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When Michael Decastro gets an email from Tuki — his long-gone client, the lady of ten thousand mysteries — he doesn’t hesistate a moment. He heads to Bangkok to find … what? He doesn’t know. To face what dangers? He hasn’t imagined. All he knows is that she’s beckoned, and he can’t resist her call.

And now, face-to-face with Tuki and a ruby so beautiful it has its own name, Michael must make a choice: move forward, protect Tuki, get to the bottom of her entanglement with the nak lin (cruel Thai gangsters) and see that she’s safe, or run back to his father’s fishing boat, hiding from the ills of the world beneath a watchcap and a raincoat.

Foolhardy, compassionate Michael hardly has to think …

The follow-up to the Lambda-award nominated Provincetown Follies, Bangkok Blues, Bangkok Dragons, Cape Cod Tears pulses with the heartbeat of the South Seas, and celebrates the vicious mysteries found in the belly of a dragon.
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Prologue

THE tuk-tuk driver slams on the brakes. His motorized rickshaw skids to the curb. Streaks of red, gold, violet light settle into the shapes of saloons, sex parlors.

“This the place. Two hundred baht, you pay now.”

The American looks up at the sign over the bar. A rose-colored neon image of Madonna’s face blows the night a kiss. Beneath, red letters flash bright. Then dark.

SILK UNDERGROUND
Hollywood Girls, Girls, Girls!!!

After a twenty-hour flight from Boston, after a thousand urges to turn back, this is what he gets. The sidewalks of Bangkok’s Patpong already crowded with hookers, trannies, pushers, touts. Johns, come to feed their habits, bathe in the blue light of sunset, five hundred neon signs. It is seven in the evening. Still hotter than the engine room on his father’s fishing trawler Rosa Lee.

He stands before the open door, sets down his yellow seabag, listens to the mating call of Madonna’s “Like A Virgin” drifting out

from the shadows within. Wonders if Tuki really is waiting for him in there, whether he has the balls to go in. Or whether he should just keep on walking. Before the dragon lady gets her claws into him again.

He closes his eyes, pictures her in flashes. A nest of dark hair, a sexy kid from Saigon, a fisherman’s fantasy in a red dress.

Ok. She’s a drag queen, a tranny. Well, intersexual actually. Hermaphrodite. A girl with something extra. A diva. So what? She’s a client. A long, lost client. She needs him. And it’s a little late in the game to get all bent out of shape over her plumbing. We’ve been down that road before. Like just keep it professional, pal.

So he pushes back the beaded curtain at the door and steps into the dark bar, inhales the fog of cigarettes, perfume, skin.

He really hopes the beer is cold.

The queen behind the bar is luk sod, multiracial, like Tuki. Probably in her fifties but looking early forties. She has creamy skin, blue eyes, shoulder-length chestnut hair. She could almost be white, except for the small nose, the arch of the brows, the creases at the corners of her eyes, the high cheekbones. Sort of Kate Jackson meets Lucy Liu, two generations of Charlie’s Angels in one. He’s heard Tuki talk about her. She’s one of the two Vietnamese queens who brought Tuki to Thailand as a toddler. After Saigon fell in ‘75. “Brandy?”

“Hennessy or me, la?”

“You.”

Brandy puts her elbows on the bar in front of him, slides her chin into her hands, gives him a penetrating look that ends with a squint. “I know you?”

“I got an email from Tuki.” He pulls the printout from the inside pocket of his blue blazer, pushes it across the bar to her.

“What it say, la?”

She doesn’t read English. He recites the message he knows by heart.


Michael—

I am kind of in trouble. A terrible mix-up. Please come! Silk Underground Bar, Patpong, Bangkok. Don’t worry about the cost. I have lots of $ now. But hurry, world’s greatest lawyer … my knight in shining armor!!!!!!!!

Always,

Tuki



A smile spreads over Brandy’s face. She steps back away from the bar as if to get a look at him from a new perspective. “So … you funky white boy she talk about. Lone Ranger gone ride again.”

“Can I have a cold beer, please?”

“First you give me kiss, Michael Decastro.” She leans over the bar wraps his shoulders in her arms and kisses him on both cheeks. He can feel the ruby lipstick smudging, smell the whiskey and Coke on her breath.

A short, fat Thai down the bar lifts his head, puts on thick glasses, stares at him. Tosses back half a glass of scotch and water.

“We finally meet, attorney!”

“Excuse me. Do I …?”

The Thai waves for him to come closer.

Michael grasps the freezing bottle of Singha that Brandy sets in front of him, holds it by the neck. Wonders whether he will be using it to defend himself.

“Who are—”

“Varat Samset. Royal Thai Police. You remember? From the telephone? A year, maybe two, ago?” The Thai gets up off his stool, shuffles toward him. There are curry stains on his white shirt, gray pants.

For the first time since he came into this long narrow cave, Michael looks around. Notices Thai versions of Madonna and Brittany Spears wearing G-strings, nothing else, standing on the far end of the bar. They are working a pole dance together, “Material Girl” pulsing from the sound system. Kissing on each other. Not just mouths.

“Get your tongue back in your head, attorney. They’re boys, you know?”

“Where’s Tuki?”

“You tell me.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Already gone. Flown the coop, as you Americans say. Or hiding. I can’t get anything out of this one.” He nods at Brandy, leans his back against the bar.

“You’re looking for her?”

“And you. You think I come to zoos like this for fun?” He signals for another drink.

“Me?”

“You flew into Bangkok this morning. Thai Airways 921 from Frankfurt.” He taps the side of his head. “Varat Samset knows everything.”

“Excuse me, but what’s going on here?”

The detective casts his eyes at Brandy. “They say these luk sods give the best blow jobs in Bangkok.”

Brandy sets down the fresh scotch and water, says something in Thai to him. Maybe cursing. Maybe telling him to fuck off.

Samset shrugs. “See what I get? Disrespect. And lies.”

“What—”

“Your shemale friend really screwed the pooch this time, counselor. Maybe your Johnny Cochran tricks can get her off for killing in America. But this is Bangkok now. She kills here, she dies here.”

Brandy shoots the detective an evil eye. “You bad man! Go now. You no welcome in Silk Underground. Tuki kill nobody!”

Samset shakes his head. “Let me ask you something, Mr. Decastro. You’ve spent a lot of time with freaks like this. Are they just habitual liars … or do you think those hormone injections they take really distort their sense of reality?”

“You go!”

“Ok. Ok, auntie. But you tell her when you see her, I know she killed Thaksin Kittikachorn. And I will bring her to justice.”

“Go!”

The detective gulps the rest of his scotch, slams the empty glass on the bar. Shrugs as he walks out through the beaded curtain to the street. Michael recognizes the gesture. It’s the Columbo thing. Jesus, does everyone in this country think they’re in the movies?

Brandy reaches across the bar and takes his hand, whispers. “You go water taxi stop at Oriental Hotel. Take rua duan up river at eight thirty. Tuki find you.”

“Rua duan?”

“Boat bus.”

“What about Varat Samset?”

“Not to worry. He taking long nap soon.”
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HE STANDS in the stern of the boat. The rua duan is packed with a crowd of peasants heading home from downtown jobs. Many wear the typical black pajamas, the conical straw hats of farm workers, market vendors, klong prowlers.

The ticket man shouts something in Thai, blows a sharp whistle. The engine growls. The boat surges forward, plowing into the current, the black water. The lights of the Oriental Hotel, central Bangkok, slip astern. He feels the damp air off the Chao Prya River start to flow over his skin. Thinks of how the wind starts to cool when the Rosa Lee is steaming out through the hurricane dike in New Bedford. Going fishing. The heat of the city and the labyrinth of the law just ugly memories.

He is looking west, watching the spot-lit, pyramid prang of one of Bangkok’s massive Buddhist wats come into view above the river bend ahead, when he feels someone in the crowd around him take his hand.

“Don’t look at me, la.” It’s her. That sultry voice. The voice of Vietnam and Whitney Houston and a midnight train to Georgia all in one. “Don’t say anything.”

He feels a body mold a little against his back. Her heat. “You came for me.”

He wants to tell her, Of course I came. Wants to tell her how hard it has been for him since she just plain vanished from Cape Cod, from America. Before he tied up the lose ends in the Provincetown Follies murder case. Before she was fully cleared for the death of Al Costelano and her Thai lover. Wants to tell her that he has resigned as a public defender, given up the law. Tell her that Filipa dumped him. Broke off their engagement. And … and there was this other girl for awhile, an Indian from Cape Cod. Awasha. His last client. Shot. Dead. Because of his stupid mistakes. So … he’s gone back to fishing out of New Bedford, Nu Bej, with his father and Tio Tommy on the Rosa Lee. Fluke and summer flounder.

But when he opens his mouth to speak, he feels her finger cross his lips. Her breath on his right ear.

“We get off at the next stop, la. Temple of the Dawn, Wat Arun. Go into the temple grounds. Turn right, walk until you see a small temple with two giants guarding the door. One white, one green. Wait. I will be there.”

The temple door is open. It is dark inside except for a bar of amber light filtering in from the glow of spotlights on the prangs outside.

“Just hold me, la.” Her strong arms grab him from the shadows, circle his back. Hands slide up over his shoulder blades, lock together behind his neck. Her breasts full against his ribs.

He pulls his head back, half to get a look at her after all this time, half to thwart the kiss he fears is coming. Cristo Salvador! After all the worries that she could be dead, after missing her for nearly two years. She’s back in his life … against all odds …

He just wants to see her. Keep her from harm if he can. Still, he can’t imagine what he was thinking when he boarded the plane back in Boston, came here. Maybe that she does not deserve more misery. Maybe that the world sparkles a little more as long as Tuki Aparecio is in it.

But he hears the voice of his father, the pescador, the bad-ass Vietnam vet, in his head: Jesus, Mo, we’re talking about a drag queen here. An illusion. A cheep gook trick. Just walk away. So … there will be no kiss. He can’t go for that.

“You’re trembling, Michael.”

“Maybe this is all a mistake. Maybe I shouldn’t be here.”

She gazes up at him, still holding his neck. Her black eyes glisten with doubt. And a new sadness.

She’s like a different person. More flesh and blood, less fantasy. No longer the diva of Provincetown Follies, no Whitney Houston or Janet Jackson clone. Not the drag queen superstar he helped beat two murder raps back in the U.S.

Her hair is not the fountain of sun-streaked, funky curls he remembers. It falls black and straight, a simple pageboy cut, like so many women he has seen in this city. Her body seems a touch fuller beneath the black pajamas, not so nearly anorexic. Hands softer, skin smoother. She’s more like his mother now. Well, if his mother Maria were half-Asian, not Portagee. And alive.

Only the grin, that huge, amazing smile, coming out of the blue night the way it does, is the same. It starts with her full lips and straight white teeth, spreads to her chin. Two dimples bloom on her cheeks. But now the effect is somehow less catlike, more something else, than he remembers. Something more vulnerable.

“Jesus, Tuki!”

“You don’t like me.”

“No. You look really …”

“I’ve changed, la.”

“It’s just that. I don’t know. Everything is so different here. Not like on the Cape. This is YOUR home. I feel all turned upside down. And that detective, Samset, told me—”

“I mean, I’ve REALLY changed.” Her lips part. She has more to tell. Something stops her. She puts her head on his chest.

“What happened? Samset is ape shit.”

“I saw a murder. Saw nak-lin kill Prem’s father.” Her voice, little more than a whisper, echoes in the limestone temple.

Prem. The sick bastard who touched off the whole catastrophe for her in the U.S. Her ex-lover. The ghost who stalked her from Bangkok to Provincetown.

He reaches up, unclasps her hands from his neck, steps back. Stares into the eyes of this smooth face in the shadows. He can no longer see her African-American father at all in those wet pools. Only her Vietnamese mother.

“Nak-lin?”

“You don’t want to know.”

“Some kind of gang?”

“They work for the jao pho.”

“The who?”

“Godfathers.”

He asks her: Is she saying that Thai mafia killed Thaksin Kittikatchorn, Prem’s father? Tried to make her look like the killer?

She closes her eyes, blotting something out. “Tried to kill me too. Not like on Cape Cod. Not with guns. Asian style. Now everybody is after me.”

He feels like he has walked into the wrong movie, at least half of him wishes he were back home fishing on the Rosa Lee. Jesus, what has he gotten himself into now?
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SHE stares up into his unshaven, beautiful face in the half-light of the temple. Wants to clasp her hands behind his neck again. Wants to tell him how this current nightmare started. Tries.

Buddha. It began as a Buddhist act of contrition. An extreme attempt to shed her bad karma. To start a new life for herself. She came back to Thailand, to Brandy and Delta, to the exact place where her great love and great misery had begun. Came back to the River House, on a smoggy, moonless night. Came to return what her dead Prem had stolen from his father. What his father had stolen, too.

Thanks to the services of a long-tail boat, she’s face-to-face with Prem’s prick of a father, the billionaire producer of sleeping pills, the collector of stolen artifacts, the crusher of an only son. Here on the waterside deck of the River House, bathed in the tangy scent of fresh-cut teak.

The house is bigger, more ornate, than the old one. The one she burned to the water in a storm of anger seven years ago. The house where she loved her sad, sweet Prem. The poor rich boy. The pung chao addict, heroin junkie. Here. River House. On the klong in Thonburi, near the royal barge sheds. She will complete this cycle of her life and his. Make her peace, in the dark, where it all began more than ten years ago when she was the reigning princess of the Patpong. And not much more than a teenager.

“Khwan pha sak, Miss Aparecio. I have been waiting a long time for this moment. My wife thinks I am a fool to see you here alone at night without my bodyguards. When you are as well-known as me, when people covet your wealth and power, Bangkok is a very dangerous place.”

She knows he bites his tongue, wants to call her Prem’s sin, call her his son’s luk sod Patpong whore. Shame her one more time, the way he did seven years ago when he made Prem give her up.

So … She glares at Thaksin Kittikachorn. Late fifties. Very much the ex-navy gunboat captain, the champion handballer, the way he carries himself. Predator in a golden shirt. Self-assured. But his eyes dart between her and the river. The klong. The dark. Worried about something. Maybe looking for someone else.

“Do you have the Heart of Warriors?”

Until now, she did not know the stone had a name. But, of course, it must. A thing so beautiful. She feels in her handbag with her fingers, touches a cool, oval gem. Remembers one night seven years ago after all the trouble started between her and Prem. After his addiction and his family began to steal him away from her. Back when they both were trying to hang on to love, to each other for a little longer. Despite the heroin, despite the pressure from his family to end it …

One night when Bangkok looked like a fairy world from the river taxi. Just a night or two before Prem’s family swept him away for drug rehab at the Hill Station in Malaysia. There in the river taxi he slipped the eighteen-carat ruby into her coat pocket. He said it was a stone that had vanished during the madness of the Vietnam War. A gem from the crypt of Wat Ratchaburana at Ayutthaya. The ancient royal capital of Siam. Circa 1400. He guessed that his father paid thieves or grave robbers to steal it for him. The gem had been on display in a glass case in the living room of the family mansion for as long as Prem remembered. His father’s prized possession. Sitting right next to the collection of Buddha’s heads stolen from wats in Cambodia. His father has a fascination for the rare, the ancient, the mystical, the forbidden. Covets them. Possessing things like the Heart of Warriors makes Thaksin Kittikachorn feel his balls.

That’s why Prem took it. He wanted to strip his father of that awful power the man held over him. He wanted Tuki to have the ruby, the power. Gave her the wine-red miracle as a symbol of his eternal love. She told him she would guard it with her life. That seemed to make him breathe easier.

“But if I die …,” he said, “if you stop loving me, you must promise to return it to Ayutthaya. You must free yourself of any bad karma that comes with keeping a stolen thing without the justification of love. You must free me too. You must make our peace with Buddha.”

A month later, when he emerged from rehab at the hill station, she learned that he had caved in to his family’s pressure. He left her for the daughter of a silk merchant, left her for a loveless marriage. Left her with a heart in ashes. But in love … for years. Guarding the stolen ruby with her life for five years of hell in New York, then on Cape Cod. The last eighteen months traveling in Southeast Asia. As if the thing has magical properties. As if it could someday make her life better.

But now. Now Prem has been dead for nearly two years. And her soul has changed. The love she felt for him is just a sad memory. She has to let him go. Has to let go of the Heart of Warriors. Get on with her new life.

“If I give the ruby to you, you have to promise to take it back to Wat Ratchaburana at Ayutthaya.”

“Yes. Of course. It is a national treasure. But quickly. How much money do you want for the …?”

“I’m not here to SELL it,” she says.

She wishes she could just take the ruby back to Ayutthaya herself. But it is not that simple. She has talked this over with many monks, many times, since she has gotten back to Southeast Asia after her five years in America. They always speak in parables. But what she thinks they are saying is that she will lessen none of her karmic load, none of Prem’s cosmic burden either, if the original thief remains alive and does not make amends for his theft. Like no pain, no gain, la. Her problem is that she really doesn’t trust this man, feels she needs to test him.

“This is not the time to …” Kittikschorn’s eyes dart out to the dark river again. The klong. Out and back once more.

She sees a life-size, bronze statue of the Buddha seated in the lotus position on the corner of the deck over the klong.

“Promise before the Buddha and the eternal spirit of your son that you will take the stone back to Wat Ratchaburana.”

“Please. You don’t understand. We should not be here like this …”

“Promise. Say, I promise before Buddha to return the Heart of Warriors.”

The father twitches. “Yes, I promise before Buddha and my son and all the angels of Bangkok. But surely you must see how dangerous it is for us to be here like this. Alone without the protection of my body … The jao pho are—”

“Ok.”

She feels in her bag among the clutter. Finds the oval gem she wants to give him, cups it in her right hand. Is stretching out her arm to offer it to this tiger of a man. The lights of Bangkok and Thonburi are twinkling in its facets when she feels something buzz past her ear, hit the teak wall with a thwack.

Thaksin Kittikachorn’s face blooms blood. He topples backwards. Hits the wooden deck. Life surging away from a wound in his neck, soaking him in gore. His carotid artery severed as if by an invisible knife of epic sharpness.

She wheels, looking for an assailant, a weapon. Sees two silhouettes—or maybe it’s just a single guy, she can’t be sure—slipping back into the shadows where the house meets the porch rail at the far end of the deck. Sees the flash of a green satin jacket as a figure vanishes.

Standing at the top of the steps to the boat landing, ten meters away, are two masked men in black. One seems to be holding a cell phone, taking a picture. The other has a pistol.

This girl of the Patpong needs no second warning. She knows that the nak-lin have come for the ruby. Will kill them both for the Heart. So she drops the stone. It clinks on the teak deck. Just before she imagines the voice of her lawyer saying, “Get evidence.” Just before she makes a flying leap into the klong.

She comes up to get air, check her bearings, once … before she slips out of her black skirt, red silk blouse, and swims toward the royal barge sheds. Hides in the shadow of the queen’s dragon boat. Knows already that this is just the start of a terrible journey to see the Heart of Warriors safely back to Ayutthaya. A terrible fight to leave Southeast Asia behind. If such a thing is even possible.
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“TUKI says some men killed Kittikatchorn.”

“You saw her, counselor?” Varat Samset’s at his desk in Bangkok’s central police station. Concrete walls the color of puke. The desk fan blowing only on the detective. The rest of the room a sauna.

Michael stands there sweating.

“I went to a temple. She was there. Told me she saw Thaksin Kittikachorn murdered by the nak-lin on the deck of the house near the royal barge sheds. Then she disappeared.”

“Somebody knocked me out last night.”

“I wouldn’t know about that.”

“Of course not, counselor. You don’t know about anything.”

“Pardon?”

“You have any idea how dumb you sound when you say nak-lin?” “What? Why?”

“Nak-lin just means gangsters. You have any idea how many gangs we have in Bangkok.”

He shrugs. “Can I sit down?”

“Chinese, Burmese, Malay, Indian, Laotioan, Hmong, Vietnamese, Thai, Russian.”

“What?”

“We got nak-lin in all shapes and sizes. Someone’s store gets firebombed, somebody disappears, a corpse is floating in the river. Always the same explanation. Nak-lin. BULLSHIT! I have witnesses: the wife and servants of Thaksin Kittikachorn, his bodyguards. They all say he was going to the River House to meet your shemale client. He said he thought she was going to blackmail him for something.”

Michael feels the back of his polo shirt soaking with his sweat. “She was trying to give him a gem, a ruby.”

“A ruby?”

“Something called the Heart of Warriors.”

“Really?”

“She said Prem gave it to her.”

“Before she killed him.”

“He shot himself.”

“You say.”

“Ok, have it your own way … She was giving it back. The stone. She says it was stolen.”

“Oh yes.”

“Prem took it from his father. His father took it from some temple.”

“The Heart of Warriors vanished from a temple in the ancient city of Ayutthaya, valued at something like eleven million. Where is the ruby now?”

“Tuki said she dropped it at the River House and ran. After the nak-lin killed Kittikachorn.”

“You believe that? Oh, yes, maybe I guess you would. You probably believe in what Americans call the tooth fairy too.”

His whole body is dripping. Underwear sticky and knotted in his crotch. Fuck this place! What made him think he had any business coming here? He should know by now that justice does not dwell in cop stations. Maybe nowhere.

“Go ahead, counselor. You want to tell me to piss off? Tell me to take my little Asian country and stick it up my ass? You ready to quit on that shemale yet?”

He feels steel rods shooting up his neck, piercing the back of his skull.

“Please … be my guest. Go back where you belong.”

Something deep between his ears cracks. “Back off, Detective! Give me a break here. Give Tuki a break!”

“Oh look, watch the white boy do anger. So Clint Eastwood. So not Thai.”

“Listen, you bastard! She gave me this. Said it was how they killed Kittikachorn, tried to kill her. She said you would understand.” He fishes in his leather backpack, takes out a wrinkled, red, silk blouse and unfolds it, exposing a steel star about four inches in diameter. Stained brown with dried blood.

Samset gets up from his desk chair, pulls rubber gloves from his desk drawer. Puts them on, picks up the star. “You know what this is, attorney?”

“Someone threw it at Thaksin Kittikachorn. It stuck in a wall.”

“A tonki. Some people call it a shaken, a Chinese throwing star. This one has an unusual design. Its three blades fold up to look like a cyclone for safekeeping.”

“Crazy.”

“Very unusual. Not what we normally see here in Bangkok. Very dangerous.”

“I told you she didn’t kill Kittikachorn. She said one of the ambush guys was wearing a green silk warm-up jacket.”

“You think that’s going to help me find these boys?” He laughs.

“Tuki’s your eye-witness.”

“Oh, yeah. Just perfect. You know what that means?”

“What?”

“The guy in that green jacket finds her before we do, you can kiss her sweet little ass goodbye.”
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IT’S A BARRY WHITE kind of night. The dance version of “You’re My Everything” is pounding. She can already feel the bass jiving her heart. And she has just passed beyond the doormen at a nightclub called CM2 in the basement of the Novotel at Siam Square.

I’ll meet you at the wine bar, she told him two nights ago when they met in the wat. When she gave him the tonki wrapped in her silk blouse. Eleven o’clock, la. Friday night. We will see where we stand. Now she’s unsure of what she really meant. Yes, she meant “stand” with the police, the nak-lin and some gangster in a green satin jacket. But her heart tells her she meant more. Like where do we stand with each other after nearly two years apart, la?

Typical Tuki. Her words confusing even to herself, always laced with layers of meaning. Her intentions habitually obscure.

Moving into the Boom-Boom Room, she sees faces, bodies, flashing in and out of the darkness. Snapshots of ecstasy, of bump, of grind. In red, blue, gold, flaring phosphorescence. Thai women in cocktail dresses, Thai men in silk shirts. Lots of upscale farangs. Expats, white and Japanese businessmen. Their eyes glazed. Brains blowing circuits.

And Barry White so loud the music pumps through her lungs, thick as the stage smoke. The room so crowded every step toward the bar means another grazing of hips, the rub of her breasts against someone’s upper arm, chest. The relentless scent of citrus perfumes. Shampoos. The brilliance of black hair. Sometimes a man’s hand on her forearm. Just to steer him past her body. Or an invitation. Even the Dentyne in her mouth feels electric by the time she catches sight of the wine bar. By the time she sees him waiting for her at the end of the bar with a glass of pale wine in his hand.

He looks nervous, the way he holds his glass so close to his chin. But it can’t mask those bedroom eyes, the fine, tan symmetry of his face. The slight shadow of a beard she loves. Something about his close-cropped hair—or maybe the way he stands with all of his weight on his right leg in those khaki chinos and white polo shirt—reminds her of a Brazilian football player she saw on TV.

“Hey.” She stretches out her arms, beckons to him from ten meters away. Feels every inch of her body calling to him from beneath this little, golden dress. It is nothing more than the thinnest veil. A film, really. She can’t help herself. Here. Now. She’s offering to take him away from the killing, from that ferret Varat Samset. From the nak-lin, the jao pho. Away from his failure as a public defender, failure with the law. To someplace he has never been. To drown in the amber rivers of Southeast Asia for a while.

But she doesn’t want to scare him away. She wants to draw in his mind, his ceaseless curiosity. And that huge Portuguese heart. She wants to share her deepest secrets with him. She pushes through the crowd to him at the bar.

“Michael,” she says, taking his glass of wine, sipping. “Listen, la. I still have it.”

“Yeah.” He’s looking into her eyes. “You sure do.”

“I mean the stone.”

“The ruby?”

“Well, sort of.”

Her hand, a mind of its own, slides into the pocket of his chinos. Just halfway.

“Dance with me …” Her words are bursts of air in his right ear. “Like that night in Provincetown. Please.”

He hesitates. Al Green is singing “Let’s Stay Together” over the sound system.

“Don’t be ashamed. No one knows us here. And I told you, I’ve really changed.”

He squints, doesn’t understand.

She can’t help busting a huge smile, stretching out her hand a little in his pocket. “My plumbing, Michael. I’ve changed … you know?”

“What?”

“I’m a real girl. Female.” If he only knew what she has gone through to be able to say these words, how good they sound sliding off her tongue. “Nothing extra, la. In Hanoi, last year. I had the operation.”

“A girl?”

She can see him trying to take in the substance of her words. Trying to understand how this changes the way he thinks about her. “You’re a girl?”

“One hundred percent girl … who really wants to dance.”

A slow dance. His parents’ music, her parents’ music. A crush song from American bars during the Vietnam War. And Saigon bars. Barbara Lewis, “Hello Stranger.” Seems like a mighty long time.

It’s not like that dance they shared two years ago at the Carnival ball in Provincetown, when she was the brightest star of Provincetown Follies’ premier drag show. That dance had been a cha cha. This is the other thing all together. A slow burn. He’s thinking he’s more lost than ever. He’s never seen a light show like this, not on Cape Cod, not in New Bedford or Providence, not even in the clubs in Boston where Filipa used to take him back in their courting days. He feels vacant-headed, despistado, hears a voice in the back of his head telling him he needs to stop with the chivalry and get the hell out of Dodge.

“Hold me tighter, la.”

That voice again. Her. The orphan from Vietnam. The love child of the black marine from California and the bar girl from Saigon’s Dong Du Street. No longer the girl in the black pajamas and short hair from the temple. She’s changed again. Glossy red hair, falling almost to her waist. A diamond choker. Cleopatra eyes. Body by Bowflex. Cristo! A girl. He feels something rip in his groin, feels the pain as he imagines her surgery. Feels his old fear of being too close to that body of hers. Damn, it’s already lifting him away from the humiliation Filipa heaped on him when she canceled their wedding. Already lifting him beyond his last case, the tragedy of Awasha Patterson’s death last year.

He feels awkward, confused. Keeps wondering if he’s crossing some kind of straight-guy line here. He should just stop dancing. But the music’s weaving itself into his thoughts, into his muscles. His skin, too. Heat rising from every relevant inch of her body. And his.

You could die here, he thinks. Save yourself while you can, fool. Girl or not, let be!

She presses into him, wraps both her arms around his neck. Whispers. Here’s the truth. The ruby she took to the River House, the one she dropped on the deck before leaping into the klong, was a fake. Glass. Why? Two reasons, la. One, she had worried there was a chance that the nak-lin might try to ambush her at the River House so she was not going to expose the real ruby to theft again. Two, she didn’t trust Thaksin Kittikachorn. She wanted to test him. If he actually took the fake ruby back to Ayutthaya then she would know he had honorable intentions, know that he had what Buddha calls the karma cleansing of right purpose and right action. She had planned to check with the monks in Ayutthaya. If they received the fake ruby, she would replace it with the real stone. Meanwhile, she had tucked the real Heart of Warriors away under a bush. It’s probably there where she hid it in the courtyard of a small monastery in Bangkok’s Banglamphu district.

But she has not gone back for it. She’s afraid the nak-lin are

even now following her. She needs him. Please help me, Michael. She has to get the stone back, return it to Ayutthaya. Cast off the bad karma. Find closure with her lost love. And get out of Thailand before the police send her to the Bridge Over the River Kwai Death Camp … or someone kills her.

But first this. The dance. She’s singing in his ear. Hello Stranger. Her voice changed from her diva days, changed since the man who killed Al Costelano squeezed her throat in the vice of his hands, put her in the hospital for weeks back in Massachusetts. It has gotten lower, raspy. Sultry in a sort of Tina Turner way. But she can still sing. Her vocal chords sear him.

And damn. She really is a girl now. He can feel her. Every curve, every hollow. Smell some secret signal in the musk of her hair. Even though it is a red wig. Hello Stranger.

“I just want to know …”

He doesn’t answer.

“I just want to know, la, if … if I could ever be more to you than a client, a challenge, a victim to rescue.”

He stares up into the flashing disco lights. Feels her thighs slide against his thighs. He smells the musk, hears the beckoning words of the song, sees the reflection of the strobe lights on his cheeks. Her cheeks. The arc of her shoulders. The smooth plane of her neck. Her lips.

He is raising her face to kiss when she jerks away.

“Come on, la!”

“Huh?”

“I’ve got to go.”

“What?” “Nak-lin.” “Here?”

“At the bar.”

“Are you sure?”

“Go to the Wat Chai Chana Songkhram, in Banglamphu, tomorrow, six in the morning, when the monks gather for their prayers. I will come. I promise.”
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A GONG SOUNDS. The monks, with their shaved heads, their saffron robes, have finished their prayers. They file from the temple, fanning out across the courtyard to the streets of Banglamphu, to beg alms. By his watch it is already 8:37. The morning mist off the river has given way to a gray, hot day. The air drips with humidity, the scent of spent gasoline, garbage. A pair of Brahma steers munch grass in the shade of the whitewashed wat.

She has not come. And now he wonders if he has been a fool. Whether the red hair, the musk, the hand in his pocket last night were all about setting him up as a decoy. Someone to distract the bad guys while she makes her escape.

He would not know a nak-lin if one spit in his face … unless maybe the guy is wearing a green satin jacket. But maybe they have followed him here, are watching him right now. Waiting for some sign of her or the ruby. Thais with their foam cups of coffee, their morning papers, crisscross the temple courtyard on their way to work. Any number of them could be gangsters or plain clothes cops.

For the first hour he sat in the lotus position, faced off with a statue of Buddha and made like he was meditating, but then his legs cramped and he had to get up. Now he has bought a small sack of rice, is trying to look inconspicuous as he casts handfuls to the pigeons. Fat fucking chance!

So what should he do? Give up on this place? Tardiness has never been one of her flaws. If she is this late, she must not be coming. Either standing him up was always part of her plan … or she saw that he was being watched here and decided to bug out. Either way, feeding these pigeons is a waste of time.

Maybe he should get on a bus or a rua duan and try to lose whoever is tailing him. Check into a new hotel. Maybe hide among the other farangs loafing in the cafés, bars on Kao San Road where all the international backpackers hang out. Maybe. Shit! He has no clue. This is not his universe.

With his street map in hand, and his mariner’s love of navigational challenges, Michael has decided he should try to find his way to the water taxi landing in Samphya and see if someone follows. He’s just a block from the river when an old monk walks up to him. The man is about five feet tall and thin as a goat. He wears wire-rim spectacles and has his hands pressed palm-to-palm beneath his chin in prayer.

“Sawat dii khrap.”

These are just about the only words in Thai Michael knows. A greeting. And he knows he should make his hands like the monk’s and bow his head in return. Tuki taught him this.

The monk steps closer. “Michael?”

“I am Michael.”

The monk opens his hands as if begging for alms. Raises his hands right beneath Michael’s eyes. Cupped in one hand is a small ball of red silk wrapped with a rubber band. It is like the blouse Tuki had wrapped around the throwing star. Maybe a torn-off pocket.

“You take. Go now rot fai!”

The monk takes the sack of rice from Michael’s hands and subtly drops the tiny package in its place.

“Rot fai?”

“Train. Pai! Go Hualapong station!”

Not until he is alone in a men’s room stall at the station in central Bangkok does he open the little silk package. Inside is a brilliant oval ruby the size of a playing marble. And a second-class, one-way, railway ticket to Penang, Malaysia. His chest tightens. Locks.

He pictures her smile. And for the first time he suspects he knows what calls to him from the sparkle in her eyes. From that grin that starts with her full lips and straight white teeth, spreads to her chin. To the two dimples on her cheeks. Trust. It could be trust. And maybe something more. Freely given. No conditions. Rarer than a stolen gem. Most rare in the life of an attorney, a fisherman, an American.

So he smiles back. And lets the steamy air of Siam fill his lungs.

He knows better than to go back to his hotel for his seabag. Samset or the nak-lin might be waiting. Ready or not, he is skipping the country. On the midday train. Heading south. With a heart full of questions about justice, trust, smiles. An eleven million dollar stone tucked beneath his tongue.

Looking for Cinderella.
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ROLLING SOUTH from Bangkok. A second-class sleeper. Fans in the coach humming their nocturne.

He’s not in the mood for alcohol, doesn’t want to let his guard down. But he takes the bottle, anyway. Sips. The Mae Khong whiskey is a sizzling current in his throat, sweeping away the pain in the back of his neck, filling the emptiness in his chest.

The caution lights are starting to pop on in his head—like needy boy beware—every time she gives him a cockeyed look and speaks. Her name’s Wen-Ling. A Chinese Thai.

She’s the one plying him with this rice whiskey. The woman sitting next to him tonight on the train. A middle-age siren. Cougar in an expensive white suit, the hem of her skirt riding up so high on her thighs that her legs seem impossibly long. She reeks of cigarettes, pungent perfume, the strange whiskey. Jasmine, maybe. A witch in a French-style straw hat. Broad brim, pink ribbon for a band, trailing off down her back with her ponytail.
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