Not  only  was  he  a
clitoris,  but  the  entire  human  species  was  a  single  clitoris
for  the  entire  universe.  The  flow  of  the  bats  in  and  out
of  the  cave  had  given  him  cosmic  multiple  orgasms,  day
and  night;  his  member,  constantly  erect,  tracked  the  bats
like a kind of smart bomb. He was diagnosed as mad and
had  to  be  shipped  by  airfreight  to  Columbus,  Ohio,  in  a
straitjacket. Later, he appeared on local talk shows talking
about his experience and theory.
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After Breach moved into the cave, the authorities kept a
close eye on him for several months. All they ever found was
Breach stretched out on his bedroll, legs crossed, humming
to himself and staring at the cave ceiling as if he had a box
seat for an event. He never once felt like a clitoris. Visitors
came and left him food and asked him for the answers to
life and the universe. “Bats. They fly in and they fly out.
They  breed  and  they  die.  They  eat  and  they  shit.”  That
was his standard answer. Then, one morning, a bat shat on
his head and he received a message from Crosby (though
not necessarily in that order), and he sensed it was time to
leave the cave life and return to the world. He washed the
bat  shit  out  of  his  hair  and  walked  straight  to  the  airport
with a shoulder bag containing one change of clothes and
a  spare  upper  bridge  plate.  The  same  day  that  he  left  the
cave, the cavity he had called home for almost two years,
he had an insight: enlightenment is like trap-shooting—clay
pigeons shooting clay pigeons. The dead splitting the dead
in entertaining ways, and usually before a live audience.

The  upper  bridge,  which  replaced  his  four  front  teeth
after  a  swift  blow  to  the  face,  rattled  as  the  plane  left  the
runway.  He  stared  out  the  window  at  35,000  feet  and
wondered  why  he  had  allowed  Crosby  to  interrupt  his
meditation.  Airplanes  were  these  awful  mixed  metaphors:
a machine with wings like a bat with signs reading “Toilet
Aft,” as if it were a boat, and “Exit,” as if it were a cinema,
and  flown  by  people  in  military  uniforms.  All  that  was
missing was a monk who thought he was a clitoris, Breach
thought.

He !ddled with his bridge plate and felt a sudden sharp
pain  in  his  forehead.  He  remembered  the  last  time  he’d
had the original teeth in his head; he had scooped up the
winnings  in  a  poker  game  outside  Vancouver—where  he
had been teaching in a run-down private school for girls.
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Fragments  of  news  about  Breach,  mostly  conflicting  and
mostly fabricated, had reached Crosby over the years. That
he  lost  the  tip  of  his  left  little  !nger  in  a  gambling  house
brawl outside Kyoto. That he had been stabbed in the left
buttock  by  an  irate  Filipina  barmaid  in  Hong  Kong  one
Sunday  afternoon.  That  one  of  Breach’s  girlfriends  had
killed herself by swallowing live gold!sh on a !fty dollar bet.
That he had become a Buddhist monk and had sworn
off  sex,  drugs,  and  rock  ’n’  roll,  lived  in  a  cave,  spoke
in  multiple  tongues,  and  had  a  band  of  followers  from
Boulder,  Colorado,  who  sent  him  packages  containing
shoes,  underwear,  socks,  and  satin  pillow  cases.  Nowhere
was there a rumor that he had washed bat shit out of his hair
on his way to enlightenment.

Breach had reached the age where cosmetic reassembly
had  been  required  to  patch  over  the  bit-by-bit  that  had
worn out or broken off. Crosby had discounted as lies the
uncon!rmed  rumors  of  wives  and  mistresses  abandoned
in  several  countries.  It  seemed  that  Breach  had  left  some
original part of his being at each port of call.

Nonetheless, several mutual friends had con!rmed that
Breach had sworn off gambling and, given the poverty of
the people in Tibet and Nepal, it would have been difficult
to  !nd  a  high  stakes  poker  game.  Crosby  had  gone  to
Robert  Tuttle,  the  expat  American  who  ran  the  school,
and recommended that Richard Breach, his former history
teacher,  should  be  given  a  teaching  job.  He  didn’t  tell
Tuttle the full story about Breach. Or that Crosby had once
dropped his drawers on a card table in Notting Hill Gate
as  a  con  with  Breach.  He  felt  that  might  give  the  wrong
impression of Breach. Besides, that was all in the past.

“You wanted a gambler,” said Crosby.
Tuttle stared out the window of his office at an unmarked
police car and said nothing for several moments. “We go
easy. One step at a time.”

15

“He can do the job,” said Crosby, with heavy emphasis
on ‘job’, knowing that Tuttle’s office was wired for sound.
“He can improve your game.” They often used golf lingo
in the office. Tuttle played golf with Colonel Chao twice
a  week,  and  the  competition  had  spilled  over  into  their
personal lives. Then the stakes had increased.

Colonel Chao had decided to make a play for Tuttle’s
daughter, Asanee, with diamond bracelets, gold chains, and
designer clothes. After the second week Asanee had stopped
sending back the gifts.

Tuttle grinned. “But is he any good on the back nine?”
Crosby didn’t have an immediate answer, but in his gut
he felt this was the one job Breach had been waiting for his
entire life. Breach had appeared out of a hazy cloud of gray
Bangkok pollution and a week later was teaching English to
upwardly mobile whores. Crosby quite liked the idea that
he ranked senior to Breach at the school. Something had
always been different about Breach.

Crosby had not decided if this difference was a matter of
age, class, upbringing, or intelligence. What was clear with
Breach’s arrival at the school was that Crosby was no longer
the schoolboy and Breach the English master. He felt that
Breach had come to Thailand for a speci!c reason; he felt
that Breach had come and gone according to some pattern
or  design  that  had  never  been  fully  revealed,  even  to  his
closest friends. What he had forgotten was that Breach had
an aversion to patterns and designs. Along the way, Crosby
had  convinced  Tuttle  that  Breach  might  be  the  one  man
who could recover his daughter from the Colonel and take
her out of the rough and put her square on the fairway of
life. That was what Tuttle had wanted to hear.

Whether Breach was up to the poker game up-country
was anyone’s guess. Crosby bet that Breach could pull off
the old magic, though he wouldn’t say exactly how much he
was willing to bet on the !nal outcome. All that was certain
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before the cards were dealt was that Breach was in Bangkok
and  that,  mostly  for  his  own  reasons,  he  was  heading  in
the right direction. Even if he didn’t fully understand what
Crosby had in mind for him.
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TWO

SUNDAY NIGHT BREACH fell asleep on the vast marble
floor  of  the  public  waiting  area  at  Hualamphong  Railway
Station. Suda, who waited on the platform, paced back and
forth; all she knew was that he was late and soon they would
miss the train. She had an immediate decision to make: go
without him or go back and look for him. She had not made
up  her  mind.  She  started  to  question  Crosby’s  judgment.
Time  was  running  out,  and  she  doubted  whether  Crosby
had carried out all the arrangements which had been planned
to link her up with Breach. Crosby could be irresponsible,
she  thought.  She  felt  a  heavy  sense  of  responsibility.  She
was annoyed with herself. Perhaps it was a mistake to have
become involved at all? She clenched and unclenched her
!st and felt her stomach tighten into a dense coil of anger.

Breach had not intended to fall asleep; he had promised
himself to be punctual and arrived at 5:30 p.m., more than
two hours early. But as he eased back into a chair in the midst
of hundreds of other travelers, his eyes snapped shut. Slowly
they opened. Exhaustion and boredom overwhelmed him as
he stared vacantly at an English-Thai Dictionary. He sipped
a Coke and fought off the fatigue of the previous sleepless
night spent with Crosby, Ross, Noi, and the dart people.
At  6:00  the  national  anthem  blared  over  the  loudspeaker
system.  People  jumped  to  their  feet  or  stopped  walking.
Everyone stood at attention, including monks, half-facing
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a couple of police officers dressed in their brown uniforms.
Breach dropped his dictionary on the floor.

No one moved. No one noticed him smiling at himself.
Breach tried to read the book on the floor. Finally, as the
anthem  ended  and  the  buzz  of  conversation  returned,  he
squatted down and collected the book. The word he had
been  trying  to  make  out  from  a  standing  position  was  ah
jahn—teacher.  Minutes  later,  Breach,  his  head  tipped  to
the side and mouth ajar, was fast asleep with the dictionary
clutched over his chest.

He  dreamed  of  Asanee,  a  half-Thai  girl  whose  father,
Robert Tuttle, operated the English language school. She
had emerald green eyes, a mouth that looked like it was in
mourning, and hair arranged in waves which tumbled down
her back. Her manner and appearance encompassed more
than sexuality; below the surface was the hint of something
forbidden, unclaimed, and unrestrained. Six months earlier,
she  had  almost  died.  A  deranged  Thai  worker  had  held
Asanee at gunpoint. He threatened to kill her. The police
had  rescued  her,  breaking  into  the  house  and  killing  her
attacker. After that she had trouble sleeping and often arrived
late for class. Breach discovered they both had the sense of
motion and of creatures howling through their dreams. He
told her about the bat that had shat on his head. And for
the !rst time, he heard her laugh. They liked each other’s
company, and a friendship began. Twice a week they ate
lunch. Sometimes she broke into tears. Once, when a car
back!red as they walked on Sukhumvit. Another time, she
lost  her  temper  when  Breach  asked  her  about  the  rumor
that she had become Colonel Chao’s mia noi. “It’s not like
that at all,” she had said angrily.

“You sound like my father. Besides, some people think

you and I are having an affair.”

“That’s stupid,” Breach had said. “We’re friends. Can’t

a man have a Thai woman as a friend?”
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“Someone thinks you like me too much,” she had said.
“What? Your father?”
She shook her head. “Colonel Chao.”
“So you are involved with him!” said Breach, squeezing

her hand.

“And he is as old as your father.”
She quickly pulled her hand away. “A year or two older
than  you,”  she  said,  watching  the  reality  hit  home.  He
wrinkled his nose and sighed. “I think it’s better for you to
go up-country,” she continued.

“At least for a while. If something happened to you, it

would be my fault.”

Her  sense  of  concern  for  his  safety  touched  Breach.  It
had  been  a  long  time  since  someone  had  expressed  the
slightest concern for his well-being or welfare. “And what
could happen? I haven’t done anything to anyone. I’ve just
come out of a cave.”

“That’s the point. You don’t know how people think in

Bangkok,” she said.

The next evening, as he crossed Sukhumvit, a motorcycle
cut over the line and nearly ran him down. The motorcycle
came  out  of  nowhere.  After  missing,  the  driver  turned
around and came back for a second attempt. Breach, who
had renounced worldly interests for spiritual pursuits, had
forgotten that in re-entering the world, the only safe places
for ascetics were caves, forests, and mountaintops.
Places largely inaccessible to motorcycles.

In most schools where Breach had taught, he had dreamed
of  sleeping  with  the  headmaster’s  daughter.  When  he
succeeded,  as  he  often  did,  the  affair  was  discovered
and  Breach  was  summoned  for  an  interview  with  the
headmaster, !red, and sent on his way. In his dream, Breach
had  a  massive  erection;  Asanee,  who  stood  naked  before
him, had erect nipples that were as large as Breach’s erect
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member.  He  explained  how  misunderstood  he  had  been.
This wasn’t a sexual act, Breach heard a voice instructing
Asanee inside the dream. His mission was to chart the size,
coloration, texture, smell, and taste of them. He wanted to
stare  at  them  for  hours.  Hold  them,  stroke  them,  suckle,
lick, and massage them. He loved the soft brown hues and
delicate  pinks  as  the  breasts  gained  a  personality  of  their
own, asserting themselves and announcing a promise—these
are yours. She dissolved into tears. The sound of gunshots
pierced the void, then police sirens, which faded into the
gong of a bell.

A  bell  rang  out  as  a  station  guard  announced  the
departure of a train. Inside his dream, Breach thought the
muffled noise came from a police car outside. He buried his
face inside Asanee’s breasts as if putting an ear to a seashell.
The ringing bell sound grew louder. At 7:25 p.m.—he had
agreed to meet Suda between 7:00 and 7:15—from behind,
a  hand  shook  Breach  on  the  shoulder.  His  eyes  opened
wide. The bell was still ringing. He was in the train station.
Breach turned around, but whoever had awakened him had
vanished.  He  looked  down  at  his  watch,  grabbed  his  bag
and ran to the platform.

As he ran through the departure gate, the Chiang Mai
train was at the platform, engines running. Suda sat, worried,
hands  folded,  resting  forward,  elbows  on  her  knees.  She
sprang up and ran over to Breach, touching his wrist with
one hand and her heart with the other. Her two bags were
dropped at her feet.

“I was so afraid. I think you forget. Or you get lost. Or
you change your mind. I not know what I think,” she said,
afraid someone on a motorcycle had !nished the job.

“I fell asleep,” said Breach. He didn’t tell her about the
dream in which Asanee surrendered herself to him and his
instruments  of  measurement.  It  was  not  the  right  way  to
begin a journey with a stranger, he thought.
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“I very worried.”
“The bell woke me.” Nor did he tell her that he thought
the  bell  was  the  sound  one  heard  with  king-sized  erect
nipples stuffed into one’s ears.

“You too tired. Maybe you go Chiang Mai next week.”
“You thought I stood you up?”
“What mean ‘stood up’?”
“The train’s about to leave.”
“ ‘Stood up’ mean in English train about to leave?”
“That’s about as good a de!nition as I’ve heard.”

As the train pulled out of the station, they sat on benches
opposite one another. She was still rattled. Leaning forward
in the second class sleeper, Suda gave Breach a small slap on
the wrist, smiled, and sat back. Her eyes flashed a look that
women often give, which said, Men, God, they take you to
the edge every time. You wait and wait.

Maybe  they  show  up;  maybe  they  won’t.  You  can
never  be  certain.  The  air-con  blew  a  steady  hiss  of  cold
mist  from  wall  vents  as  young  porters  glided  back  and
forth along the narrow corridors, carrying trays of orange
juice, water, watermelon, banana, and evening meals such
as  curried  shrimp  and  beef  and  pork,  together  with  rice
or  noodles.  The  ultimate  question  in  Breach’s  mind  on
that !rst night lacked a context for framing, no chance of
being asked: would they make love? The law of train car
physics decided the answer in a powerful, silent way. Suda
occupied the upper berth and Breach bunked below in a
coffin-shaped enclosure screened off from the corridor by a
curtain. Suda sat cross-legged below a small light and read
a  pirated  Jeffrey  Archer  mystery  that  had  been  translated
into Thai. She had brought three books on the trip. Breach
was  restless  in  the  lower  berth;  he  stared  at  the  ceiling,
running the possibilities of what Suda might be doing or
thinking, and what her state of dress or undress might be
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at that moment. She had small rigid mounts for breasts, he
thought. The breasts of a child.

He had agreed to make the trip for several reasons. After
the motorcycle incident, he felt Asanee might have a point.
And also Suda held out the possibility of being that rare, if
not entirely original, kind of woman: one who lived inside
her own culture as an outsider—but an extraordinary kind
of  outsider,  who  did  not  !t  within  the  usual  categories:
whore, drug addict, lunatic, emotional cripple, or gangster.
From  country  to  country,  the  women  Breach  had  talked
with,  slept  with,  walked  or  run  with,  and  drunk  with  in
shops,  small  hotels,  train  stations,  or  restaurants  along  the
road fell into one of those categories. Living on the outside
of a household, a family, and society was not a choice most
women  contemplated  as  desirable.  It  was  an  alternative
thrust upon them, a status that seized them without much
choice by the lethal combination of defective genes, crazy
parents, and daytime TV. Suda challenged Breach’s theory.
He liked that; he wanted to be proved wrong. He had made
a side bet with himself somewhere along the line that with
Suda an edge would be reached and Suda would be snared
like  all  the  other  women  he  knew.  Finally,  he  swung  his
legs over the side, climbed up the chrome ladder, and stuck
his  head  into  her  berth.  She  had  reached  page  29  of  the
Archer novel.

“Someone woke me up at the station. I thought it might
have been you. Someone put a hand here. On my shoulder.
When  I  was  in  the  middle  of  a  dream.  That’s  why  I  was
late.”

“Mai bpen rai—Never mind.”
“A Jeffery Archer comic book,” Breach said. “You like

him?”

“I not know him.”
“You don’t really know me,” said Breach.
“I not read your book.”
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Breach liked that answer. “Cannot,” he said, tapping his

forehead.

“It’s in my private library.”
“Maybe it is boring. How do I know?” Suda smiled and

stuck a book marker inside the paperback and closed it.

“You don’t.” Breach grinned. “Indians were once afraid
that  if  you  took  their  photograph,  you  would  steal  their
soul.  But  you  steal  a  man’s  soul  by  taking  his  words  and
making them your own. So I only let a few out at a time.
And when I speak, so that I can call all my words home, I
keep the listener occupied.”

Breach  took  a  !ve  baht  coin  from  his  pocket  and
showed it to Suda in the palm of his hand. He closed his
hand, clapped his hands together, and slowly opened them
to reveal the coin was gone. Suda stared from hand to hand
and  then  looked  up  at  Breach,  who  grinned.  Reaching
forward, he brushed against her right ear and then opened
his hand and showed her the coin.

“How did you do that?” Suda said.
“Magic,” he whispered, wide-eyed. “So no one can steal

my soul.”

As  they  said  goodnight,  Breach  left  the  !ve  baht  coin
on top of the Archer paperback; there was a slight moment
of awkwardness—partially because Breach wasn’t fluent in
Thai, partially because they were strangers, partially because
magic caused contemplation, but mainly because everything
important between them was left unsaid or undiscovered.

At three in the morning Breach dreamt one of his favorite
recurring dreams. A skinny ten-year-old with a dirty face
and torn dress was holding up a bunch of flowers. A gust
of wind blew the leaves. People walked by, pressing against
the storm, passing her without looking.

Her lower lip quivered, making her face look rubbery.
Tears !lled her eyes. A man in a double-breasted gray suit,
touched  by  the  display  of  tears,  stopped  and  bought  the
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flowers. As he pulled out his wallet, a man with white hair
in a soiled, baggy blue suit jumped out from behind a door
and stood before the flower girl.

“Hallelujah!”  he  shouted  several  times,  holding  up  a
bible  bound  in  white  calf  leather.  The  startled  customer
backed away.

The  little  girl  fell  to  her  knees  and  wrapped  her  thin
arms around his leg. “Don’t go, mister. He’s me dad. He
only wants you to look at his bible. You don’t have to buy
unless you want to.”

Whenever  Breach  had  this  dream,  he  was  interrupted
before the customer, looking down at the tiny flower girl,
made  his  decision  to  stay  or  leave.  Sleeping  on  the  train,
it happened again. A hand clutched Breach’s shoulder and
shook him. His eyes popped wide open and in the darkness
of the narrow sleeper, Breach made out the form of a man.

“I was feeling slightly guilty,” said Crosby.
“So it was you at the train station.” Breach flicked on

the nightlight near the window.

Crosby  nodded  and  shifted  his  weight  forward,  half-
turning  and  sitting  on  the  edge  of  Breach’s  bed.  “You
were sound asleep. Snoring. Disturbing the peace, actually.
Ten minutes more and you’d have missed the train. You
would’ve slept straight through a perfect payday.”

“Go away, Crosby. I was dreaming about my mother.”
“Incest dreams on a train? I thought only the French had

that kind of dream.”

“She and my grandfather were running a con on Fleet
Street—right behind the Law Courts. That was back in the
’30s. Their flowers and bibles con.”

“Your mother was a childhood criminal?” asked Crosby.
He  was  impressed.  In  most  of  life  the  man  was  less  than
the legend; in Breach’s case, the myth and legend had not
overtaken the full story locked inside the man.

“What are you doing here, Crosby?”
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Crosby  opened  a  brown  bag  and  produced  a  plate,
napkins, silverware, two glasses, and a small bottle of claret.
He  handed  the  claret  to  Breach,  who  examined  the  label
under the dim light.

“1963. A rather disappointing year.”
“This is Thailand, not Oxford, Richard,” said Crosby, as

he took back the claret and opened it.
“Where’s Ross?” asked Breach.
Crosby poured a glass of claret and handed it to Breach.

“How do you know Ross is here?”

“Because of the pâté”
Crosby looked puzzled.
“The pâté and claret are from the !rst-class car, and you
never travel !rst-class unless you get someone else to pay.”

“Ross passed out in his berth two hours ago.”
“Why didn’t you tell me before?” asked Breach, raising

himself on his elbows.

“When you buggered off from my school, did you tell

me?”

Breach chewed a piece of French bread and pâté, thinking
for  a  moment.  “That  was  an  emergency.  Headmaster’s
daughter,  the  headmaster,  and  the  police  not  far  behind
them.”

“Ross is afraid you’ll change your mind.”
Breach sipped the claret and made a face. “He passed out

on this?”

“On Old Grand-Dad.”
“On his grandfather?”
“Old Grand-Dad is a cheap whiskey.”
“How did you make out with Suda?” whispered Crosby,

arching his eyes toward the ceiling.

“She likes comic books and magic.”
“I !gured you’d have a lot in common,” said Crosby,

before vanishing a moment later.
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Monday  morning,  a  barefoot  train  porter,  with  a  flutter
and  a  rattle  of  cloth  and  metal,  pulled  back  the  curtain
of  Breach’s  berth  at  6:00  a.m.  An  empty  bottle  of  claret
rolled  off  the  bed,  hit  the  floor  without  breaking,  and
careened  down  the  narrow  corridor,  shattering  against  a
luggage rack. Breach blinked at the porter and rubbed his
eyes. It was !rst light outside. He looked at his wristwatch.
Then he lay back on the bed, closed his eyes, and thought
about the flower girl peddling bunches of wilted red roses
to  barristers  and  clerks  and  solicitors  all  those  years  ago
in  London.  Forty-!ve  minutes  later  the  train  pulled  into
Chiang Mai station.

Outside  the  station,  Suda  bargained  with  two  young
samlor drivers. The Riverside Guest House was about two
kilometers  from  the  station.  The  drivers  eyed  the  size  of
Breach in settling on the fare. The drivers flipped a coin for
Breach. Then they set off in separate samlors. Suda’s driver,
his leg muscles knotted, the surface rippled with thick coils
of veins, set off. Breach’s driver followed behind, cursing his
early morning bad luck on the flip of a one baht coin. He
pedaled through the busy streets, waving at motorcyclists,
tuk-tuk  drivers,  cars,  and  buses  to  give  way  as  he  moved
across lanes. Breach, once or twice, looked behind, trying
to make out faces inside taxis and samlors. But he saw no
sign of either Crosby or Ross. So this would be the tone
of  the  journey,  thought  Breach.  Suda  somewhere  ahead,
alone, leaning forward and shouting directions, suggestions,
and orders—while he looked over his shoulder wondering
at  what  odd  hour  of  the  day  or  night  another  mediocre
bottle of claret might appear.

From  Bangkok,  Suda  had  booked  a  guest  house  off  a
narrow sub-soi with large, green grounds that sloped down
to  the  muddy  banks  of  the  Ping  River.  Modern  rooms
and  plumbing,  freshly  mowed  lawns  with  beach  chairs,
a  restaurant  beside  the  river,  and  three  or  four  dogs  that
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pranced around the grass and driveway and nuzzled guests
as they strolled past the main desk.

Another  unasked  question  between  Suda  and  Breach
was  answered  at  the  check-in  desk.  Suda  had  booked
separate rooms on different floors. The simple act of !lling
out the form cleared the air. Separate train berths, samlors,
and  hotel  rooms.  This  woman  was  more  than  able  to
communicate her intentions. Breach thought about asking
her  about  Crosby  and  Ross.  Had  she  known  they  were
on  the  train?  But  he  sensed  his  timing  was  wrong.  He
hated early morning explanations, suspicions, and lies. He
felt Crosby and Ross would force Suda into one of those
predictable categories. Above all, Breach sensed the truth
was some distance away, and it would !nd him, as it always
had.

He sifted through the possibilities that could be excluded:
midnight  shifting  around  rooms,  romance  and  promises,
and preoccupations and disillusionment. Sex had not been
his reason for the trip, he reminded himself. Staying out of
the path of Asanee’s colonel had been one reason. He might
not  have  gone  if  Suda  had  not  held  out  the  promise  of
something that he wanted. She had showed him some rare
ancient artifacts from hilltribe shamans; she knew shamans
living in the old way in remote northern villages. He told
himself he had signed on for the trip because he wanted a set
of ritual knives. An old mentor and friend, Thomas Pierce,
had requested the ancient shaman knives—not for !ghting,
for cutting food, or for self-protection. The shaman knives
had a different, wholly mystical purpose: slaughter at a !xed
time and location, to discard a life to catch the attention of
the gods beyond a horizon which no one could enter. An
urgent request had come through Pierce’s wife in Oxford.
The ritual killing knives spooked Suda. When she spoke of
them, Breach could see the fear in her eyes. They evoked
ghosts, for good or evil, and they sliced a wound, opening

28

a seam for those in one world to see and speak with those
in another.

Suda  had  not  slept  well  on  the  train.  She  tossed  and
turned  in  her  berth  from  the  noise  and  the  motion,  and
because of a mind that she could not shut down. The tracks
curved,  the  car  pitched,  and  she  felt  her  heart  beating  in
the dark. She heard voices, smelled food and wine. She had
dreamed  of  ritual  knives,  ritual  slaughter,  and  bodies  that
fled away into darkness with the loud clack of wings, hairy
limbs, and bright-red plumage. She had opened her eyes in
the morning soaked in sweat.

Her  father  had  nicknamed  her  Suda;  his  inspiration  came
from the brand name for a toothpaste. As far as she knew,
she was the only girl with that nickname in Thailand.

“It could’ve been worse,” Breach said. “You could’ve

ended up as Darkie or Crest.”

Suda shrugged. “Or Pepsi,” she said.
“They don’t make toothpaste.”
“My father like very much.”
For  those  who  thought  of  women  as  a  commodity,  it
was an easy extension to name one after a product, thought
Breach.  He  kept  his  thoughts  to  himself.  There  was  an
invisible hard edge where humor ended and criticism began.
One was the surface, the other the core below the surface.
And  in  Thailand  the  culture  placed  a  barrier  beyond  the
surface, even for someone like Suda, who from an early age
had been a “rebel”—a word she found in her Thai-English
dictionary.

From age seven she had sold water and juice in plastic
bags  at  the  train  station.  She  was  one  of  a  traveling  band
of  young  faces  racing  along  the  train  platform,  tugging
at  passengers’  sleeves,  eyes  large  and  clear,  and  evoking
sympathy with her begging in the way only a child can. At
age thirteen she came to a turning point in her life. There
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had been a family crisis. Her aunt, her father’s sister, had a
baby who became very ill. Suda was sent to her aunt’s house
in another town. A few weeks later the aunt’s baby died.
When Suda asked her father to return home, he looked at
her  long  and  hard.  “Why  don’t  you  like  my  sister?  You
want  me  to  lose  face?”  The  message  was  clear:  You  are
disposable like toothpaste. I can always buy another tube.

My sister needs you to brush her soul clean. So you stay
as long as she wants. What you want does not matter and
cannot matter. Suda lived at her aunt’s house through her
teens, acquiring a love of antiques before leaving to attend
university. She never recovered from the loss of her family,
or from the fact that her own father had refused to allow her
back into the sanctuary of childhood. She had lost something
in the fashion that women often lose in their relations with
men,  beginning  with  their  fathers  and  continuing  on  the
back of bedroom promises. Her exile was the !rst sign of
what waited in the shadows, thought Breach. She hovered
at street level leaning against a fast-moving storm like the
little flower girl in his dreams.

Breach’s  mother  had  doubled  up  her  bet  by  marrying
his  father,  who  was  reputed  to  be  the  best  card  player  in
postwar England. The war had killed off his competition,
his mother had joked. For better or worse, his father had
failed  in  the  grand  style.  The  old  man  had  gambled  and
lost the house, the furniture, the children, and his marriage.
His  mother  cut  her  losses  and  left  him.  The  loss  did  not
break her; she was strong and ambitious, and calculated that
she would !nd better odds at another table. She had been
the  same  age  as  Suda,  twenty-seven,  when  she  made  the
break.  And  like  Suda,  his  mother  threw  herself  into  her
work, which had been to !nd a new husband. Suda simply
threw herself into her work as if it were her husband. She
consumed silver with a sexual fervor, touching the bracelets
and necklaces, stroking the long silver chains, rubbing the
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hairpins  until  her  !nger  pads  knew  only  the  sensuality  of
metal.

Suda  had  perfected  a  silent  movie  walk,  a  scuttling
movement  that  threw  her  carriage  from  side  to  side.
Schoolgirl  slim,  she  had  the  body  of  a  teenager—a  Thai
Peter Pan who had refused to grow up. Her face bore the
features of a teenage Mao and a Burmese Buddha. She had
Mao’s little facial mole and round face, and the Buddha’s
oval eyes. Crosby had called her “an ancient girl,” a remark
that said more about Crosby than Suda. It was difficult to
imagine that Crosby had ever been a young child.

As they checked into the guest house, Breach thought
for  the  !rst  time  that  Suda’s  face  and  body  possessed  the
perfect  combination  for  her  work.  She  moved  unnoticed
in dangerous places. She rolled across the landscape like a
shadow  belonging  nowhere.  She  was  like  a  Trojan  horse
waiting to be pulled inside the gates. He followed behind
her, carrying his case, up the flight of stairs to their rooms.

As she stopped to unlock her door, she looked at him,
smiled,  and  quickly  disappeared  inside.  He  had  a  strange
feeling that she was like a long !sh line towed by a boat in the
distance, with pilots like Ross and Crosby in constant radio
control.  Ross  and  Crosby  were  like  Breach’s  grandfather
in  the  old  days  in  London,  lurking  in  the  shallow  waters
for the big !sh, half-hidden in the shadows with a !stful of
bibles as bait.
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THREE

THAT  FIRST  MORNING  in  Chiang  Mai,  Suda  led
Breach  through  half  a  dozen  temples.  In  front  of  the  last
temple,  two  old  women  sold  small  brown  birds  caged  in
crude straw baskets. A person made merit—an installment
payment  on  a  ticket  to  a  better  life  next  time  around—
by  purchasing  a  basket  containing  two  or  three  birds  and
setting them free. Breach bought a cage, opened the door.
He  watched  the  birds  fly  out,  circle  in  a  wide  arc  over
the temple gate. A few moments later they flew back into
another cage on the vendor’s table.

“Two minutes of merit is better than nothing,” he said,

watching the vendor close the cage. “They’re like bats.”

“You can pay again,” said Suda.
“Until the birds are too tired to return?”
“Or until you have no more money.”
They drank coconut water and ate the wet, soft white
flesh of coconuts broken open by a peasant woman bringing
down a large knife four or !ve times. The temples bored
Suda. She liked one or two of the traditional motifs on the
exterior, but they did not hold her interest for long. She was
too restless to stand in one place for more than a minute.
She was like the birds looking for a cage to fly back into.

At  Wat  Chedi  Luang,  under  a  blazing  noonday  sun,
Breach  walked  toward  a  !ve-hundred-year-old  chedi.
Weeds grew high from the tumbled-down ruins; the chedi
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stones jutted out like tiny stair steps to an invisible room.
Toward the bottom a dozen or so damaged Buddhas had
been placed.

“Thais  don’t  throw  away  broken  Buddhas,”  she  said.

“It’s very bad to throw away a Buddha.”

“So they dump them on the chedi ruins,” said Breach,
thinking of the surface reality and the core truth. He knew
that a person’s perspective determined what was a garbage
dump  and  what  was  a  temple  in  ruins,  what  is  throwing
away and what is storing.

At  Wat  U  Mong  they  ate  noodles  outside  the  main
gate  at  a  road  stall.  Suda  knew  the  owner  and  chef,  and
went back and cooked her own lunch. She liked launching
surprise invasions into other people’s kitchens. Once inside,
she reached for a knife, cut up vegetables and chicken on
a  wooden  cutting  board,  and  exchanged  gossip  with  the
owner.  Six  years  earlier,  Suda  had  been  with  a  puppet
troupe, taking a road show throughout the North. She had
once lived near Wat U Mong. Her old teacher still lived in
a house near the main gate.

“Why did you leave the troupe?”
His  direct  question  produced  a  direct  hit.  “Because

teacher said he wanted to marry me.”

“And you didn’t?”
She tilted her head and smiled. “I worry that maybe I

become another of his puppets.”

Inside  the  temple  grounds  Suda  steered  a  path  toward
one  of  the  old  caves.  At  the  end  of  the  cave  garlands  of
flowers were draped over a golden Buddha. The sweet smell
of incense was in the air. Suda prostrated herself, bending
forward  from  her  creaking  knees,  and  then  rising  up,  she
bent over and touched her forehead to the cold stone three
times.  Breach  waited  a  few  feet  away,  cocking  his  head
to the side, as he examined a framed painting—famous in
Buddhism—of the Buddha’s renunciation. It was the image
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of a man with a halo looking down at his sleeping wife and
infant  son  a  moment  before  he  will  turn  and  walk  away.
Breach thought about the puppet master living in a house
near  the  temple,  the  man  who  had  proposed  marriage  to
Suda. Looking at the renunciation, he wondered if Suda had
acted to beat the puppet master to the punch. Nothing had
been risked, and so nothing could be renounced. Standing
in the cave beside Suda, it was as if he had never left Nepal.
Breach had seen this painting a thousand times; he had
the scene on postcards, which he had kept under his bedroll.
The vision was the essence of Buddhism. Once he believed
the  picture  had  been  drawn  from  his  own  life.  Once  he
dreamt his life had been taken from art.

But  morons  believed  all  kinds  of  strange  things  about
the  world,  convinced  themselves  they  were  a  clitoris,  a
genius, or an immortal, and confused art and life until they
went  batty.  In  Tibet  travelers  came  to  the  mouth  of  his
cave,  Breach’s  home  for  six  months—usually  Canadian,
English,  or  American,  carrying  a  backpack  and  medium-
sized suitcase—and asked him for the truth. Breach grinned
each time, scratched his head, spat on the floor, and pointed
at the bat shit.

“Tell us, friend, the meaning of life,” someone would

say.

“Any time a stranger calls me ‘friend,’ he usually has a
criminal  record  or,  even  worse,  he  turns  out  to  be  some
kind of missionary.”

They stared at Breach, standing up to his ankles in the
bat shit, and sometimes he would quickly remove his bridge
plate,  show  them  a  postcard,  and  flash  a  wide,  toothless
smile.  Most  never  understood  what  he  had  told  them;
most looked at the art with a vacant, unknowing stare. The
message was there in every temple in Asia. A single image
that separated Buddhism and the East from Christianity and
the West, Breach thought.
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The  answer  was  clear  from  a  glance  at  the  religious
paintings. The Christian image was of the baby Jesus gently
held in the arms of his mother, his father looking on with
adoration.  The  Buddhist  image  was  of  the  renunciation
of  the  family—without  that  !rst  step,  there  could  be
no  enlightenment—while  the  Christian  art  affirmed  the
family  as  the  way  to  salvation.  Each  image  celebrated  a
sacred act.

Each  religion  believed  it  had  the  right  vision.  Breach
never  looked  at  the  painting  without  remembering  his
father’s  abandonment.  Breach’s  boyhood  had  been  !lled
with  a  large  pool  of  shame,  hurt,  rejection,  and  fear,  the
usual  emotional  results  of  a  broken  home.  He  waited  for
something to happen. His mother, no longer a tiny flower
girl, answered personal advertisements placed by Canadians
seeking an English mail-order bride. Ordering women like
toothpaste. England had been ruined by the war; everyone
wanted a fresh start.

“What if the Buddha hadn’t left his palace and family?”
he  asked  Suda,  as  she  rejoined  him.  “And  he  invited  his
disciples around to the house and had his wife bake cakes
for afternoon teas?”

“Not possible. Buddha cannot have a woman. Cannot

be touched,” she said.

“Your father abandoned you,” Breach said, looking at

the painting.

She didn’t reply.
“My  father  abandoned  me  when  I  was  seven,”  added
Breach.  “He  gambled  me  away  in  a  poker  game.  I  was
another  chip  on  the  table.  He  thought  it  was  a  sure  bet.
Only he was wrong.”

Suda thought about his explanation and glanced at the
painting again. “Okay for Buddha to go. Not good for an
ordinary man to leave family. Unless he become a monk,”
she said.
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Breach  smiled,  thinking  of  his  father  as  a  monk.  Of
course,  that  never  happened—or  could  it  have  happened
without his ever knowing it? When Breach turned eight, he
had a new name, father, school, and new friends and lived far
away from England in a small village on Vancouver Island.
Thirteen years later, he returned to England as a student at
Oxford. He placed personal messages in the newspaper for
his lost father. He never got a reply.

After  they  left  the  cave—Breach  had  wanted  to  spend
the  rest  of  the  day  inside  and  left  only  when  promised  a
surprise  of  unusual  beauty—Suda  dragged  him  across  the
grounds to a bronze statue of Buddha racked with suffering
and pain. The ribs showed, the veins ran up and down the
arms, and the eyes were large and hollow holes.

The impression was more of a Nazi concentration camp
victim than the serene, smiling Buddha. This was a skin and
bones Buddha with wild eyes.

“I  like  it  very  much,”  said  Suda.  “It  is  extremely

beautiful.”

“First  you  ax  the  family;  then  you  starve  yourself,”

Breach said.

“It’s very beautiful,” she whispered.
There was in this state of starvation a sense of beauty that
was strangely moving for her. Something akin to hope rose
from that image.

“This is it? This is what I left the cave for? The thing of
usual beauty?” Breach asked her, as she circled the Buddha
image.

“I bring myself. You come along. I come to remember.
The puppet teacher asked me to marry him on this spot. He
knew this place make me happy.”

“Are you happy you told him no?” asked Breach.
She  smiled  and  turned  away  from  the  Buddha.  “Now

we see the shaman about the knives.”
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Under an intense afternoon of tropical sun, Suda negotiated
with the driver of a small red van. The plan was to drive to
a mountain hill tribe village. With a worn-out suspension
system the red van bounced up and down over a dusty road
eroded  by  deep  horizontal  gullies,  as  if  a  giant  hand  had
thundered  down  with  hundreds  of  karate  chops  breaking
deep  into  the  earth.  Doi  Pui,  a  Hmong  village,  was  !ve
kilometers above the Dori Suthep temple. The dirt road had
been carved out of the forest leaving a brutal brown scar,
wide, ugly, and naked as a ski run in mid-July. Halfway up,
they came upon a jeep disabled with a broken steering rod.
A farang who turned out to be Crosby stood on the side as
the driver !ddled with the engine.

Ross  sat  in  the  driver’s  seat,  his  hands  clutching  the
steering  wheel,  his  mouth  twisted  into  a  massive  rebuke.
The jeep was pulled off and tilted at a sharp angle to one
side, looking as though it might fall off the mountain.

Crosby  saw  the  van  and  waved.  Breach  waved  back,
turning  in  his  seat.  “Stop,”  Breach  ordered  the  driver,
who pulled ahead of the disabled jeep. Suda told the driver
to  back  up  and  pull  alongside.  As  they  approached,  Ross
had  a  look  of  bemused  surprise  and  shouted  at  his  Thai
driver, “Fix this machine immediately. I have an important
appointment. My clients hate lawyers who are late.”

The  van  stopped  and  Breach  leaned  out  the  window,

with Suda sitting on his left. “Car trouble?”

“Can  someone  explain  to  this  man  in  Thai,”  began
Ross, who suddenly broke off. “Jesus Christ! This asshole
can’t  distinguish  a  busted  distributor  from  a  water  pump
leaking piss.”

“I can’t say that I can either,” said Breach, smiling. He
glanced over at Suda. “He’s a lawyer from Bangkok,” he
whispered as if that explained everything.

“Mind giving us a ride?” asked Ross. “Crosby will pay

you. Clients always pick up the expenses.”
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Breach glanced at Suda, who nodded her assent. “Legal

business on the mountain, Ross?”

Ross  ignored  the  question.  “I  need  a  drink.  I  assume

these hill tribe people sell booze as well as illegal drugs.”

“But  the  quality  of  the  product  is  low,”  said  Breach,

catching Crosby’s eye.

On  the  way  up  the  mountain,  Suda  spoke  Thai  with

Crosby.

“She  says  !nding  these  knives  may  be  difficult,”  said

Crosby.

“Collectors have picked Thailand clean.”
Breach turned around and looked at Crosby, sitting in

the back with Suda. “She means expensive.”

“You may not speak Thai, but you are starting to think

in Thai,” said Crosby, laughing.

Robert  Tuttle,  who  ran  the  English  language  school,
was  another  friend  and  customer  of  Suda’s.  Several  times
she had delivered a spirit lock or other hilltribe silver piece.
Crosby  had  known  Suda  for  years;  he  had  introduced
Breach to her.

“What kind of lawyer are you, Khun Ross?” she asked,

as the van reached the top.

“Commercial law. The law of merchants, gamblers, and
professional con artists. Law’s really my sideline, if you insist
on knowing the truth.”

“What is your main line?”
“Darts and booze and extremely cooperative women,”

said Ross.

At the crest, a wide, level parking area was congested
with  red  vans  and  jeeps.  hill  tribe  kids  and  women
hawked  crafts  out  of  trays  as  the  tourists  streamed  into
the village or circled back carrying native handbags and
carvings  to  cars  and  coaches  parked  in  the  large,  dusty
gravel lot. A paved footpath led from the parking lot to
the village.
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Both  sides  of  the  path  were  lined  with  rows  of  stalls
selling cheap carpets, shirts, baskets, fake silver, and trinkets.

“It’s like a Disneyland theme park,” said Ross.
Hmong merchants came around from the back of their
stalls  to  call  out  to  tourists  and  chase  after  them.  Two
Hmongs approached Crosby and spoke to him in Thai; he
waved for Ross to follow them.

“But do they have a bar?” asked Ross, smiling.
“Stocked with Old Grand-Dad,” said Crosby. “But no

darts.”

“Tell  them  they  won’t  be  big  time  until  they  get
darts.  And  don’t  forget:  cooperative  women.  That’s  very
important, too.”

“I’ll tell them,” said Crosby. He walked over to Breach

and patted him on the shoulder. “See you later.”

“We should have a talk.”
“Later,” said Crosby, walking away.
“Booze!” shouted Ross. He clenched his !sts.
They had disappeared into the crowd. Breach and Suda
carried  on  walking  uphill  through  the  village,  which  was
terraced  on  the  side  of  a  mountain.  An  old  shaman  with
a  weathered  face  dressed  in  a  tan  shirt  and  black  trousers
appeared.  The  maw  pee—as  the  Thais  call  their  witch
doctors—emerged from a crowd and walked straight toward
her. No more than two minutes earlier, Suda had asked one
of the vendors leaning over a stall if they might talk to the
village  shaman,  and  now  here  he  was,  chewing  a  plug  of
tobacco and tapping her on the shoulder. He looked Breach
over and then motioned for them to follow. He led them
away from the tourist area, down the back lanes, and along
a narrow dirt path cut in the back side of the mountain.

The  real  village,  hidden  away,  private,  secluded;  the
Hmong  village  for  the  Hmongs.  A  place  without  any
foreigners  shopping.  There  was  nothing  to  sell.  Small
children with caked snot streaked across their faces played
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with  bottle  caps  in  the  dirt.  Women  nursed  babies  and
sewed.

The  shaman  and  his  family  lived  in  a  wooden  house
above the village. His wife, swatting flies, squatted on the
bamboo veranda outside the front door. Her tired, wrinkled
face watched Breach.

When she smiled, a red rim of betel nut stain that began
on her lips spread back to her gums; the red turned to a dusky,
powdery brown forming a paste over what remained of her
teeth.  The  shaman  showed  them  inside  the  house.  There
was no electricity. A hard, damp red earth floor disappeared
into darkness at the edges of the room. To the right of the
door, glowing embers burned in a charcoal pit. A circle of
black enclosed the !re, and in the center metal grills held a
heavy, thick kettle and a couple of pots. Opposite the !re,
built  into  the  wall,  was  a  long  wooden  platform  covered
with straw mats—the family sleeping quarters. The center
of gravity of the room was a corner near the !re. Breach sat
on a fold-up chair at a small wooden table. Suda squatted
close to the !re as if to warm herself.

Laser-thin  rays  of  afternoon  sunlight  pierced  the
thatched  roof  and  struck  the  earth  floor  here  and  there.
Small circles of dusty light never bigger than a thumbprint
tailed  off  into  darkness  in  the  place  where  the  shaman
stored  his  ceremonial  equipment.  In  that  place  the  earth
sweated, leaving damp rings. The shaman spit out his chew
of tobacco and took out a pack of cigarettes, offering one
to Breach.

Breach  took  one  and  held  it  between  his  !ngers;  a
moment later, he had made it disappear. He had Suda open
her  shoulder  bag,  and  much  to  the  shaman’s  amusement,
she produced the missing cigarette.

Breach  returned  it  and  with  a  flip,  the  end  suddenly

glowed red and a column of white smoke rose.

“I don’t smoke,” he said.
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The shaman patted his own chest. He took a long puff
from  the  cigarette  and  slowly  exhaled,  speaking  in  rapid
Thai.

“He smoke since boy,” Suda said, translating. “He says
he cough all the time now. Too old to stop. He chews but
it’s not the same. He always goes back to the cigarette. It’s
a devil for him. And he likes your magic very much. Now
he want to show you something.”

The shaman walked over to three shelves !ve feet off the
floor.  Each  shelf  held  the  instruments  of  his  trade,  which
included acting as the village medicine man. There was no
sign of the traditional staff or ceremonial knives, book, or
special  clothes.  He  dressed  in  a  regular  cotton  shirt  with
large  white  and  gray  stripes.  He  wore  traditional  Hmong
trousers.  His  specialty  was  chasing  out  evil  spirits  from
village children who had become ill.

“Ask  him  how  he  heals  the  children,”  Breach  said,
looking directly into the shaman’s eyes as he spoke to Suda.
He nodded as Suda took time to explain. “He says that
a  secret.  But  he  may  joke.  Farang  think  healing  a  secret.
Healing is catching spirit, !nding what he wants and why
he attack you.”

The  shaman  rose  from  his  chair,  walked  over  to  the
shelves  and  pulled  off  a  set  of  worn  water  buffalo  horns.
The photograph nailed to the wall next to the shelf was not
another piece of temple art; it was the annual Patpong wall
calendar: twelve months of nude go-go dancers !lmed on
beaches, in bars, in cars, in tuk-tuks, and on beds.

Miss  March,  who  had  large,  !rm  breasts,  balanced
against a polished silver pole on the dance platform as she
stared into the dimly lit room with a frozen smile. Crosby
had  claimed  that  he  had  once  played  “Hey  Jude”  on  her
clavicles  with  drumsticks  and  that  she  had  once  attended
the English school.

The shaman caught Breach looking at the calendar.
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“He say,” said Suda, “maybe you make her appear like

a cigarette.”

Breach looked the old shaman in the eye. “Tell him I’m

working on toothpaste.”

Suda blushed, turned, and told the shaman, “Next life,

maybe possible.”

The  shaman  demonstrated  his  method  for  predicting
a  child’s  chances  of  survival.  He  picked  up  several  water
buffalo horns which had been cut in half and tossed them
on the floor. He knelt beside the halves.

“He  say,  position  of  pieces  determines  the  fate  of  the

child. If halves side by side, child have life.”

“And if they land this way?” asked Breach, switching the

direction of the horns.

The old shaman scratched his chin and studied the new

alignment.

“He  say,  this  position—see  halves  are  crossed—means

the bad thing. Maybe not have more life.”

The shaman sucked on his cigarette and nodded as Suda
explained to Breach. His wife, who had slipped unheard into
the room, quietly sat in the far corner, watching what she
had witnessed over thousands of betel nuts. The old woman
was absorbed in the ceremony. Breach saw her staring at the
pieces of water buffalo horn. Suda would never make it as a
shaman’s wife, he thought.

The awe of magic and the awe of selling objects for magic
acts were different realities in different worlds, and different
ground rules applied. Rarely, if ever, did the talent for both
reside in the same person? The talents stood in contradiction,
and so a choice ultimately had to be made between them. It
came down to show-business or business-business.

“He ask if you want to wear Hmong clothes,” said Suda.
He held out a pair of baggy black cotton pants. Breach
slipped them on over his jeans and stood with his hands on
his hips. He glanced up at Miss March—hearing the tune
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“Hey Jude” in his mind—and then leaned down and picked
up  the  water  buffalo  horns.  One  by  one  he  made  them
disappear  as  the  shaman  sat  cross-legged,  smoking,  in  the
metal chair next to Suda.

“Where are they?” asked Suda, who had translated the
question  from  the  old  shaman,  whose  eyes  searched  the
room.

Breach nodded toward the shelf below Miss March. The
old shaman ran over and discovered the horns lined up side
by side beneath the calendar.

“Good luck?” Breach asked.
He laughed, looking up from the horn pieces, as Suda

translated.

“He  say  you  can  come  back  and  stay  in  his  house  if
you want. You can sleep here. No problem. He shows you
much more. You have much to show him. He wants you
to  keep  his  clothes.  He  thinks  good  luck  for  him  if  you
wear.”

“Tell him we are the same size.”
The  shaman  grinned;  he  didn’t  need  a  translation.  He
spoke  without  stopping  for  several  minutes  to  Suda,  his
hands  squeezing  the  buffalo  horns.  The  old  woman  cut
another slice of betel and slipped it into her mouth, rocking
back and forth, listening to her husband speak.

He  stopped,  cocked  his  head,  and  waited  for  Suda  to

translate.

“He say he have friend with knives you want. His friend
a Mien. He does this because he likes you and thinks you
have  powerful  magic.  He  wants  to  help  you.  This  Mien
married to his mother’s cousin. And he has a stall in Chiang
Mai market. You go there tonight and he sell you.” Suda
paused for a second and leaned closer to Breach.

“I know this friend. I buy from him before. Sometimes
he has very good things.” A smile crossed her face. “I think
your magic work very good for you.”
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FOUR

IN  THE  EVENING,  back  in  Chiang  Mai,  Breach  and
Suda walked east of the Mae Kha Canal through the Night
Bazaar. Ross and Crosby had not reappeared and presumably
remained on the mountain with their disabled jeep. Breach
made  an  educated  guess:  Ross  was  slumped  over  a  table,
sleeping  beside  a  tipped-over  bottle  of  Old  Grand-Dad,
and Crosby was curled up into the fetal position, smoking
opium in one of the long wooden houses overlooking a sea
of poppy flowers.

Neither  Breach  nor  Suda  mentioned  their  absence.
The  two  men  had  fallen—angels  was  not  exactly  the
right word—out of memory. The market was a maze of
cheap  restaurants  and  floors  crammed  with  small  craft,
antique, and clothing shops. Teenaged hill tribe girls sold
women’s handbags, skirts, shirts, blouses, and bedspreads.
Suda darted from stall to stall, knowing each vendor by
name, their sisters, brothers, mothers, fathers, and cousins.
Commerce in the North had a kinship connection through
a  web  of  interconnected  and  overlapping  networks  of
family and friendships. Thais disliked doing business with
strangers.  Outside  the  network,  you  might  be  cheated,
lied to, or taken advantage of. The “yellow pages” culture
had  not  arrived;  it  was  a  word-of-mouth  culture—and
the gossip about you or your family stayed with you for
life.
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“He just friend. Not lover,” Suda said, glancing back at

Breach.

Given  Breach’s  odd  appearance—the  black  hair,
odd  looking  front  teeth,  and  skinny  arms  and  neck,  no
one  doubted  her  disclaimer.  Within  one  or  two  days,
Suda  knew,  word  would  have  preceded  her  about  her
companion. She laid the groundwork carefully, taking the
initiative,  making  disclaimers  and  keeping  a  professional
distance from Breach.

“He’s  a  teacher,”  she  said.  Thais  admire  and  respect

teachers; they are an acceptable kind of companion.

“What he teach you?” one of the shop owners asked her

with a giggle.

“I teach her magic,” said Breach. “She’s learning how
to  make  me  disappear.”  Her  friend  smiled  at  Breach  and
translated  for  a  couple  of  other  friends  who  had  gathered
around the stall.

Suda  slapped  his  arm,  shot  him  a  hard  look,  and  then
looked back at her friend. “He make a joke. Always joking.”
“Tell them you like my magic,” he said, smiling as he

pulled a large one baht coin from her ear.

Suda’s  friend  squealed  with  delight;  in  an  automatic
reflex, like a child in the front row at the circus, the friend
covered her mouth with both hands, her eyes as large as the
full moon. As they walked away, Suda was unusually quiet.
She stopped near a stall stacked with jeans and tank tops.

“How you do that? With the coin?”
“All it takes is practice,” Breach said.
“You teach me?”
“Maybe,” he said, eyes staring directly into hers.
“Thais don’t like maybe.”
“Most  people  don’t.  That’s  why  most  people  are
unhappy. They like the promise magic makes that you can
master the art of making a thing disappear and reappear. It’s
called power. Most people need three things in life: control
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and  certainty  and  predictability.  What  they  get  are  cheap
tricks and a lot of maybes.”

“Maybe you think too much,” said Suda.
“So I’ve been told.”
Hunger had overtaken them. Before dinner, Suda spoke
with an old man, a Mien tribe member with a thin neck,
large head, and deep gun-barrel-blue eye sockets. The old
man  stood  stoop-shouldered  beside  a  table  of  blankets.
Three women huddled nearby in a semi-circle on folding
beach  chairs,  eating  rice  mixed  with  pork  rind  from  a
common  bowl.  He  had  been  expecting  her;  the  message
about the strange farang had reached him from the hill tribe
mountain village.

A week earlier she had sent a message through a friend
that  a  farang  was  interested  in  buying  a  full  set  of  ritual
shaman knives.

The farang was Richard Breach. She whispered to one,
his relative, that she could signal the old Mien to go ahead
with  the  sale.  It  was  a  long,  drawn-out  process,  never  a
straightforward, ‘This is what I want’ and ‘This is what it
cost.” What followed was the traditional coy dance with a
stranger. Those dance steps united the interlocking circles
of families scattered over mountains and through valleys.

Thomas Pierce, who had been Breach’s tutor at Oxford, lay
dying of stomach cancer. Breach had received a distraught
letter from Pierce’s wife, Marianne—Pierce was too ill to
write. With Breach’s mother long dead and his father long
gone, the Pierces had become his surrogate family. In her
letter, Marianne described a break-in at their North Oxford
house. Thieves had cleaned out Thomas Pierce’s collection
of shaman artifacts. The collection had been fully insured,
and  a  claim  had  been  made,  but  with  Thomas  dying  of
cancer, the insurance proceeds could not replace what had
been  lost.  He  grieved  over  the  loss  of  the  ritual  knives;

46

they  were  sacri!cial  instruments,  priceless  possessions  for
a dying man with certain mystical beliefs, who wished to
communicate with the gods in the next world.

In the old folklore of some hill tribes, it was believed that
when a shaman died and was buried with his knives, then
in the next world he could present them to the gods, who
would show their pleasure at the gift, and he would return
in the next life as a great shaman.

Pierce had lived with the myths and legends long enough
that  they  had  become  infused  with  his  own  beliefs  about
death. Pierce had intended to be buried with his shaman’s
knives.  The  letter  had  been  a  factual  report  of  what  had
happened.  Neither  Marianne  nor  Thomas  had  asked
Breach  for  anything.  He  loved  them  for  that.  Through
Robert Tuttle, he was introduced to Suda, and within three
weeks she had a couple of leads, but she warned him that
!nding a full set of genuine ritual knives was difficult, if not
impossible. Collectors had descended on Thailand and had
carried away most ancient shaman artifacts. What remained
in the markets were second-rate reproductions, aged with
chemicals. But there was always a chance one or two pieces
had been overlooked.

On  top  of  the  old  Mien’s  stall,  Breach  saw  a  shaman
staff  of  the  kind  shamans  used  in  various  burial  rituals.
He  recognized  it  as  similar  to  the  one  in  Pierce’s  private
collection. It had hung on the wall behind Pierce’s desk in
his rooms in college. Breach saw that beside the staff the old
Mien had laid out in an old newspaper, like !sh and chips,
four ritual knives for animal sacri!ce. The knives appeared
genuine.

Breach rushed over and lifted the largest of the knives
from the newspaper. It was caked with rust as if it had been
buried in the core of the earth. He held it to a naked light
bulb, which hung from a cord above the stall. The knives
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had red and blue ribbons tied through a hole in the handle;
they  were  large-bladed  and  heavy.  He  imagined  such
instruments  being  used  for  ritual  killing,  the  two  kilos  of
sharp metal slitting the throat of a goat or a water buffalo.
He  pulled  out  photographs  he  had  taken  at  the  museum
in  Bangkok.  Carefully,  he  compared  the  knives  with  the
photographs. The knives in the market matched the ones
in the museum.

Breach  gripped  the  largest  knife  tightly  and  studied
the  contour  of  the  blade.  He  thought  of  Thomas  and  his
suffering. Stomach cancer was a hard way to die. Opening
the throat was much easier; it was over fast. Slowly Breach
laid the knife back and turned to the old man, who had not
removed his eyes from the knives.

“They’re genuine?” he asked Suda.
She wrinkled her nose at the knives. Arms folded beneath
her breasts, she stepped forward. Then she picked up one
of the smaller knives, examined the blade and handle, and
touched the tip of her tongue to the blade tip.

“I think real.” She spoke to the old Mien in Thai. He

nodded and grunted as she cross-examined him closely.

“What did you tell him?” Breach asked.
“I  said  you  very  powerful  man.  You  can  make  things

disappear.

And if he lies to you, maybe you make him disappear.

Might be a good idea to show him your coin trick.”

After the illusion, the old Mien swallowed hard, and his
yellow,  broken  teeth  froze  in  a  nervous  smile.  His  wife’s
cousin  had  sent  word  about  Breach’s  magic.  He  was  a
believer in an invisible world—a location outside time and
space where worldly objects and people mingled, exchanged
energy, and returned to earth looking the same but radically
changed. Sacri!cial knives were of that other world, and this
created risks and dangers. Selling such objects, like selling
Buddha images, was always mixed with elaborate taboos and
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