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Because | kndwatttime is always time
And place is alg and only place
And what is aattis actual only for one time

And only for opkace...

And | pray thahight forget
These matteet thith myself | too much discuss

Too much explain

T.S. Eliot
"Ash Wednesday"



I knew him in his decline, you might say. Nileat he was old, though old age is the taper of
one's middle years. And not that he gave the isgoe of being a ruin, some remnant of
stacked stones long abandoned. On the contrapessessed something rare: an instinct for
living that belied years, even denied them -- bhicl reduced all the world to one narrow,
distorted end.

Our acquaintance was for a few months ontymany ways it was much briefer, and much
like a long journey by plane or train in which taroknowns tell all in the tacit assumption, the
refuge, that they will never again meet.

Ah, no. A picturesque thought, that... bieshaps, far too facile.

It was more like sharing a black confessioonk of those lacquered coffins in which one is
confessing and damned, the other is absolving anthdd. It was face to face, but anonymous.
We could have been anybody.

When we finally went our separate ways, | $sdshould write down what had happened to
him and how he had lived. | had said this to hiamgntimes before, and at one point he began to
fill a slender notebook. The effort was all prederdnd came to fifteen pages, first in black ink,
then red, which he discarded upon leaving ancel lagclaimed. | warned him that if he did not
set down how he had lived, someone else might. iip&cation was not lost on him. In that
little notebook, in my possession still, are thedag'It is in the hope of helping others to make
swifter progress than |, that | have written thi®k." So this, then, was his intention: an
intention, ostensibly, no different from the predenio the Satyricon of Petronius Arbiter.

But, of course, he did not write the boolnoiv know he will never set anything down at all.
At first | suspected it was no longer in him toteri But now | know his books are behind him.

Then what is this? It is, if you will, a rdlgztion by one who, too, will likely never finighe
tale; but one who is different from his subjectolnot know if one of us lives life, while the
other lives life vicariously. ldle speculation gpassibly foolishness to suppose there may be a
rational means to say. | do know, though, thatafnsgs is silent while the other writes as
memory serves.

This is just another of life's little injusgis.



PART ONE

It was only nine o'clock on the first day, buwtas already all in, sitting there, expectandty,
one of several new gray desks. | had just remtivegblastic wrap from a new black swivel
chair, one of two dozen so wrapped, by pullingartedully from around the screws in the arms.

Such a small effort, and so much sweat. Migculous necktie, even that, was wet. For most
of my adult life I had not worn a tie, except batfi Now one was required, although it was the
hot season turning to rainy. | did not resistvahted to wear the tie and to get things right for
once. It was a new tie and a new start, with neskd and new chairs and freshly painted walls.
It was northern Thailand, where | thought | wanietbe. It was halfway around the world and
the end of the line. So, with the plastic removeskttled down in the new chair and applied
myself to the pressing tasks at hand.

| was sorting pens and pencils into nice, n@as in my top desk drawer when he came in
late, gave the room a cursory glance, and plopeddyg down on one of the new gray desks, as
though the desk had long been his for the plopplig.opened the bag perfunctorily and
removed an odd assortment of papers and bookgh&rgeith a name plate which he positioned
carefully at the desk corner pointing to the doibmead: Ajahn D.B. Noel. It was printed in
blue upon yellowish cardboard and mounted in ptagti announce for all to see that he was an
"ajahn", a respected teacher.

He wore the traditional ajahn suit, grayisbvian with Nehru collar, short sleeves, epaulets,
buttoned pockets and everything neatly presse@aiPof bifocals depended from a cord around
his neck. He was slightly under average heighaf@vesterner, but square, compact, and wiry,
like a steel coil with snap in reserve. In fad,dxuded reserve-- that palpable British
correctness of manner which so easily chastensiedddike me, for whom there are few things
as daunting as a British accent, provided it ispiothed to the point of caricature. His was on
the marge so, yes, it had an edge.

"Will it be all right if | should alight her&®vere the first words out of his mouth. The
guestion was addressed to no one in particuldrfedbobliged to respond although | was sitting
in the row behind, two desks removed, with my backim and facing the other direction. If |
did not respond, no one else would.

I trimmed and tacked my swivel chair: "Do yoeed permission?”

He smiled at that. "One can't always be Suféis he said while removing-- rather more
carefully than the books, papers and "ajahn" nalate one final item from his bag. His very
deliberateness denoted this was the final item imdeéed, most prized: a framed photograph. He
placed it against a bookend in such a way as ®tfae door, though behind his name plate. It
was of a Thai woman in her middle twenties, seatetismiling, face turned up to the



photographer. | guessed the photo to be fiveroyéars old. But even so, she was still
considerably younger than he. In fact, she wasidemably younger than I.

It was the smile that hooked, that snaggedtha®,so often appealed for a passing glance
during the troubles which were to follow. | couldt look without being reminded of a pinscher
on a leash, straining to please.

"Done. All moved in," he stated, and sat dawthout removing the plastic from his chair.

| was to notice that it would be almost a nhooeéfore the plastic was removed. Even then,
his chair was easily identifiable from the raggedhnants flapping from the screws in the arms.
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"From the outset, | want to make one thingucld am Buddhist.”

Noel was at the head of the conference tatdldeaning over a folder of typed, dog-eared
remarks. Because of his credentials and longeasid he had been asked to say a few words to
the other new teachers. It was "Orientation (suctldd word, here) Day" for foreign faculty.

Noel was not the only "orientation speakefé was preceded by a man who had lived and
worked throughout the country nearly forty years &aptist missionary. The missionary was a
close friend and associate of the college presiddm had been educated and baptized in the
United States. Though the faculty and studentg weerwhelmingly Buddhist, or indifferent,
the English department was clearly a conduit fosplytizers. They were, mostly, recent
graduates from the president's alma mater, pam @xchange program, assured of salvation,
and all with Bibles atop their Grammars. All, thsg save Dr. Ezekial Abrams, a retired
academic arrived from teaching in mainland Chiaad save Noel, who had made his
declaration. And I? | sometimes brood about bepef out, for being neither hot nor cold.

The missionary was a nice man and straighticiywet oddly retiring-- perchance from
many years of professing to people who would plgliisten, nod assent, smile and promise to
attend church come Sunday, then not come. He esiggltbthe students short attention spans,
playfulness, and displeasure with anything "serlodshe Thais, he underscored, viewed
foreigners as being far too "serious", which wasve all, the thing to be avoided. He was very
serious about all this.

He distributed a booklet entitled "Survivalalh A cartoon on the cover depicted a hapless,
pith-helmeted foreigner ass-deep among Thai-spgadtiigators. It was intended to be
disarming. It did provoke a chuckle from a sincgreng woman who had survived four years
of college in Tanner, Texas. | was to learn |#tet her parents had been missionaries in South
America, where she was born. She had been reafeceign lands, because of her parents
peculiar calling. Going to college was her onlpesence of living in America. She wore a
long cotton dress, had curled, barretted hair,spudke with a faint drawl. Her name was



Johanna. She seemed from another time, anothe, assibly even another medium, like a
LIFE Magazine spread on Eisenhower's America. @auigom her friendly but anxious glance,
she was pondering me, too-- that fretful, displac@éture sitting apart who, unlike herself, was
not anchored by an exchange program, an alma noatdre beliefs she shared with the young
man sitting at the end of the table opposite Noel.

The young man was Paul, a minor legend foezing through the undergraduate curriculum
at Tanner College in only two years. In his thigdr teaching, he was now the old hand. He
had come with the first exchange to the originahpas. Many had since come and gone, but
unlike the others, he had decided to stay. Lamkl/stooped from trying to lessen his height,
self-effacing and quietly amused, he was enjoyirggrtervous speculations of yet another green
exchange teacher. He was also gingerly testingrastnative waters, for the college had named
Dr. Abrams for the department chair without, app#ye consulting Dr. Abrams. When Abrams
flatly stated he wanted no administrative dutiestsbever, the administration was surprised.
Abrams was pulled from the meeting to speak prlyateth the president. Upon his return, he
remained the titular department head for purposkeafing with the Ministry of University
Affairs in Bangkok. The unassuming Paul was quiafipointed as Department Co-ordinator, a
new title at the college. All this happened in atbiwvo minutes. Then, the Baptist missionary
spoke on short attention spans and handed outihival booklets. And, just now, Noel stole
everyone's ears by his pronouncement of being Batldfihus, my first ever departmental
meeting was under way. | knew little about thesétens, but it seemed a safe bet this was not
business as usual except, perhaps, at this particallege.

Noel's observations disturbed me. He stdtatiteaching in Thailand was based upon the
Buddhist tradition of recitation, which made fotedearning. It was no use, he insisted, to try to
break the mold. One would only meet difficulty afidappointment. He further outlined that
we were "ajahn", that is, respected persons coregide have a higher calling. This explained
why we, as a group, would be ill-paid for our effor People of higher calling are not in need of
cash. |learned later this was a reference taidparity between Bangkok and provincial
salaries, as much as two hundred percent. Inngjpsloel spoke of the students' fear of the
"ajahn". He suggested we press it to advantageedlhis folder, removed his glasses and sat
down, all as if to say "That is that."

Well, you bastard. | felt the very idea ofertearning was repugnant. | viewed these remarks
as a kind of prophecy to be proved wrong.

Paul shyly cleared his throat. He thankedntiesionary and Noel for their insights, then
handed out some papers printed by roneograph aphkbdttogether. These comprised a
grammar, the book which we were to use in the ohass.

Book? | scanned the material, but had difficdeciphering even the format. It was
antiquated and fragmentary. There was nothingapoef. Everything appeared to begin in the
middle of lessons culled from disparate sources.



"It is generally recognized," said Paul, "ttia teaching of English as a second, or rather
foreign, language has been a disaster here." oHesindicated he wanted to remedy the
situation, but he said nothing more. He offerednalysis and no solution, only a statement.

There were placement examinations to be diwexe hundred students. The examination
included an oral interview. We would commence atc®ck the following morning. Classes
would begin the day after.

"Oh, yes," he continued. "About two-thirdstioé students who are to take the placement
exam are not here yet. They should be comingam#xt two or three days. Maybe the first of
next week."

"Do ya-all know how we can give them the teben they aren't here yet to take it?" asked
Johanna politely.

"No," Paul smiled, "but it'll work out." Hepened another folder, full of forms. "Also, you'll
need to fill these out sometime today. They'rdiagfion forms for your work permits. Too, we
need to arrange to go into town this afternoony@ocan get some passport-sized photos taken.
You'll need two or three of them every time yoldilit an application, and there are many forms
to fill out, so you'll go through them fast. Thanétry of Education in Bangkok wants them,
and so does University Affairs. Immigration, tod/hen you have to start travelling back and
forth for your visa, you'll need photos almost gvééme. And photocopies of your passport. |
always order about two-dozen passport photosiate tlt's about fifty baht.”

I looked at the forms, which were in Thai. Blpmach sank. | had been teaching myself the
language for eighteen months, but could not make@ingle word. These were not the words
in my book.

"Don't worry about the forms, just sign yoanme wherever you see an X, so we can get them
to Personnel as soon as possible. Someone elddlwhem in for you." Paul looked about the
room quickly. "I think that's everything for nowAny questions?"

*kkkkkhkkkik

| purchased a journal, and began to make aeguitries, though the reason why eludes me
now. On one earlier occasion, upon the adviceygrandfather, | tried to fill a diary he had
sent me. After two weeks of pointless entrieqydw | was not a writer. But that was then, in
my old life. | was on the street in my new life @vhl saw a svelte, raven-haired vendor whose
neat display of slim, bound volumes separated oma thirty baht. The one | purchased seemed
manageable. It was the size of a legal pad, addidjat, blue-ruled paper with a dark blue
cover. |took it back to the fifth floor of an gihotel where the college housed me for a month
during completion of a dormitory. | was in a sqdality, in a strange land on the dark side of
the planet. The weather was hot and sultry, tilengdan did nothing but cool sweat, and the
women at the reservation desk were all smilingwaeadring tight silk skirts. They deferred to



guests, and to the foreign teacher, especiallyeirthanner was always engaging, which was
troubling, but I was never sure if anything wasigensinuated. This was even more troubling.
When the many cold showers | took no longer helppitked up the journal.

| read somewhere that Thomas Wolfe would wiadkstreets of Brooklyn, in the middle of the
night, exultantly chanting "I wrote ten-thousandrdstoday, | wrote ten-thousand words today."
When, after an evening's effort, | had filled omeéveo pages of the journal, | would turn out the
light, lie upon the tile floor beneath the ceilifagn, and listen to the rains washing the roofs
below. Sometimes | slept, sometimes | sweat.

The wet days settled into a routine of ridiedore the sun, stretching, showering, dressing,
then eating breakfast in the lounge downstairsrieefte shuttle arrived from the college. My
classes were in the morning. In the afternoomulal read Thai history, study the Thai
language, write letters or feverishly prepare lasdor the following day. By five o'clock, the
van returned me to the hotel, where | would chasigéhes and again eat in the air-conditioned
lounge. A bottle of Kloster beer would be followleglthe nightly peregrination down the city's
narrow, jumbled streets-- a labyrinth of stock-giggdewalks, honking horns, milling
manswarm, horse carriages for hire, and abstrisgiays under flickering lamps. After an
hour or two on the prowl, | would find a way backthe hotel, shower again, write for a time,
then lie down upon the tile floor beneath the f&ometimes, padded footfalls from the corridor
would wake me, but never a discreet rap at the,dmwer a visitor from the reservation desk.
Then | would remember a hotel scene in "Apocalygee", with Martin Sheen saying
"Everybody gets everything they want." The pegaesing in the hall must have wondered at
my disembodied laughter in the dark.

When it came time to remove to the dormitding, hotel was home. | had no wish to leave. |
had settled in, finally, and also settled dowmlidl not cotton the idea of living on campus in a
dormitory -- something | had avoided as an undetgate. It proved to be everything | dislike:

a concrete drum in which the least sound resoundiéd. blare from radios, cassette players, and
the yelps of students, never ceased. Soon, me s were frayed from lack of sleep.

The only respite came from hiking. Spreadihthe foot of an imposing hill, the new campus
was surrounded by tiered rice paddies long-abarditma forlorn, spiky thicket. The rise of
each new building required bulldozers and brus#sfirl could sense the wild in retreat. |
wanted to see it before it was gone. | would akvsst out alone, sometimes in the morning,
sometimes late in the afternoon, to thread my Wwagugh brush and briar to find a trace of
pathway to a rickety fence gathered about a satghkd hut; or, march up a winding road to
overlook an adjacent river valley from the topleé till. The bulldozers seemed not so near
then, but still the world was a patchwork of recfi@s cut from the wholecloth forest. Always
and again, | dropped back down the hillside intottiees.

There came a day when | mentioned to Noellthas going batty, and needed to get away
from the students, the dormitory, the commissdmy,dress code, and the routine of an eighty-
hour week. | was speaking to him through the dddhe department lounge, where he sat
scanning a newspaper and smoking cigarettes bewlesses. Up to that time, we had



exchanged civilities only. This was because weavtlee odd men out. The exchange teacher
and the Department Coordinator were already annexgte missionary's circle. The taciturn

Dr. Abrams had come with his wife. They appeam@utent with each other's company. This
left Noel and me to share white-out and a stagletvo months without ever conversing. We
had even fixed coffee for each other, a friendlsgtgee but, as he was later to say, one of us was
always "on the fly."

| said: "I've never heard so much fiftiesk'atroll...ever...in my entire life. It's mind-
boggling. I've read every book | could lay my hsuod before coming here. Admittedly, the
books were fifteen, maybe twenty years out of dalé Jesus Jones... Bangkok is Los Angeles
and then some. So | thought, "It'll be all righttem you get up north”, right? But what's the first
thing | see when | get off the train? Coca-Cola.”

He smiled. "I take it Thailand has proved&everything you hoped it would be?"
"I'm sorry?" | had not heard his questiontfanking about Coke.

"| take it you had expectations."

"Expectations?" | repeated. His simplisti@lysis was exasperating.

"Yes, expectations. Thailand has failed e lip to your expectations.”

"Well, I'm not sure | had any... expectatitns.

I know now he might have asked why | was swoged by a Coca-Cola sign at a train station,
but he did not. In fact, he said nothing moreis™mas our first conversation, in its entirety.

*kHkkkkkk

Some days later, a photocopied manuscriptsiegged down on my desk. It was entitled
"An Overview Of Buddhist Traditions". Noel himselfas the author.

"What's this?" | asked. The plural "s" ie tiitle had caught my eye.
"Read it, and tell me what you think."
| wanted to plead not having enough time. YMib you give this to me?"

His manner was all patience: "Because yomdee sort." He made a move to collect the
manuscript. "But then, if you're not interestdebre's no point."

| picked it up before he could collect it'll"tead it, I'll read it. It just happens I'm @nested.
I had a grandmother who was Buddhist... beforeas fashionable.”

| do not know why | added that last bit. Aemticity, maybe; vanity, more likely. Religious
guestions had long interested me and | had, aréift times, put considerable effort into



studying tenets and history. | became converséhtarthodoxy, yet displayed a marked
tendency to side with revision and dissent.

"Your grandmother?"

"Yes. Zen. My father's mother. | had onheaonversation with her in my entire life. | was
twenty-something. She was living in a houseboBPofnt Richmond, near San Francisco. | had
come to visit. We sat down and talked four stralgiurs, just like we knew each other well.

But we didn't."

Noel watched, appraisingly, as | made a pestari scanning the manuscript. When | tucked
it away in the desk, he asked:

"What is it that brought you to Thailand?"

The question was no different from what so ynaiihers have asked, but it caught me
unguarded. It was disjointed, and it was not beiskpd from polite interest. | tried to put him
off by answering:

"l know a Viethamese woman, in America. Stiaks | was Thai in a previous life, but must
have done something wrong to be reborn as a white' g

He did not laugh. "Do you believe that?" kkeal.
"Depends on what day it is,” | said. "So tBigour book?"

"It's part of a book. The first two or threfeapters. The others are packed away in a box
somewhere, but | have not had time to look. Anywagd it. We can talk about it, if you like."

That evening, after everyone else had goread the manuscript. It corresponded to other
articles | had read. Buddhism, it claimed, wadiierent schools, but really of two types only:
an original teaching, and a popular Buddhism ofdwed beliefs, superstitions and rituals. In
short, outside influences had obscured the origesthing. The book was an attempt to do
what many reform-minded Buddhists have tried toratbthe teaching of animistic and
Brahmanic influences, and set the record straight.

| saw nothing extraordinary in this. One cbrédad this on the front page of THE NATION
or THE BANGKOK POST. It was common knowledge, aadghly equivalent to someone at
home writing about the pagan origins of ChristmaBaster, or the development of certain
widely held doctrines. | had once read an analysBuddhist influences on the attitudes of Thai
military, published by the U.S. Army, which saidraach. Still, there was something of interest.
What was interesting was the blurb about the authotten by Noel himself. It read:

D.B. Noel was born in Lancashire, England928. At the age of thirty-three, he became
highly interested in Buddhism and, subsequentlyk ®@B.A. in religious studies at Wessex
University and an M.A. in religious studies at Begis Trismagistus. Later still, he studied Zen
in Japan for two years. He has travelled extehsieoughout Asia, studied in India, and has
been ordained a Buddhist monk in both Japan andaRlda He is now living in Bangkok with



his wife and daughter and is lecturing in univetsitie hopes to retire in the peace of the Thai
countryside.

D.B. Noel has authored two earlier books: d&d/editation” and "East Is West, West Is
East."

*kMkkkkkk

When Noel and | met for lunch the next dayabein asked why | had come to Thailand. |
told him | had become interested through friends Wad come from Southeast Asia to America.

This is partially true. It is also true théseno single reason, though one reason may be
overriding: there was a woman from Chiangmai whanged me. Coming to know her was a
slow entwining of single strands which, over a permf time, made the rope that hauled me
here.

I had been restless a long time. Much thdtdmalong claimed me became unimportant. |
wanted a change. | wanted to speak another tonignanted to get away from America for a
time. | was tired of being myself and wanted teaghpear into a rain forest before the rain
forests disappeared. These were the strands.

Noel did not press his inquiry, but talked abloimself, instead. He fleshed out the book's
blurb. He was uncomfortably candid about perspnalblems. In the space of thirty minutes, |
knew a great deal which could be paraphrased,jmraeted, here. But this is unnecessary, as
the small journal, in his own hand, remains. khir&k, he wrote:

"l have now lived in Thailand for more thagla years. When | first arrived, | went to a
meditation center at the small seaside town of Ghadn There | was ordained as a Buddhist
monk, and practiced vispassana meditation for mg@f one year...

I was no longer able to control physical lusts to meditate effectively. Further, Thai
Buddhism appalled me by departing very greatly franat | believed Buddhism was intended
to be. By remaining a monk, | felt that | would d@ng nothing of value and simply wasting
time. So, after one year, | disrobed. The expeaéad gone sour on me.

Next, | took a job teaching in Bangkok andeathree years, another, where | remained for
five years. That period of my life was the moshappy that | have ever known.

On leaving the monkhood, | had married afginn northern Thailand. | was very much in
love with her, but now I realize, she was not gealllove with me. She is still my wife and |
have adopted her daughter by a previous marriageurs problems have been many.
Differences of age, cultural background, educadiod socio-economic level, plus an addiction
to gambling at cards on her part, have thrown oplpm after problem and still do. The
problem of gambling is not only that one loses nyibet also and worse, that one wastes so



much time. A gambling wife is never at home tcetalre of her house and family, and her
husband is robbed of her companionship."”

This was the motif that would sound againl elde was counterpoint, variation, and episode.

*kHkkhkkkk

After listening patiently to my complaints albalaily routine, the need to get away, and some
off-hand remark about my being here two months eutthaving seen a water buffalo, Noel
said:

"That very Thailand is not so far away as yaght think."
"Just how far away is it?"

"About thirty kilometers."

"Where's that?"

""Ban-Mae-Fah, where 1 live."

"Is there a Coca-Cola sign anywhere?"

"Why don't you see for yourself? We can takemotorcycle."
"When?"

"Right now, | should think."

Earlier, | had come north from Don Muang In&dfonal by third-class train. It was eleven at
night. | was dead, after a thirty-six hour flightit did not sleep. | was anxious about being
among so many Asians outside Chinatown or Littlig&@a This, after all, was not a street in
Denver or a district in San Francisco. This was There was no one familiar to whom | might
turn. Anxiety aside, | knew there could be onlgdinst-time-third-class train ride from
Bangkok. Sleep would wait. | wanted to see, lamar smell everything-- to breathe the rain,
keep a hand on my purse, and watch a young wonae her boy. | later wrote that travelling
through the Central Plain on that wet, pulsing highs a passage through a womb.

The ride on Noel's motorcycle was as memorableere was no sense of safe envelopment,
as his machine careened between trucks, pushsiaging cattle, bicycles, pedestrians and
potholes. It was invigorating.

We soon hit open road. The lowing morning iitgd. The sun was beginning to burn. It
was intense. The light in Thailand can be fierltecan turn glass-encrusted temples to



ephemera. That, and the wind in my face, had mmsqg like a rice farmer. The world
became kaleidoscopic.

The paddy fields, the buffalo wallows, the &#aa groves, the roadside stands-- all passed and
passed, timeless and transitory, on and on. alf,isomeone said, an illusion. Itis all, someone
else said, vanity and striving after wind. It vedismy first ride through the Thai countryside. It
was all Noel's daily commute.

We came to a wall surrounding a little plotitting a field. He unlocked the iron gate. His
house at Ban-Mae-Fah was of cinder block coateckéygreen. Inside were a small
refrigerator, a gas stove, a divan with chairsiféhkn table covered by oilcloth, some yellowed
paperbacks in a stand, and a Japanese televiSlenscreenless windows and doors were open
wide, but other than flies and two dogs, no one ase.

He immediately stripped to short pants and@duce water into two small glasses. He
apologized that his wife was absent, and that thiaseno food in the house. For three days, he
said, she had been staying with her sister. Hiptd daughter was two doors down, at her
grandmother's house. No one, he said, was doingdkhing or ironing, and the house had not
been swept in two weeks. As he sat speaking,dkegiaway scab and dried skin from around a
lesion on his shin. He had another, smaller lesiothe hand that was doing the picking.

"How long have you had that?" | asked. Gtiks nasty."

"Oh, about six months or so," he said. '@y refuses to heal. | have been to several
doctors. They have prescribed various ointmentsnbthing seems to work."

"l think you might need antibiotics."

"Oh, no. | have been getting this every nowd then for years. It is aggravated by stress.
For some reason, | am a slow healer.”

"Why do you pick at it? Leave it alone.”

"If | leave it alone, it makes for very unsilyhscar tissue. But, if | remove the dead skKin, i
will eventually look like this." He showed me anish, but otherwise smooth, patch on the calf
of his other leg. "That took two weeks to heal, &&1you can see, all is now well."

I had visions of holes in the roofs of moutlis a boy, | had studied photographs in a World
War Il medical tract on the dangers of gonorrhiely. parent's sea chest was a store of facts and
information. | still remember the title of a bofdund therein: "Sane Sex Living." It seemed to
imply that sex could make one insane. It said $lgphilis, untreated, certainly would. But
Noel's plight was really not my affair. | changadjects.

| asked about his being ordained a monk. & grdination was one of a long train of events
that had begun at Easter, in 1963.

"l had a sunburst experience in the middlgefnight. | was thirty-five, and it changed
everything. But, to understand what it was thangjed -- well..."



He said that at an early age, he had entbeeBiitish Navy. He soon learned to shift for
himself, whether avoiding barroom brawls, washingd &oning his own clothes, or pinning the
amorous hand of a seaman to the latrine door wpthcket knife. He saw some of the world,
then returned home to Lancaster where he "tookeawd settled into the cloth trade.” Every
day, he worked with his father and uncle, sellilglc Soon enough, he had a daughter. Sooner
still, it was fifteen years later. By then, he knall there was to know about the warp and woof
of the family business.

He awoke one night to excruciating pain ind¢bater of his brow. When he opened his eyes,
there was nothing but white light, blindingly codlhe pain came in three waves which bathed
him in sweat. When the pain finally ebbed, he nmasonger what he had been. He said with
conviction: "My former self had washed away."

He provided other puzzle pieces, which | ayimty to fit together now, as | write: that as a
boy he had "a sort of mystical absorption in ndtutbat he had out-of-body experiences; that
he had recently converted to his family's Angligansuasion, with no discernable spiritual
effect; that he had picked up a handful of boakieta second-hand shop, one of which was an
introduction to Theosophy; that he had become a@oted with esotericism and the Masters of
Wisdom.

"However," he said, "l was still in the Eur@pecultural milieu, with its unquestioning
assumption that spiritual beings exist, whethey the Masters, gods, or God. My entire
upbringing and early education had so firmly impéahthese assumptions in my consciousness
that it took me many years to rid myself of theituence."

He dated his life as beginning in the sunbexgierience. He was reborn at Easter, 1963.
Shortly after, the family business folded, and f&swo longer in the cloth trade.

"l was to make a fateful mistake with longrateczonsequences. Reasoning that, with a wife
and young daughter, | could not chuck everythinggoome a contemplative, | concluded that
the next best thing was to become a teacher gfioeli | completely overlooked the vast
difference between experience, which is direct, ttvedpurely intellectual exercise of being a
teacher. | was ripe for meditation. | should heeeome a monk at once."”

"Why?" | asked.

"Because the period in ones life when oneprafitably undertake spiritual disciplines does
not last forever."

He became certified to teach, which fed hisifaand financed a return to school for seven
years and two degrees.

"This period awarded me with intellectual gisis only. However, | did meet my first
Buddhist meditation teacher. | practiced duringatens. Progress was slow, because this was
never a sustained training. My practice was digtiad by the long periods of intense
intellectual activity at college and universityedause rational thought, itself, is one of the main
barriers to meditation. It is the habit of namiagd of explaining everything that is the opposite



of Enlightenment. What? -- the utter cessationarhed things -- and thus the direct experience
of the world, rather than participation mediated&gson and classification. The Aristotelian
bit."

| recall listening intently to everything Nosid. Finally, | could absorb no more. | asked
him if I might walk through the fields. He saidsydut that | must go alone. He wanted a nap.

| set out with one of his dogs running circsund me. Soon | was nose to nose with a
water buffalo lolling in the mud. | fancied we weekin, but its nose had a rope through it.

"Khun-chawp-kooey-gap-kwai-reu"

A thin man dressed in dark blue was spealonge. He was a rice farmer and apparently the
animal's owner. We had a largely unintelligibleeersation, but he smiled patiently until | said
goodbye. | continued on to the next village, whdcoel's dog was hit by a truck. The hit was
direct, and the truck was moving fast, but the slogt toward home immediately. By the time |
returned, Noel had it bathed and bandaged.

"Would you like to stay here tonight?" heedk "We can buy a bottle and a little food at the
shop coming in. If you like, one of the villagelgican be sent for."

| remember being attracted and repulsed bgtiggestion. He must have sensed this, for he
added:

"l am only saying what is available should yeant it."

| considered the possibilities, but decideddo Next time, | said, who knows.
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Culture shock happens to others. | had pespbefore coming here, and fairly laughed when
Paul distributed an essay on culture shock to pacon in the English Department. Now,
searching my journal for entries about Noel, | saa that | was, at that time, struggling.

All the old issues with which | wrested hagbeaised again since coming here. | did not
expect this. |thought that, in coming here, lldquut everything behind me-- the encrustations
of misjudgment, pretentiousness and infidelitye tolly that formed me. But the old questions
reasserted themselves with a vengeance. | wasdaocreconsider old conundrums.

There was so much with which to cope, mucit @apects of my own culture which were
present here. It is disconcerting to say farewwelhat one has known, only to meet again with
what one has known. In my case it was the mindiadsn'roll and Coca-Cola signs, symbols
certainly, of secular popular culture. It was diging around its reverse image, the endless bric-
a-brac and easily digestible Jesus of Christianufaoulture. Johanna, the exchange teacher,



Paul, the Coordinator, and the missionary werenagfeeaking with students who might convert.
They often planned programs and activities, espgeiden groups from Tanner passed through
for field trips, seminars and banquets amid comalole hoopla. It took time to become
accustomed, because Thailand is where | have rftest lseard accents from Texas, Georgia,
Arkansas and the Carolinas, and the only placei bgard people say "ya'all" without jesting.
Being around these people, day after day, jarred me

So did Noel.

He once said the sole reason for expatriatesma Asia is Asian women. He said he was
aware from an early age that his two strongesedrivere for spiritual experience and sex. He
had come to Asia to meditate. | joked that heeslayp fornicate.

| suppose this is the point at which | begandnsider Noel as a type: a creature or child of
the Raj. It was easy for me to do this. He watidBr | considered it almost a tradition, if raot
cliche, to want to be Kipling in India, Burton irgipt, or Lawrence in Arabia. There were
always men who would be king. It was all, | thoygkducible to exploitation: the reduction of
others to objects. | tried to sort it out, to sbdior words to articulate a single, coherent
statement which would explain why individuals, sb@s and entire civilizations behave so
badly so often. | saw connections, similar atisidoetween such diverse phenomena as
colonialism in Southeast Asia, partying on the BatpStrip, and my own murkier motivations.
| was grasping, because | realized that here, &ildind, are people toiling for a few coins and
daily doing without so that | can buy cheaply. fhare people used up before their time,
bending in the shriveling sun, so that | can ez i comfort and sit writing the words in this
sentence.

| was looking for an explanation, a distilkatj or a rationalization; some coherent expression
of what was happening on all sides. The confliet,balancing act, is in my journal. The
struggle is there to see. At one point | scrawdediushed to set down the "truth”, the following
words:

"Not only the British-- the West has been tpiah at Asia for centuries and taking what it
wants through either colonization or corporatidMarious means have been found to justify our
actions-- all of which betray a basic contempt bairignorance. Occasionally however one of
the raj will find something of value among the krsgeings -- tin teak rubber and women-- it
could be handmade trinkets or clothing from a higdraar a curio for a shelf That's for tourists
or a system of belief if one travels alone moremthan not it is a young woman (a trophy? Gr.
Wh. hunter?) brought home West. society will abgbe (illegible word) of its wayward son
with the explanation that "He wants a woman thditwait on him hand and foot." This
happens, certainly, and when it does it is marregej. But sometimes the lines we have
drawn are crossed by those who either see nodireee no use for the line."

This ungrammatical melange of "history" andlljics” and suppression is embarrassing to
read now. In part, this is because | failed towhgt is most insidious about exploitation: it can
happen through inadvertence. There is somethsggmissing, as well. | could not admit, little
as | have, that | do not want to give it up to halpfellows. | like my little privileges.
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"Here's the passage. It's Proverbs 5:3," 3@idnna. She was reading to one of the male
students who had shown interest in the churchigitaes.

"For the lips of a foreiggoman drip honey,
and her palate is sther than oill;

but in the end, she ibii®r as
wormwood..."

"Of course,” she continued, "a foreign womamitiforeign to you, because you're a Thai. Do
you see what | mean?"

By no means was Johanna as simple-minded asslib had just said. It is difficult to avoid
saying things like this when it is you who is tleedigner. It is easy to forget, so far as Proverbs
is concerned, that all gentiles are foreigners.

| remember feeling raw that Friday the thinte and intolerant of my own mistakes made by
others. It had been one thing after another,afl d said to Noel:

"That's it. Enough Sunday school. Let's gbaydrink."

"My sentiments, exactly," he smiled.

We were soon sitting riverside, with a boltedween us. Noel began talking about marital
problems, but | changed the subject. | asked heWwdd come to the East, and why he had
become a monk.

"My first meditation teacher,” he said, "theed told you about. | was studying meditation
during vacations from university. | told him abany white light experience, and he said it
indicated | was already a master. He is the one said, "Follow me". Something like that. So
| went. He had a dojo in the countryside soutfalfyo. | stayed two years. He is the one who
unhooked me from asceticism. Purity is pride, gea. It is the ego which likes denying the
self, but this makes the self grow stronger. thisself which interferes with ones practice. The
self is the barrier. It is attachment, when thalge detachment. It is a common
misunderstanding, in the West, that meditation iegph morality and prohibitions. Not so, eh?

"The spiritual path must constantly twist dach, because whatever the self likes to do
strengthens it, if you indulge it. It takes diditip, eh? The vegetarian needs the discipline of
eating meat just like the teetotaler needs alcoldhe ego likes these things, then it is time to
abstain.



"Nieh! | was full of ideas before | went tapan. But that old master showed me a few
things. He sipped scotch and water all day, beggat sunrise, eh? And if he liked a pretty
girl, that was that. He was famous for his cocksshgp. How does that match people's
preconceptions? Nieh!"

During his two years in Japan, Noel wrote @acthored several books and articles on yoga
and meditation. He lectured in Australia and Sdftiica, and was eventually sent by the
master to open a dojo in London. He returned tachahire to find his wife, Penny, living with
another man. A divorce followed, and the Londojodeas not a success. He again headed for
the East.

He went to the Philippines, later to Indonesid then to India, where he had a tempestuous
"marriage" with a young and wealthy girl. Theydd/here and there and quarreled often. After
two years of bitterness, he returned her to heflyjamSimla. Without a teaching contract, he
returned briefly to Malaysia. Shortly after, h& fer Thailand, where he shaved his head and
entered a monastery.

He wanted to meditate, but soon grew tiredrohing in Pali, which was the Thai way. He
disrobed after one year. He returned to teachirgjigh in the capital, made a respectable
living, and married a Thai woman working in a reséat. Her name was Boon-chat. She was a
country girl from the north. He had taken pitylwer after listening to her many difficulties.

Life in Bangkok was comfortable and securec®each month, they would entrain
northward to visit her family in the village of hieirth. For some eight years, this was the
routine. The trips to the north country were watecholidays from the traffic jams, pollution
and bustle of Bangkok.

Eventually, they purchased land in the villdgglt a house, and came to stay. Noel secured
a new position at a new college. He was out otttye Boon-chat was back with her family,
and all would be well.

"But listen," he said suddenly. "Enough dfthis. | need your advice."
"Why?"

"Yesterday, | had to pay a gambling debt. Wifg plays cards. She is positively addicted.
This time it was five-thousand bloody baht. Thh## a month's salary."

"It's a month's, if you're me."

"Right. Well, she telephoned me at the cale§he was in a fix, and could not leave the
house where the game was held until she paid hpad ko leave my classes, go to the bank, and
get her out. What a bloody nuisance, | can tell.¥o

| did not see how he needed any advice fromame said so.



"Well, | need your opinion, actually. You seey wife's gambling is getting worse and
worse. She's never home. It's been like thislbaut two years. What's more, she is having
some sort of internal problem which might requinegery.”

"Has she seen a doctor?"

"l think so, yes. She is very unclear abohbatthe problem is, except to say that she cannot
sleep with me. It's been months.”

"Does she have a boyfriend?"
"l think not. It's just gambling. She's actdd."

It was still unclear how | might advise in angy. | remained silent. Noel ordered another
bottle of Kloster and lit a cigarette. He was virg) things. After a little, having nearly
finished the cigarette, he continued:

"I've met someone."

That someone was named Aht. He said he hatienat a small roadside restaurant. It had
been her first day on the job. She was nervolm Had a daughter, and had just left a man who
was beating her.

"Who's the man? Her husband?"

"l think so," said Noel, "but these things aser very clear. A woman with a child may or
may not have standing as a wife. She could benamwiife, or a "fan" -- a sort of girlfriend who
may not be a lover -- but then a "fan" may als@lvéfe. She may even be a rented wife, but
that is usually for foreigners with money."

"You're a foreigner with money."

"Yes." He said this matter-of-factly. "Adst she has no family, no money, no place to turn,
and the owner of the restaurant has been pressuginig work the backrooms. | was fortunate
to meet her on her first day. It gave me timehiok. | went back the next day, when she started
at four o'clock. She said the owner had greatigsgured her to entertain clients in the back
rooms, but she had resisted. She said the bogsdmehad nowhere to go, and had almost
forced himself upon her. That was the first daytenjob. She was scared what he might do on
the second day."

"Uehhh," I groaned. "l know, | know. Thatthe sort of shit that really pisses me off...
someone with a little power over somebody in asiadation. And they use it."

"Well, not to worry," Noel said lightly. "lastaken care of it. | found her a house for three
hundred baht. | take care of all her expensesshadakes care of me."

Noel went on to explain how this was goodaatiund. Aht had a place to live, money for
food, a chance to get out of the restaurant, amdfoend status as minor wife to an ajahn. He
had a chance to help someone and, into the bamgtiitgid regularly by a woman thirty-five
years younger.



"A young woman keeps a man young." He saglftr the first time. He would say it many
times in the weeks to follow.

Several days later, Noel remarked that Aht quate industrious, even entrepreneurial. She
had worked at a construction site two or three daysake money to buy fruit which she sold in
town for a profit. This took some financial pressoff him, which was all for the better. He
said that Boon-chat was now gambling heavily, andla/ disappear for days on end. Noel said
he had threatened her with bringing home a minée, what if she kept gambling and depriving
him of his rights, he would be forced to look elbene. Boon-chat's brother, Senn, sided with
Noel in this. He told Noel that loss of face wobkl enough to bring his sister back. By the
terms of everything decent, Noel was right and thadupper hand.

After telling me this, we went into town fobaer. On the way to the riverside bar, he
stopped at a bank. He was in and out quickly.h@tit saying a word, he beveled the
motorcycle down narrow side streets until we camna& woman waiting at the curb. It was
Boon-chat. Noel made introductions, but | knewdts she before he said a word. She was
smiling, but reserved-- much less eager than irpticdograph on the desk. He handed her an
envelope, stuffed with baht notes.

"Good husband?" he asked.
There was no reply.

"Good husband?" he asked again.
She nodded assent.

He shook his head, and we sped away.
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We did not go to the restaurant on the rivdle sped south along the still unreconstructed
route | remembered ending at Ban-Mae-Fah.

"Your house?" | asked.

"No, but near there. | want you to meet Aht."
"At her house?"

"No."

At a small roadside oasis, we turned intoradtive. A wood-lined stone walkway skirted a
constellation of tables, tree-shaded and canogdiddad to a barroom door, ajar, then around to
a streamside patio.



We sat down. A young girl fetched Singha b&taekhong whiskey, bucket ice and two
Disneyland glasses. She attended the uncappe@)uhking and the pouring. She lit Noel's
cigarettes, which | thought a bit much.

We had no need of hands. | remember sayeid tiad two of them, and thanking the girl for
her ministrations. It went for nothing. Noel sashould let her do her job, which was to serve.

"l dislike being fussed over," | said. "Thiyere's my egalitarian nature."

"You'll get over that,” replied Noel. "In fagzou should put it away altogether. It's of rs@u
here. You will only confuse her with your notiomiswhat is proper."

"You mean to say you have no such notions?"
"Laddie, | left that behind a long time ago."

"l don't believe that.”

"Believe what?"

"That you have no Western notions."
"Western, is it?"

"Isn't egalitarianism Jewish or Greek in anfg
"Oh, that. Well, | do not. | haven't any."

"Not even residual?"

"None."

There was a finality in his words, but | remead unconvinced. In our many discussions, he
often put forth that he had ceased to be of a iiesténdset entirely. He maintained that his
thought, through meditation and yoga, was completiehnged and no longer chained to illusory
concepts., to rational constructs with no trueeation to the world. His experience was no
longer held at bay by rationality. He had ceasdokta Western man.

In the space of an hour, perhaps a half-dpeeple came to our table. First it was local men
who Noel said were working at a nearby construcsibe. They spoke a local dialect and
seemed acquainted with him. They talked for thetilon of a cigarette, then moved on.

Another man arrived. His cheeks, chin anddalerhad once been slashed. His manner was
businesslike, with none of the usual deference pyidllagers to ajahn. He helped himself to
the Maekhong and one of Noel's cigarettes. Ashehed for Noel's lighter, a new pair of hands
appeared from nowhere, took it up, flicked it, &edd its yellow flame to the end of his
cigarette. The man took a long draw, nodded, thea slowly from the table and went his way.



"Aht!" exclaimed Noel, as she sat down nextita and filled his glass. Noel introduced me.
She filled my glass as well.

"I made arrangements for Aht to meet us héMegl explained. "I have told her about you,
and she said she wanted to meet you. So, thiktis A

| said hello. | do not remember what we tdllbout, but we did talk. | do remember that
Aht was very attentive to anything that Noel miglaint. Most of their exchanges seemed to be
whether he wanted this or that. If he wanted ¢highat, she saw to it. She struck me as street-
smart, but honest. On the whole, I liked her, ffouthought | caught a fleeting glance, a cool
appraisal of Noel as he rummaged for cigarettesasl to see that glance again.

As we sat drinking and chatting, two womeingal our table. One was fresh looking, and
quiet.

The other was flashy and animated, with a silkfsalaout her throat. They knew Aht, but also
guestioned me politely. Did I like Thailand? Hbawg would | stay? Was | married? The
usual small talk. They shortly departed.

Then another sat down. It was now appas@n to me, that the women were on parade.
When | raised my eyebrows at the new arrival, Nagd:

"That one likes you. You can have her forverty much money."
"How much?" | asked.

"Fifty baht, | should think."

"Do you get a percentage of the gate?"

"No, no, no." He did not like my ribbing, bet it slide. "l am just letting you know what is
available."

| looked around. "Where would | take her?"

"There's a bungalow across the footbridgeetheand through the trees."

Abruptly, Aht said she had to leave. Noel w8l helping with translations. | did not trust
him entirely, but Aht and | seemed to agree thatwst do this again soon. When she left, Noel
excused himself to go to a pissing stall, a regeise outside wall of the bar, draped with an odd
rectangle of burlap hanging to about knee-heighvalthe ground.

An older woman came out from the restauraitt) three other women who appeared to be in
their late twenties. They paid no heed to melabat drifted aimlessly here and there about the
patio, the stream, the footbridge. They begarutbweeds some distance from where | sat.
Soon, | paid them no attention. | was lost in gttty until | became aware they had worked their
way to pulling weeds right around my table. Andendwas Noel? | could see no legs below
the curtain. | glanced at my watch. The older \warsaid, in very clear Thai:



"Do you think she is pretty or not?" She rang&d to the footbridge, where a country girl,
perhaps seventeen, stood awaiting my response.

Aht, Noel's minor wife, reappeared. | countesten women around my table. They were no
longer making any pretense of weeding. They waokihg directly at me.

"Well, what do you think?" asked the woman.

"She's very pretty," | said.

"Do you like her?"

"Yes, but | am old and tired."

With one voice, all seven women emitted angsiOohhh!"
"Not so," said the older woman. "Isn't shaetty thing?"
"Yes."

Noel returned, and everything quieted dowfittle parting smiles. When | looked again, the
girl on the footbridge was gone. | told Noel thhdtid drunk too much and it was time for coffee.
He agreed. We would return to town.

Evening was upon us. Bats were swooping gftats. | went to the stall and carefully
arranged the curtain. | wanted privacy, that mdestern notion, because | could not urinate for
having an erection. Before heading to the stadelNhad told me the girl was twelve baht. For
that, about fifty cents, she would stay with metf@o or three hours. Also, there was opium, if |
wanted it.

Standing in the stall, | calmly thought abiut | also contemplated the pale yellow arc
spiraling down the drain. | laughed. For someoaamy mind jumped to an old series of Arco
ads:

Great Thoughts of Western Man
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It was two weeks until | was free to join Neglthe table by the river. In the interim since
meeting Aht, | had been reading and thinking atgieal about Noel's insistence that he had rid
himself of Western modes of thought. | also haghbeading Matthew and Mark in Thai,
because a Gideon Bible supplied by Johanna wasnilggoarallel text | could find. Though my
interest was practicing Thai, | was once again iciamgg the gospels. | was also reading
history, essays and short stories. So much wastyim my mind that my journal could have
passed for the jottings of a schizoid, or a sophenmouniversity. | was weary of thinking. A
beer by the river was long overdue.



"Nieh!" Noel pointed at the word 'rational'You see the difficulty, don't you?" There was a
paperback in my backpack, the title of which wasR@tional Look At Eastern Religions".

| sat down and said: "Paul lent it to me.t Bay, when you meditate, you cease to have
rational thoughts, right?"

"You cease naming and thinking. You experetinings directly.”
"You are more like a dog?"
"In a manner of speaking, yes."

How do you know you are experiencing anythingess you are aware of the process of
experiencing? | think if you are aware of the @%x; you can not have direct experience. By
your definition. How could you know you had beeaditating? As soon as you realize you are
meditating, you are no longer meditating, right@dAyou say that Nibbana is achievable only
when selfish desires cease. But isn't the desirBlibbana selfish? Then, if one strives for
Nibbana, it remains unattainable. You can't getdtirom here. | mean, how do you even know
it exists? A bodhisattiva hasn't achieved it, liseahere's no coming back from nothingness.
Speaking of which, what is the self? An illusioifen how does karma attach, if nothing's
there."

"Is something the matter? Here, boy. Habeex."
"Make it Cointreau."

"You think too much."

He turned to his troubles with Boon-chat. sTiWwas not unusual. Our discussions usually
began with talk about women and ended with lesgareal concerns, such as attaining
enlightenment. In my skepticism, | had departestmm and precedent.

"If my wife cannot, or will not, give me théention to which | have a right,” he began, "what
use is it to berate her or force her? Even ifldpwhat good is an unwilling companion?" He
lit a cigarette, and inhaled deeply. Then camafterthought: "I cannot divorce her.”

"Why not?"

"l cannot get my residency otherwise. Onetrhase been here five years, have one
hundred-thousand baht in the bank..."

"Where'd you get one hundred-thousand baht?"

"Borrowed it for ten days from a Chinese martdh After the paperwork was concluded, |
returned it and paid a small fee... interest, youladt say. Ah! It cost me five hundred baht to
look like I have one hundred-thousand for ten ddygh! But the point is, | must be married to
a Thai as well. Boon-chat has me over a barrel vegll knows it. She continually threatens to



tell authorities we will divorce, which would daskierything. I've been in bondage for nearly
three years, waiting for the residency permit."

He said this often. Boon-chat, he maintairmed] taken advantage of his good acts. He had
"white-knighted", had saved her in Bangkok, and thas how she was repaying him, with
ungratefulness. In the Thai world view, this wasagproach to the Western notion of "sin".
Noel maintained that she had been corrupted byntineey he gave her, that it had gone to her
head. She had also become influenced by Westeas itirough magazines and television. She
had come into contact with Women's Lib.

"Nieh! | want none of that lot, | can tellyo It's unnatural. Someone has to be the boss, or
their will be nothing but strife.”

Besides simple exoticism, from which neith@eNnor myself was exempt, many Western
men are attracted by a misconception that Asianevoarne pliant and gentle. They often find
Western women, by contrast, to be brassy and afera$Vhat they miss is the significance of a
proverb: "To survive is the highest good.” Pegdaalationships, especially between men and
women, are pragmatic and often grounded upon finhoonsiderations solely. But this is of no
moment where the attraction is strong, the atwaatthich Noel reduced to "It's a different body
type, though the labia are vertical contrary to s@xpectations."

"Finish your drink. We are expected at minife's house for dinner. Aht is there now,
making ready for your visit," said Noel, with sédistion. "There is a guest room, if you care to
stay the night. There may be one small inconve®igthough. Brother has started coming
around..."

"Senn? Boon-chat's brother?"

"No, Aht's brother. He's becoming a bloodysance. First, he shows up at the worst
possible times, then drinks up all my Maekhong. r§¥phe has insinuated himself into our
business discussions.

He has put the idea into Aht's head that she damesg much more fruit if only she has a
motorcycle and trailer to travel from market to kedr"

"Well, what about it? Do you trust her?"
"Yes. This one is a good one."
"You said she is industrious..."

"It's expensive. | simply haven't the money."



We bought food and bag ice at a roadside matkag the way. Aht's new house was an old
wooden structure up off the ground in the traddilomanner. It was in what appeared to be a
family compound. Noel parked his motorcycle unéeth the house, and called out loudly for
Aht. There was no response. He climbed the diaifiad the door locked. |thought | heard a
rustling within, through the wooden sideboards, dnuld not be sure. After a few more futile
attempts at yelling and pounding, Noel slippechimtigh a side window which he remembered
being unlocked. He unlatched the door and swuwniglié.

The interior was cluttered. On the walls weritdewed and shoddily framed pictures of the
King and Queen gleaned from old calendars, a kadastd monk in saffron robe, and a musty
group shot of people in uniform. The floor was exed by warped roll linoleum of a faded
floral print. There were heavy teak pews and aswik-draped, magazine-filled bookcase
against the walls. Overhead hung a single elelogfit, naked and harsh.

It began to rain heavily. The tin roof soudde if a hundred rats were playing "keep away"
with a wedge of cheese. | sat upon the floor adatim wooden planks, crossing my legs.

From outside, Aht called up the stair, thembkd to where Noel and | sat drinking
Maekhong. She said she had been talking withathélddy, and smiled in apology. She set out
the market food in bowls upon the floor. She alsrved up something she had made herself, a
kind of crayfish pate eaten with sticky rice. hsvwpungent and good. | ate hungrily.

Noel drank glass after glass of Maekhong, euthl think, realizing it. Aht sat next to him
attentively. She kept his glass constantly fill&dter every second sip, she would pour. |
managed to avoid drinking too much by the simpi¢ falislike being waited upon. Aht tried to
fill my glass, but | pleaded being a strange faranty two hands of my own. Noel reminded me
that | was not doing as the Romans do. He alsbvitage girls were available, should | want
company. | did but, among other considerationgas thinking about AIDS.

"Not here," said Noel. "These girls haveeeih to Bangkok. They're clean as whistles."
"Maybe next time."

"It's always 'next time' with you, isn't if¥e never met anybody with so many Puritanical
prohibitions. There's nothing wrong with havingid. It's expected that you, being a man,
should want one."

There was no exasperation in Noel's voicey ordtruction, as though he were taking me to a
cathouse for my sixteenth birthday. | also recpgdithe truth of what he was saying. | had
recently attended a traditional dinner with bealitifancing girls. Everything was proper. The
guests were upper crust and respectable. One, gmesider man, took a fancy to one of the
dancers. Seeing this, the host said he mighthkiss The older man replied candidly, "No, no,
not now. That will come later." His forbearingfevivas seated quietly at his side, and |
wondered whether she was capable of mutilatingepshg husband. | saw such stories from
time to time in the tabloids, front page, with pbst



On another occasion, | had opportunity to kpeith a well-educated woman | came to know
through language lessons. We were in a bookstoreding when | came across a profusely
illustrated and explicit guide to the Patpong Strgplete with foldout maps and "menus”. It was
Bangkok nightlife in a nutshell. | asked her wklaé thought. Being Chinese, she first said that
Thais are barbarians. She smiled in saying thigen she allowed that Thais consider Chinese
to be barbarians, as well. Our exchange wentithis

-- Thai males smoke and drink and whore edagy Women do not like that at all. The
men go out in groups and leave the women at home.

-- Why do women allow it?
-- It is the tradition. Men are like that.

-- Isn't it a double-standard that womentarke virgins until they marry, and then stay home
while the husband goes out?

-- Women have the same freedom as men.

-- Do they use it?

-- No.

-- Why not? Don't you think it should be geme for both sexes?

-- Yes, and it is the same for both. Theyehthe same freedom.

-- Then why don't proper Thai women go outlmtown, the same as proper Thai men?

-- Because it is the tradition.

The tradition. There were so many aspectsiyatified me. Sitting on Aht's floor, eating
rice with my fingers, it occurred to me, might Ibeproper. | thought it a good time to unravel
part of the mystery, and so asked Aht if she woeideth me northern Thai traditions. She
whispered into Noel's ear. When she had finishedaid:

"Aht asked me to say that she would like tcteyou the northern Thai tradition, but that she
cannot, for to do so would violate the northerniTthadition."

I letit go. It was dark. Through the doewven with the naked bulb burning, | could see a
spangle of stars. After perhaps an hour of talgdfand drink, a voice called from down below.

"Nieh!" Noel motioned with his hands thawias Aht's brother, then told Aht that he did not
want Brother here eating and drinking on this paféir night. Before Aht could respond,
Brother was standing in the midst. He held ougarette, which | declined. Noel's face was a
solemn mask as | offered Brother food. Brother weagious, and bided his time. He ate only
after he was certain Noel and | had our fill.



| guessed him to be in his late twenties. tiBeowas about five-eight, of a slight build, but
wiry. He did not seem to be a bad sort. | codtiunderstand Noel's attitude. | handed Brother
a glass, which he filled with ice and a little Maekg. We discussed electric light. Brother was
patient as | garbled his language. He made asid&kt, who started to smile. The atmosphere
lightened.

Noel began to speak to Brother. | did notarsthnd what was said, but they seemed to be
getting along. Then, Noel slapped Brother squasalyhe back. Brother accepted it with a
smile, so | thought it was rough play only. WheoeNdid it again, harder still, | asked why.

"Because | am ajahn, and | must keep Brothméne. It is expected.”
"Maybe, | said, "but | do not like it."

"Oh, that Western mindset again, is it? Yeally must put that away. Thais expect such
from those of us who have superior status.” Hepsld Brother once again. Brother's response
was to shake his head, smile and light a cigarette.

"Well, | am farang, and they know that. Tlayays seem to accept me for what | am." | am
not sure what | was thinking in saying this buméaas it was, it is what | said.

As the night passed, Noel continued slappirgher's back, in the same place. It had to hurt.
Sometimes there were blows in succession, but Brathit steadfast. Noel made out it was all in
fun, but there was for me an undercurrent as datkeWhite Man's Burden.

"He's got to know who is boss," said Noelning toward Brother, and smiling from ear to
ear. "l am ajahn."

"As ajahn, don't you represent virtue?"

"I do. You do. We do. Yes." The emphaseéswpon "do". He was now quite drunk. "But,
we represent firm benevolence.”

He stopped slapping Brother. Was this, | veyad, a practical demonstration? | said:
"And if we are not virtuous, what will theyysd

"They'd probably want to say 'Bad ajahn! Ba8bmething like that."

| deserved that and, in retrospect, it wasijurthe bad ajahn as a dog that has just peed on
the carpet. But I was in no humor. | often gughly | did not intervene that night. There is a
complex of reasons. | did not understand the stimand was not sure but what Noel might be
right. | was new to Thailand, and Brother, aftérl@ore up with a smile. Also, though he looks
years younger, Noel is about my father's ages it done to punch out an elder. Ideally, one
does not strike anyone. Lastly, there is alwagsctinsideration that one might get pummeled in
return.



Noel leaned over, embraced Brother in a heidkand kissed his temple. He offered Brother
a cigarette. Meanwhile, for the second time, IgtduAht give Noel an appraising glance. It was
a flicker, a calculating will-o'-the-wisp, here agdne in an instant.

Noel leaned the other way, placing his heazhupht's lap. She began to massage his
shoulders.

"Do you want a girl for the night or not?" N@esked languidly. "The guest room is ready. It
is no bother to find you one.” He spoke to Ahtowhdicated there was no mosquito net and
that | would be eaten alive.

"No problem,” | said. "I can sleep here oa tloor, alone.”

The events which followed were quite confusidel, who now could barely walk, tried to
escort Aht to their room. She, however, indicdtedvould have to sleep elsewhere, though I, as
the guest, could stay. It was late, and Noel gteteéloudly. | did not want to stay and said:

"No problem. We can head back. Can you dyoxg motorcycle?"

Noel went downstairs to start his machine @/hilvaited on the stair. Aht stepped down and
leaned over to kiss me on the cheek. Her blousebwat-cut, and through the neck | saw her
breasts were bare. She said | could come back@ayt even remember saying a ludicrous
"Thank you."

The motorcycle roared to life after half a éioxkick starts. | sat behind Noel, and we lurched
directly into a fence. He had missed the gateclwhias only ten feet wide and wide-open. He
also narrowly missed a chicken coop. The chickesr® flapping, scurrying and otherwise
running for cover. A rooster began to crow. Lggbédme on in neighboring houses.

"Can... not," said Noel decidedly. "Cannotitdb

We walked the motorcycle back under the hamgkclimbed the stairs. The debate about
who would sleep where resumed. | again statednefegence for sleeping alone on the floor.
The first part was now accepted, but that an agiould be on the floor was not. | stretched out
to make my point, and everyone deferred. Aht gilildeel to the bedroom, where he passed
out. She then spoke with Brother, who disappesitedtly. Noel revived and called from the
bedroom. Aht went in and gave him a back massalgeh put him out for good.

She reentered the front room to say she wexg gt and that | should tell ajahn, whenever
he awakened. She slipped out the backway. | doedd Brother's hushed voice on the balcony.
He was interrupted by a third voice, lower in pitoid barely audible, yet assertive. It was all
secretive and strangely disembodied. There weffeatsteps, no rattlings, only conspiring
voices which faded away and were gone.

| sat alone in the house for perhaps threeshothile Noel snored from the next room.
About two o'clock, | awakened him. We collectedsalves and this time navigated the
motorcycle successfully through the gate.



Two or three days later | saw Noel again. éjiss were red and raw, his movements were
slow, his head was hung down.

"So what's the matter with you?" | asked.

"l went to Aht's yesterday, to clear the dtrdid not go quite as planned. In fact, Senn
helped me move everything from Aht's house... adarold refrigerator, and of course the
bed..."

"Why did Senn help? He's Boon-chat's brother.
"Senn is in my corner."
"How can you be sure of that? It's his famégd you're an outsider."”

"Senn despises Boon-chat, but he must beuwtar8he is older. He has told me many things
that she has done through the years, and he wi&altbl even scores.”

"I assume Boon-chat knows about Aht."

"Oh, yes. That. | had nowhere to store angthso | brought it home and put it on the porch.
Boon-chat is not happy. In fact, | now find | asgotiating from a somewhat weakened
position."”

Noel looked as if he had not slept since e lnkfore we went to Aht's. | made him coffee
and asked what had happened with her. He wanetic say, because he had believed her and
now felt betrayed. He said he wanted to talk wigh one more time at the roadside bar. | asked
what the point would be. For when the fog haediftit could be plainly seen that Brother was
really husband and pimp. He said Noel might avariself of Aht, but he could not live with her
as minor wife. So long as Noel paid the rent, libuige whiskey, and was willing to discuss the
purchase of a motorcycle and trailer, things maghttinue-- including the back-slapping.

*kkkkkkkkk

Jieyp was back in town. He came out of nowher

One leaden morning, Noel received a curiopsiyumed envelope, posted locally. An
enclosed photograph showed Jieyp with Boon-chatlatal hotel lobby. There was also a
letter, unsigned, which said Boon-chat had beeniathsix or seven times and was deporting
herself "like a whore" with many different men.

| remember Noel's shaking hands when he hedithe sad stationery. It was this that caused
the freefall that followed.



He began to lecture while hungover or drumkpamiss classes altogether. He got a black
eye, a purple slab of raw meat around a smashetthaticould no longer focus, as the result of
siccing his hound on a villager during a drunkemwgut. He went with Senn to Bangkok to
speed the residency permit and paid under the.tadesaid that, with all he endured to become
a resident, it was fitting that he was stampedg@matographed with a Guinness Book shiner.
He opened and closed accounts. He tried to hsltsaasAs a foreigner with no property rights,
he fought to get his name in the district recoldagside that of Boon-chat. He learned then he
had paid an exorbitant amount to build their handee village. The builder had been Boon-
chat's friend, and together they marked up mateaatl labor nearly one hundred percent.

With his residency permit in hand, he was tedivorce. He talked to a lawyer, a former
kick-boxer who would kill Boon-chat for five hundtéaht. The price was steep, he thought, so
he would shop around. He handed me an envelope ¢@ened should he suffer any injury
whatsoever, and purchased a machete which he homededge. Senn said he was in danger,
so he stuffed his bed with blankets to look likeneone sleeping. He slept elsewhere. He also
sent his adopted daughter to stay with her grankdenotThe daughter was having problems.
She was caught between an absent mother and amt-ahiseled farang for a father. Sending her
to stay with grandmother seemed the best. Shéakely let in one of the village boys, at night
while Noel was out at Aht's. She freely confestesland, when questioned, simply collected
her knitting materials and sat down to work. Tamnily lost face in this misadventure, and
responsibility fell squarely upon Boon-chat whoegwne said, should have been home in
Noel's absence.

But fiery Jieyp was back, fresh from a stratcprison. Noel said Jieyp had been with Boon-
chat in Bangkok, and was furiously infatuated. dde occasion he had slashed screens and
smashed a door. He had carved up a table. Nmehsaould prove it, and he showed me color
photographs filed with a damage report. These gam®graphs were part of an updated
dossier he was preparing for district police inlding his divorce case. These gave me an
inkling as to the contents of the envelope | wasling.

From my journal, | see that | began to distamyself from Noel. | knew more than | wanted
to know, and everything sounded like a mad roufidere were too many things | did not
understand, and he was not, | thought, holdingisieid at the college. | grew increasingly
impatient with him for little inconveniences: whka was without a pen, or when he forgot to
repay twenty baht he had borrowed (as if | owedhingtto anyone for anything), or when he
could not locate a lesson | had handed him thebééyre. When he requested my attention (for
a few seconds), | would condescend-- but my gddeaded the updates. Why he tolerated my
contempt, | do not know. He still regarded me &$ead. | think he must have had no one else,
and | treated him shabbily.

Ah, well. What are friends for.

The deeper his problems, the less help | wiasecame a liability to him, as | had, one night
after working late, mentioned his minor wife to Pauhad been asked about Noel's home



situation. Every remark | made was an aside. ¥keng | said was at his expense. (But then,
come to think, Noel himself had mentioned it to oh¢he Thai staff. He was unusually open
about his problems, though | sometimes felt he waa$ing about for sympathy. All the same, |
have a loose tongue.)

We still went for beer on occasion, but mostly small eatery across from the college, not to
our riverside table. He would talk about some naWirgsome new village, or someone he met
who would fix him up after the divorce. | ofterkas why he did not look for an older woman,
say fortyish, and educated. | pointed out thereevm@any answering that description who were
still twenty years younger than he, quite attractwd probably less trouble. | suggested they
might even speak complete sentences and be intgresimpany.

"l can see the wisdom in that,” he conced@&iit, | like them about thirteen. A young
woman keeps a man young. It's natural.”

"You're a vampire,” | replied.

So far as that goes, he might have leveleddh#e charge at me when | incisively considered
the juvenescent student body or ogled the young Chldure teacher's petite waist and shapely
legs. Looking back, there were many things he triiglve said but did not. Perhaps from
distraction? When I told him | had mentioned hisen wife to Paul, he said "Nieh!" -- nothing
more. Then he showed me where his dog had bit aimuw of deep punctures on his forearm.

"I don't understand it. He bit me for no @as No reason!"

Yes, he was increasingly abstracted. At tieead term, there were many complaints from
students about his not being prepared for clasgpobilow marking, his whiskey breath. His
lesions refused to heal. He had a herpes flarangburinating was painful. He sold his
motorcycle for one with sediment in the tank, asddithe difference to retain a lawyer. He had
no home because Thai courts require parties in@ak proceeding to vacate premises-in-
dispute pending sale and distribution of assets pétsevered and endured. There was an aspect
incongruously Job-like in his troubles and maladiks list of which grew ever longer.

He said Boon-chat had come back, bruised attéred, after an absence of several days. He
said she was chastened. He confronted her abetiotel photograph. He showed her the letter.
She laughed and said it was in Jieyp's own haiadl hn had written it in an attempt to drive a
wedge into their marriage. He had beaten her whersaid she wanted nothing to do with him.

This was all the encouragement Noel needezlsdized the moment to say he wanted to
make a clean breast of things, a new start. Heedaamwife, a home, a family. She seemed
amenable, he said, but she wanted time to tieagelends. She asked for three or four days
away. She was gone the next morning.

When Noel reported back to me, he said hevweti her. He wanted to believe her. He
would believe that she would tie up loose endsrahdn. He would wait and see.

Then the telephone rang in the departmenteffit was Boon-chat. She wanted to meet in
town in thirty minutes. Noel quickly cancelled €t&s and disappeared.



At coffee the next morning, he told me she ldadhed at his offer of reconciliation. She
said he could stay in their house, look after tdawghter, and pay her 5,000 baht each month for
maintenance. She said she wanted 20,000 baht irat@lgd Alternatively, if it came to divorce,
she wanted the house and furniture, the bank atsoamd a lien on his future purse. She was,
he reminded me, a gambler at cards. When he #dmeather with raising the issue of
abandonment, she threatened to lead trump. Shielwedthe court that he had slept with her
daughter.

He calmly told me this, but | caught a cahisieye. His pupils were buckshot: little light
could get in, and nothing seemed to come out. Beaoldly contained. His world had closed
down to a cage.

*kkkkkhkkkik

"] am the man who...has seen a fric...a.ftic.

"Affliction."

"A fric sun."

"Affliction.”

The student, wholly absorbed, hesitated tepeated: "Affliction.”

"Good! You are doing much better,"” said Jotzabrightly. "Do you think you can read the
whole verse tonight when we talk about 'afflictbriWhat should we do when we have trouble
or affliction? Do you know? Here... I'll readghand you tell me what it means, okay?

'For affliction does not comerh the
dust,
nor does it sprout frame t
ground;

but man is born to trauhl"

| was half-listening from across the room wites atmosphere darkened abruptly, as though
a drapery had been drawn. |turned and saw Nd&sevdisruptive entrance caused Johanna's
voice to drop to a whisper. He leaned shakily ougrdesk, supporting his weight on pinched-
white knuckles. In a whiskied undertone, he shaétd was a matter of some urgency. He was
wraith-like and despondent. | followed him outsite office where we might talk privately.

"You look bad. What's going on?" | said.



"Well, I've not had a bath in two days. There water in the village."

"And only Maekhong for breakfast.”

"That, too. Listen, I've met a man who sag¥l do it for thirty-five thousand."
“I'm sorry?"

Noel pointed his finger and cocked his thurtiBang."”

His voice bounced off the wall. | was sudgemlare that every sound we made was carried
along for all to hear.

"Do you mean what | think you mean?" | saicgihushed tone.

"He'll do it. He's got a pistol... a .38vel'seen it." Noel was oblivious of the reverbenati |
motioned for him to lower his voice.

"Is this that kick-boxer you told me aboutheTlawyer?" | remembered Noel saying the cost
was five thousand baht. | had not taken him sehgespecially after he said it could be done
for much less. Thirty thousand baht, however, s&gus money, and this time there was
menace in his demeanor.

"No, not him."
"So who is this guy?"

"He's in the next village. He's not the pu-yiee village headman, but a sort of assistant.
What do you call it? | can't think."

"He's the law, then."
"Yes," said Noel insistently. "He is that."
"It's a set-up."

"He says he will do it for thirty thousandedple say he has pulled the trigger before, and |
believe it. | would not cross him."

"Where do you meet these guys?"

"He was at my birthday party. | had a birthgarty in a rice field. Some neighbors made
food, we bought some whiskey, there was musigvalt very pleasant." He smiled at the
thought. "You should have come. Nieh! Not matheos from your part of the world have
done that!...had a birthday in a rice field."

"You can't be serious about this."

"lam. | am that.. It's the only way. Shelin me." He said this with unnerving finality.
"Killing Boon-chat is the only way?"

"She's threatening to say | slept with hergiéer."



"Did you?" | surprised myself with my ownaghtforwardness.

He smiled sheepishly. "No, of course nomight have put my arm around her. To comfort
her when her mother was away. Sometimes she vibeutttared, and come lie down on the bed.
But | never... Boon-chat will tell her what to saycourt. She will coach her. I've seen hertdo i
on occasion."

My mind was racing. | was trying to think wtha say that would not be dismissed out of
hand. | remembered our many talks about traditatiure, religion and ethics. What had he
said at different times? | settled upon practigahnd said:

"All she wants is the house and the furnitscegive it up. What is the furniture worth?"
"Nothing really. Ten thousand baht."”

"What are you paying in lawyer fees?"

"Twenty-five thousand, so far."

"You'll pay more than that. What's the howseth? You stand to receive half, right? Just
give it to her. Cut your loses."

"She wants everything. She wants to destrey Bon't you understand?"

"It's not worth all this. Leave the countreach in Japan. Get the hell out, if you think& sh
can win. You can start over. You'll still haveuydreedom. You'll never get out of a Thai
prison."”

He did not seem to hear. He laid out scesai stratagems. He provided background.
He repeated himself:

"She has made me an offer. Of course, | hafussed. | might stay and live in the house if
everything stays as it is. | must pay all expenaed for Daughter's schooling. | may not take a
minor wife. For some arbitrary reason, they haseided..."

"Who are 'they'?"

"The family. Boon-chat's family think | am afd man now and have no need for a woman.
But it's not true. They will permit me to stay dmela wage slave. While Boon-chat stays with
her boyfriend in another village, no less. Dowotiyecall Senn saying | was in danger? Boon-
chat thought | had insurance. The woman has & bleart. She will go to any length for
money. She is bragging throughout the village siat will take everything if we go to court.”

"So for that you are willing to kill anotheaiman being?"
"Yes, | know." His tone allowed misgivingl don't like it."

| could not constrain a derisive laugh. "Yamn't like it?! You don't like it. Right. Well,
there's a start.”



I looked directly into his face. He staredlimchingly as | assessed his drawn countenance.
Every crease, every pore oozed a plea not so nauanfpathy as authority: some sanction to
set in motion what was already decided. His eydled a murk of nether reaches. | strained to
fathom and marked a floating image: a gatheringtieg resolving toward that slippery fracture
of time when discernment becomes unavoidable. g ¢erked from recognition. The
negative formed an aspect, a face, and the facenyamsvn. Son of Cain, Son of Cain.

| had a disembodied sensation of standingaritghat was happening, as though | was both
character and audience in some absurd shadow pleyened incredulously as Noel, clearly
distraught, spoke coolly about contract killingtlasugh he were considering a balance sheet.

He said he could leave for Hong Kong in thetriew days, and be far away when the job
was done. | strained to listen. The cost-bemefisiderations became suddenly utterly bizarre
equations.

"I know," he emphasized. "It's bad. It's gobd. What if | should get blackmailed? This is
always a consideration in transactions such as thsan happen. What should | do?"

| struggled for absurd, inarticulate wordsg &mught their echo.

"Christ, | don't know," | said. "Take two et and call me in the morning. What do you
want me to say? You want me to say "Gee, thateat idea, wish I'd thought of it'? Come on.
Killing someone is not an option. How can you etl@nk about something like this? Look, as
a practical matter, ethics, morality, all that agide, you can not get away with it. You'll get
blackmailed or bumped-off yourself. But that's that point. Doesn't any of this have another
dimension for you? You say you are Buddhist. Wdwds Buddhism teach? You were a monk
once. How can you... all right. Maybe it's alinaybe survival is all there is, and the rest'y onl
taboo and tradition. Maybe, maybe. But why talkite? What's the point? Justdoit. You
want my meaningless opinion? Okay: if you go tigfowith this, you have forfeited any and
all claim. You have ensured your temporary sutyibat that's it. What an accomplishment.”

"l just want..."

"You can claim nothing. How can you claimethise? All you can do is howl at the
moon." | caught my breath, then said: "l wantmare of it."

I left him standing there. | went back to wand managed to concentrate for perhaps an
hour, until the implications overwhelmed me. | put pen down and looked around as if help
might be somewhere found.

What if he did it? It was Friday night, with Newedr's on Monday. Maekhong would flow
freely in the village. Noel was already in a stated one of his friends had a pistol. | might be
held accountable. For what? For not acting?d Indit know Thai law. Moreover, what was my
responsibility to Boon-chat? | did not know heut bknew someone might kill her. Yet again, |
did not know. If Noel were not serious, and | nieméd his plan to anyone, word would
certainly come to the college president. Noel widag dismissed and his troubles compounded.
| knew he was being carefully watched.



My position seemed untenable. | had not asedny of this. | became angry at Noel, who
drew me in without any thought to the appallingseouences. His self-absorption was
complete. But, | thought, even were he aware, digldvonly shrug it off the way he had
explained his physical lusts being stronger tharshiritual drives. "l am not over Noel yet", he
had once said.

I needed a string through the maze, a cleardf thought. | considered the small number of
people who might be approached, and rested upokidZdrams. He seemed the only clear
choice, and | sought him out.

The air about his white head was rarefied.ekidodied 2,500 years of analytical discourse
which, over a span of seventy years, had becomeveiyday speech. | often thought of him as
a vestige, and considered what, other than agaratepl us. In large measure, it came down to
sources. Where | had watched television as Mortiaker talked with Bill Moyers, Abrams
had studied under Adler. Where | had skimmed 'tatie For Everybody", Abrams had read
primary sources. Attimes, | found it exasperatmgplk with him, due to his tendency to reduce
guestions to questions about the words comprisiagjuestions. Abrams was, however, a
disciplined intellect, a trained mind, and | trubtas skills of analysis.

Abrams promised confidentiality, and we talkethind closed doors. He listened intently as
| provided minimal background, just enough inforimatto enable him to identify issues. No
names were mentioned. | think he must have knotvomvl was discussing, yet he never
betrayed any sign of knowing. He was focused erditemma, and asked questions purely to
clarify facts. When | had finished laying out flaets, he sat back in his chair and looked at the
ceiling. He said nothing for some time, then stdteere were two aspects to be considered:
legal questions and ethical questions. He thouidpast to be practical and consider legal
guestions first, as the law was likely to refletttieal questions anyway. Further, ethical
considerations could be moot and/or rendered duped by operation of law.

We talked for an hour. Abrams' ruminationsieadown to a recommendation of talking to a
lawyer, but | had no contacts and even less moNdéyen the words ran out, | thanked him for
his help in clarifying questions, and departed.

I was alone in an arid place, with only myutotes. At length | decided that causing
difficulties for Noel was preferable to someonesddging harmed seriously. | slowly came to
feel that | had but one alternative to doing naghiend that was talking to the college president.
He had influence and connections where | had none.

To my surprise, the president was not surgridée even seemed to know, at least by
reputation, the party who was willing to pull tmgger. He said nothing would happen, but
asked me again whether or not | thought the sdnatias serious. He assured me | had no
culpability under Thai law, and that the best cewss to "wait and see". He said | had done
everything | could in this matter, smiled, and exted his hand for me to shake.

| walked away, pleased to have no respontibili
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It was five a.m., and quiet for once. No @ras about on the first morning of the new year as
| walked to the college. There were no trucksmatorcycles, no radios or televisions, no
blaring public address systems. Instead weredbeds of birds, animals, leaves in trees-- all
the sounds usually buried under the barrage of maahe clatter.

There was a full moon of pale pink slowly ¢isaaring in the western sky, the same moon
which had been so high and clear the night beford,so bright. | could see colors as | walked
with my shadow.

Then a mountain fog settled in, eating thes tofptrees and making all the countryside a
muted serigraph. Such changeableness in suchriasplage, a moment only.

I had been working alone in the departmeriteffor some time, when Noel waltzed in and
announced he had made a quick trip to Bangkokek sat another job. He looked so much
more stable than three days earlier that | wasuaged. | told him that | had spoken to the
college president because | had been concernedou@e, he was not pleased to hear this, but
he took it in stride. He said he had decided thikewife have everything, to avoid a messy
legal wrangle. He said he might leave to teadBangkok or Korea in early January.

"It's early in January, beginning today," kebved.
"So itis," he smiled.

He asked if | was inclined toward a beer lyyrikier. | declined and spent the day working
alone.

Three days later, his desk was cleared anddsegone. Perhaps it was all the same, as he
was about to be dismissed, but | feel | made anatinect contribution to Noel's difficulties. It
happened this way:

When classes resumed after the holidays, Waglnowhere to be seen. | covered his classes
that first day. The next day he was absent agaiamembered what he had said about leaving
soon for Hong Kong or Korea. | spoke with Paug tlepartment Co-ordinator, and then again
with the college president. | said it appeared W@el had departed, and that his classes needed
to be covered by someone. We began juggling stéedlT’he next day Noel showed up. It
turned out he had telephoned-in sick. | went imiatety to the receptionist to confirm if this
was true. She was unflappable, said it was tme tlaat she had forgotten to relay the message.
| glared at her, but knew it was | and my assunmgtithat had done the rest.

Noel politely indicated | had jumped the gbaot he was now altogether outside his
circumstances. He was collected, dried out, amd little resemblance to the cornered animal of



a few days earlier. He had decided upon resignasothe best course. It would allow him to be
away if the court proceedings proved acrimoniokgt financial reasons, his intention was to
stay on as long as possible, meaning the endmof t&ihe college president made the resignation
effective immediately. Noel smiled, shrugged aeddn to pack his things. When he was
finished, he presented me with a book, inscribetiémdship. He bought me a coffee at the
outdoor commissary, and produced the photograpisafife which had so long sat atop his
desk. He removed it from its frame and lit a conueth his cigarette lighter. He held it out, as

it slowly, reluctantly burned. He dropped it t@thround when he could no longer keep safe his
fingers, and in seconds the fire went out. Onéellgoiece remained. | looked and laughed. It
was the center of her chest.

"Nieh!" exclaimed Noel. "Damned persistehgttone."” He lit it again, and a small gust
carried away the ash.
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For a while, | saw him occasionally. Now aghin, the phone would ring, and he would say
that he was awaiting the evening bus or train. Widald usually meet at our table by the river.
The greetings were warm, the beer cool, and soawoloéd get down to cases. | listened to
stratagems and fancies...

He was going to teach in Hong Kong, then imd&s- then it was back in Japan.

He would go through with the divorce, wait tamothree years, then negotiate a contract Kkill
through a friend in a neighboring village.

He would let her have everything, and thernt steer. His pension would be coming soon,
maybe his inheritance, and then she and teachithgh@nThai bureaucracy "can all piss up the
fucking wall."

He had made an offer to a sharp-eyed villadebyit she must marry him before he builds a
new house. He said she wanted the house butltdinsl a few extras, so he will have to find
someone else. It was entirely pragmatic and basthke, with no illusion. He was willing to
settle for a personal relationship on a cash b&i could even have another man, if she
stayed and saw to his needs.

| listened as | always listen. Sometimeskedsquestions. Sometimes | gave opinions.
Sometimes | imagined myself, years from now, aidising here. Would | do the same? Who
knows. God maybe. Itis said God knows a marasthethat which a man knows full well, but
will not admit.

Noel went to Bangkok, and | did not hear froim for some weeks until he appeared
suddenly with an old friend, a lawyer. They caméiscuss the divorce proceedings with a local



attorney; also to go to the house of a friend winNwel was boarding his dogs and storing his
furniture. It happened that Boon-chat drove byaonotorcycle, saw him, and dropped off her
daughter who cried in Noel's lap for him to comeneo The lawyer said it was all an act. The
man holding the furniture said it was all an athe man who will kill for hire said it was all an
act. So did others present. Yet, Noel seemee todved.

"She cried in my lap. She put her head doméhaied in my lap. But it was an act.
Everyone there could see right through it. Shesaae love me," said Noel. "I've learned my
lesson. | gave her mother too much, too soon. sBhe got ideas. My next wife will be
different. I'm doing what my lawyer friend, heo®es. Just last week, his wife gave him
trouble, and he hit her with a chair. A bleedihgic! Her wrist's in a cast, eh? Do you
understand this?" he asked me. "She acted ugheahdd to do it."

"Yes," said the lawyer gravely. "l do not wam do this, but, there are times | must do like
this. Every now and then, | must, you see. Myewifust know my heart." The halting English
lent his words a solemn weight.

"There, you see," said Noel.
"Do not worry," said the lawyer. "We find yanother wife."
Then the lawyer said to me: "l love this méde is my friend. He is the good man."”

"Aaah!" exclaimed Noel, picking a peanut fraramall tray of appetizers. "Do you see this?
This... PEANUT. Lawyer, here, has a grandfatheo wias a very poor man... very, very poor.
But these... peanuts!... have made him a bloodhymian a million times over. He doesn't know
what to do, he has so much money."

"Yes, he is very rich," allowed the lawyer.
"And how old is he?" asked Noel.
"About seventy-six or eight. | forget," salck lawyer.

"Aah! And he's got thirteen wives. Thirtéesdid Noel to me. "And young, too! I'd like to
know how to get in on a bit of that."

| smiled a primeval smile.

We were drinking beer, and the words werdisgitwhen Noel said abruptly:
"l must come up again, soon."

"Why?" asked the lawyer. "Your attorney heikk see to things."

"To see about my proposal. About my new Wife.

"Village girl? She has no care for you. Véa co better for you. We will do better for you,
in Bangkok."



Noel considered this, then slammed the tati®. | must come to see my dog. | miss him,
and he misses me. He understands my heart."

The lawyer grabbed his tottering beer bottled ased napkins as a sop. It was an effort to no
avail, for Noel slammed the table harder still anéd out, painfully, emphatically:

"My dog understands me. He understands mgt.hea

PART 2

Was he well? For weeks | heard nothing. &esthe had gone to Hong Kong or Japan.
Perhaps it was better not to know.

By summer term, with twice daily classes, dli@und a groove. The short, intensely hot
session, passed before it started-- and then e came. The dust became muddy pools. The
parched browns turned green. Everything revivedad made it through a year.

In-coming students, "freshies" they were chldoubled the size of the school. Paul, the
permanent fixture, began preparing for a torremtedf teachers. He was more confident of his
role, and decidedly pleased when Johanna signdéigedime to stay another year. When term
began, we three formed the nucleus. The Abrarhesgver, were still undecided whether to
teach in another province or return to AmericaulRald them the president was flexible. While
they were undecided, they could stay and teackenanar, perhaps-- a full term or a half.
Either way, they were welcome.

With the recruits, the department now had éwitee former faculty. Their questions were the
guestions we had asked the year before. Once,abaimissionary spoke at the orientation
meeting. Once again, he distributed "survival" lzenge manuals with the hapless foreigner on
the cover. But unlike last year, there was norosipeaker-- no one with an old folder of dog-
eared, typed remarks.

Was he well?



At times | was apathetic, at other times &tk Eventually, | even grew forgetful. The
string of passing days became ever more tenuaits ¢onnection to what happened. Still in the
midst of some routine | would loose the rhythm srdg, fall out of cadence, and realize | had
not given "it" any thought for some time. Was hal®& An oddly pervasive guilt then took
hold-- and also cold suspicion about my forgetfabiebecause everything, including no news
from Noel, had worked out so favorably.

Favor can be slippery. It is common to béuioate and then suppose ones circumstances are
the result of intelligence or virtue. | had nastluxury. Clearly, | had done nothing to resolve
what had happened. It was simply that one dayjexnigl, the pressure was off. Inexplicably, |
had been spared difficulties. But when one has kpared, one has not been tested. Whenever
| fell out of cadence, whenever | remembered mgdtulness, the doubt gnawed and gnawed,
and | knew that | did not want to be tested. Irbeard Johanna reading, "Nor shall ye be tested
beyond your endurance”, and mentally added: Namwnenienced, please, we pray. And this
admission was the guilt.

| kept myself occupied at the college, armyearlier and earlier, and leaving later and later.
In darkness | went from, and came to, my housiervillage. | knew every rut along the road,
and what size rock to throw at which dog. | tayggrtsuasive writing and the ethical appeal. |
read and read: short stories, history, philosopbliics, religion. By thinking I tried not to
think.

June, July and August passed. Then, September
The rains stopped in October.

Nights were cooler, late November.
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"And a very good morning!" It was Dr. Ezekibrams, to whom the Thai staff now referred
as Dr. Zeke. This was his greeting, each morrandje walked through the door and found me
seated before the computer. He knew | would bestaed called out before seeing me. It
became a joke: | was always first to the officed &ae was always second. He was usually
energetic, but I prefer mornings to be quiet. @oasion, | could match his ebullience
sufficiently to respond "Is it morning, already?"'@hat it is!" or "Dr. Abrams, | presume!"
Beyond that, we seldom talked. We were both pragied: | with staring at the monitor, and he
with sorting the papers always waiting under a ligmgtone on his desk. It was well into
Second Term, and we had our routines.

Agnostic and skeptical, Abrams took to enggdtaul in quiet debate.



How, he asked, was it possible for anyone to griedinam Tanner College-- in History yet--
without having read Lionel Trilling? Paul would gensheepishly and say, "l don't know, but |
did." Abrams would then suggest that the deficydme remedied, all the while shaking his head.
Paul, for his part, would privately remark thatiesed semi-retired geniuses, then laugh. He
told me they discussed theology late nights inAbheams apartment. | was invited to join.

"A three-way discussion would be interestirtgg"said. "Dr. Zeke, the atheist raised
Orthodox; me, the token mainstreamer; and youutiiepentant heretic. What do you say?"

"We could give it a go, | suppose.”
"Tuesday night, then, if you can make ithdsld be there about seven-thirty."

| arrived early on the appointed evening. akbs's wife, Juanita, was clearing the dinner
dishes. She handled all their domestic choresatsmdworked in the college library, helping to
establish a card catalogue. Otherwise, she wrtderua pen name in Spanish: poetry mostly, a
novel which dissatisfied her (but was in its secpndting), and three volumes of critical essays
to which she was adding a fourth.

"l finished the final draft today, you knovo we are celebrating, big."
"Whole wheat bread, you observe," pointedAbrams. "Want some?"
"I've just eaten,” | said. "Where did youdithat?"

"There's a Chinese woman and she has a slophge.. you know, the big market,” said
Juanita. "She makes the bread for an Australiatieyaan. Today he didn't come. You know,
she says she can make it for me every Tuesdayiatp@dat's when she bakes for him. On
Tuesday. But Zeke doesn't eat much bread, anchwe 1o refrigerator. Besides, you can see
that | have to watch my weight. But tonight isatasion, specially.”

"Sounds like a good night for wine," | said,dne could find wine anywhere."

"Yes, yes. Qué lastima, but it doesn't mattayway," she smiled. "Zeke doesn't drink,
either. So sometimes | am trying to remember wiblyl dharry him, exactly."

Dr. Abrams said nothing, just raised his egelsr and took a bite from a piece of folded, dry
bread.

Paul was late in coming, and so they talkembatheir two years in China, and about how
they had met in the Canaries when she was hisrdttitiety years ago.

"What was the class?" | asked.
"Oh, I think it was non-Euclidean geometry,swait?" Abrams winked at me.

"Oh, no, no, no!" Juanita retorted. "How gam forget? It was a poetry class, you know...
all young women... and he was so serious."

"It was my first time teaching the subjectprams said. "The class was a disaster.”



"No, it was not," returned Juanita. "You jusad from your notes too much."
"Was she a good student?"

"A-minus," said Abrams, "but | couldn't say#nng without her raising her hand.”
"Well, | had questions, you see," said Juanita

"Yes," said Abrams to me. "Always a questiamd never satisfied with an answer. But |
liked the fire in her eyes."

When nine o'clock passed, | noted it was dieatr Paul was somehow delayed, whether by
having missed a train or by having died en ronta bus accident. It was but half in jest,
because highway carnage was much too common. € to Chiangmai, at the summit of a
passage over the hills, stand dozens of white e$yritke bird feeders, in memorial to all the
souls sacrificed along the way. Paul often tragethe route by "green bus”, the standing-room-
only common carrier, notorious for dazed and oveked drivers. With a two-hour delay came
mild concern.

Abrams said that he would not want Paul'saesibilities at such a young age, in particular
having to defend a new school's haphazard curncldefore the Ministry of University Affairs.

"l feel sorry for the guy, trying to run themhrtment while working on a degree. And all that
travel. It's too much. Why, designing a new auium alone is... Ah, | almost forgot." He
looked under a stack of books. "Here. I've mdu#qropies. Two of them. One for Paul, and
one for you."

"What is it?"

"It's a very succinct article written by aml@olleague. It raises a few key questions which
ought to be considered when writing curriculahdught it might prove useful. I've referred to it
for years."

Abrams and | had approached Paul about remgyvtite cut-and-paste English curriculum,
compiled by seemingly random selections from catats of accredited institutions. Paul
arranged a meeting with the President, who wasa8ong Dean. We were told to proceed and
experiment, which we were already doing. | hatigeted the texts for each of my classes in
favor of writing my own. In retrospect, | do natdw why | was allowed to do this. | had no
qualifications to be teaching, much less writingrse descriptions. But | was given an
inexplicably light rein. It must simply have Imethe time and the place-- a singular conjunction
of certain personalities in certain circumstanoes,to be duplicated. Most surprising was that
Dr. Abrams, who | sensed had a maverick streakedls nad not dismissed my approach out of
hand. Still chutzpah, or hubris, can carry oné gosfar. | felt a fraud. | decided to ask his
opinion about making my own format and materials.

"Well, your instincts are good," was his opageply. He may have said more.



I was still thinking what it meant after sagyigood-night. Did he mean that my intentions are
good, but the results are questionable? Maybartpkcation was that | proceeded intuitively,
rather than methodically. Maybe he meant thathénabsence of formal pedagogical training, |
was stumbling upon what works.

Walking downstairs from the Abrams' apartmémtas unsure. Once out in the mercurial air,
I no longer cared. The stars were out. The niglg addly warm and seductive. A frog croaked.
A pulse of sibilant cicadas.

A serpentine brick walkway wound around camplasiarted along hedgerows and under
trees. It stretched over roiling lawn from builgito building, coiled in a circus, then slid offdo
pond before stealing into shadows. | decided uperdirect way home, until glimpsing a form
down a cross path. | hesitated.

A silent young woman, arms around her legs siting on the steps. | recognized the black
hair over her shoulders. In class she was ateatind elusive by turns, sitting always in front
with legs crossed carefully under a demurely spid-calf skirt, her low-heeled pump hanging
from her toe. It was an almost unconscious art.

We had been ignoring each other since thedayg of First Term, when she had slipped into
the office to speak with Johanna. She was jushgittown when our glances crossed and
locked. That afternoon, she was in class withhive-year students and did not once look up at
me. But this term she was taking all three subjeatas teaching.

We worked out a certain verbal distance. \dleawledged each other by nods and asides.
We seldom conversed, except in passing on the staien, we would speak from upper and
lower landings. There were always backward glan&ee was always with a group. And now,
under a wide and fathomless sky, in the pale 8scence of the Liberal Arts floodlamps, she
was sitting quite alone.

| sensed she sensed me. Had she seen meg@oi8hre seemed too composed, almost posed.
Surely she had heard my footsteps stop? Stilhsdde no motion. Perhaps she was thinking,
after all, or wished not to be disturbed.

| wanted to speak, but | said nothing. Itrsed better to approach indirectly, to make my
presence known without pressing. | felt for a tige distance, out upon the lawn just beyond
the pale pink light. | sat down on the ground, mypsaround my legs.

There was Orion, strangely overhead. ThelNStar, too low to the horizon, was hidden by
the trees. Though half-turned away, in the coafieny eye, over my shoulder, | could see her,
unmoving. | scanned the sky. A bright meteor sedsbehind electric lines (make a wish) in the
charged evening air. Seconds passed. Againeindmer of my eye... she looked away just as |
glanced. Her expression was cross, even bored.

Yes. She was bored. And | was suddenly d¢ibge in much the same way as when pouring
cold water over my head these chill November masin



It was a mistake, sitting here on the graskeuthe stars. What had made one think one
could.... what? intrude unobtrusively? At least t\ad remained silent. It could have been
worse. One could have said something stupid.eBatiw to cut, what? Losses? Bait?
Anchor? But...

Beat it, Humbert. You play chess? Make #idatretreat, then. Yes, the plan is...

She rose and smoothed her skirt. Then, sinsply walked away.
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All was quiet. The campus was dormant for tliregis birthday. | wanted to be alone, and a
three-day weekend was cause for gratefulness. Tiesenot a soul in sight or on site. |
unlocked the door and entered the office withoutifig on the light.

A letter was waiting in the middle of my deskhere was no return address, and the
cancellation was smudged, but | knew Noel's hartawyi

His tone was jaunty. He was in Bangkok, ahd/as going well. He apologized for the
delay in making contact, but, after all, there bagn many matters with which to contend before
bringing everything to a satisfactory conclusiatis divorce was final. Boon-chat had failed to
present herself at court and so his dossier wasdieeevidence. Yes, he had decided to let her
have it all: the house, the furnishings, the apgles, the motorcycle, the bank accounts, the lot.
The court, however, thought otherwise. Noel wasng&ed to keep his savings, but everything
else went to his step-daughter. Boon-chat gotingthThe judge even forbade her to enter the
house without her daughter's permission. Buthagirl was underage, she was remanded to the
care of her grandparents, two doors down, for the seven years. There was, he said, some
justice in the world.

He had found a teaching post at his formerensity. He was hired as part-time lecturer, at
half-again the going rate, and was working neafty hours each week. Udom, his lawyer-
friend, had taken him in until he got back on lestf Now he was able to pay a small monthly
rent, much needed by Udom, whose cases were feahaH but one complaint: he was working
so much there was no time for a drink with frienédowever, Udom had introduced him to
several divorced women in their mid-to-late thstieThey were nice but he was not interested.
"l like them about thirteen!" He suggestedsit the university, a "degree mill", because the
money was four times my current salary. Furthecdwdd put in a word on my behalf. He
included a current address and telephone numbgrostscript stated that his manuscript on
Buddhist traditions was being considered by a Bakgiublisher.



| put the letter under my journal in thetbat desk drawer, looked slowly around the office
from dull metal shelves to identical gray desks]j aut the row of horizontal windows. A
seasonal fog, heavy and damp, encroached silentherely noted it. The time for sliding into
reverie is passed. In a few days, another yeauldioe passed. It was time to get busy, time to
do something. Turning away, | noticed a partitn@wly decorated with bright photographs of
students and their club activities. Isit? Y@%ere. The back of her head, in one... and her
profile, in another... looking so unreasonably ygpuso unseasonably fresh.

| went to the kitchen nook and prepared tiatant coffee mixed with condensed milk. One
could not be here very long without acquiring certastes.
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The Thai staff were buzzing. Apparently, othex holiday, something significant had
happened. A cleaning woman and a secretary weispaimg loudly near my desk, one saying
that for weeks she had suspected this would happka.other was skeptical of such prescience.
But she, too, knew there was something in the air.

| kept trying to write. As other teacherspthy two, lagged in to sign the register,
information and speculation joined hands and skdgreund the room. The brick and concrete
walls resounded with simple glee and playfulnéBsen, long painted fingernails performed a
paradiddle on my desk. I looked up from my journal.

Ajahn Oi addressed me in English: "And yowhat about you?"

"l give up. What about me?"

"l suppose we, too, shall hear about you gen,"” she said.

"Oh, Ajahn...you, too?" squealed a studenistyp

"Me too, what?" | was the only one who seemetdto know.

"Are you going to propose?" said Ajahn Oi, hevad vowels broader than usual.
"Propose what?" | said, thinking of coursectigsions.

"Not what. Who," said Oi. "I mean whom. Toavh."

"What do you mean?" | shrugged.

"Some beautiful one," said Oi. "Some speared.erhaps you will ask her to marry, or
something."

"Did I hear 'marry'?"

"Moreover, perhaps she will be someone here, tike Johanna.”



"Johanna?"

"Yes. Paul, you know, he asked her alreaslyid Ajahn Oi, removing a mirror from her
purse. "But some other girls, they are pretty,"too

"But you already have two boyfriends, and theg on the same volleyball team."

"Ooohh! Don't talk like this way. It's embass, sure. Moreover, it's not to be serious like
that you say."

"Oh, | seeeeeeeeee." | liked to tease Ajahsen@® watch her English fall apart. The
exchange ended with her swatting the air in frdmmhe.

The office slowly emptied and the laughteddi®wn. | put away my journal. Dr. Abrams
poked his head through the door to peek at thebamgilsaid nothing, winked and disappeared.

| asked a secretary, patient with my haltilgiT how anyone knew that Paul had asked
Johanna to marry. The gist of her reply was tHakanust have been sent to America. A reply
came by fax to the President's office, and hisetacy, Tam, had read it.

| could not follow the rest. The secretarystrioave known | could not understand, so she
held out cookies from a small paper bag. | tharedand she returned to typing address
labels.

By the wall clock, it was now five 'til nind.got going.

My first class, Contemporary Literature, wastexpected. Half the students were still not
returned. Those present were disinclined to resckae from "Casablanca”-- the dialogue
between Rick Blain and a young Bulgarian womanet @ich more interested in speaking about
Paul and Johanna. | tried a tortured tie-backdiyng that Victor Laszlo was played by an actor
named Paul. | ended by dismissing class earleyTairly fled. Curiously, just as | was leaving
the classroom, the moonlight step-sitter was coramthe stair. She smiled and said:

"I'm sorry | am very late for class."

"No, you are very early," | said, without spapg. "We don't meet until nine o'clock.”
Hurrying down the steps, at the landing | looked tipomorrow, that is." She was watching
me, closely. She hesitated, then shook her heddad something in Thai. | arched an
eyebrow and continued on down.

There was another letter from Noel, waitingnmpndesk. It was the second received in four
days. He must, | thought, have nothing betterato Iddropped into my chair. | opened the
envelope-- light bluish, with a border of red, veh@ind blue bars-- tearing carefully, along the
sender's edge. Inside were four cerulean pagasjbed front and back in ballpoint blue. For
two pages, everything was going well. At the tipedje he wrote:

"l have reconciled with Aht, and she will sthpjoin me here. She has left her husband for
good this time. Since our most recent meetings,dtear she is sincere and we can work things



out. True, Udom does not seem to like her muchhblhas agreed she can stay until we find a
place to call home. He has been a good friendntJ@émd generous to a fault. If you have not
already done, you must meet him one day. Haveddoced you? He came north with me last
time.

"l am in need of some assistance. | haveuostd Aht to pay you a visit at the college. She
has returned home to collect her things and ismesneed of cash. | will reimburse you when |
next return north. She does not require a gredt pedhaps three or four hundred baht would be
sufficient. Once she is here in Bangkok, she bellprovided.

"You really should visit and see the opportiesiavailable here. Yes, the price of living is
considerably higher, but the wages are as welly ¥ffould you continue to slave for such a
pittance when..."

| put the letter down. The very next day, Alme to the college. A cleaning woman
announced her arrival. Aht was deferential, pawdeand rouged. Her mouth was painted red,
as were the false fingernails of her rough, callusands. | spoke with her at a small table on the
second floor balcony. The office would have beepassible. Everyone who passed was
making an appraisal. | wanted privacy, withounigetioo private.

She asked how | was. Did I still like Thai&h How much longer did | intend to stay? The
weather, she thought, was becoming very cold. Awdvgas so happy to be going to Bangkok.
Ajahn was doing well there. They had plans togeti#end how was 1?

| handed her an envelope with a single, seatdianknote. She refused it at first, then tucked
it in her purse. She would leave tomorrow, shd,sad thanked me.

A week later | was in town walking down a stteet. A blue, canopied shuttle truck, with
two low benches left and right along the bed, pdgs¢he opposite direction. | must have
glanced at the passengers. A voice called oue tititk slowed, then stopped. A woman in a
floppy hat climbed down. It was Aht.

"l thought you went to Bangkok."

"Yes," she said. "l go soon. Two or threedday
"Well, best luck, then."

"l go to see Ajahn."

"Yes. Say hello to Ajahn."

"Sure."

"Bye."

"Bye-byeee."



"Good luck."
"Bye-byeee."
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I wrote Noel to say | had done as he requesitad he should not worry about settling
accounts, and that | had seen Aht in town. Othexthere was little to say, other than to off-
handedly ask why he thought Aht had said one thiutglone another. | may even have wished
them well. My tone, | recall, was distant and namenittal-- not exactly breaking away, but
neither encouraging a response.

Why? | suppose we seemed to be going ouraepaays. He was involved in matters no
longer of interest, and visiting Bangkok was th&t thing | wanted to do. Besides, we were
again "on the fly", as he once remarked. What fiad drawn us together was happenstance
more than gravitation-- our both being "odd mari' oM/e had no common interest, other than
drinking beer. As | preferred mine on hot aftenm@ahere was little to hold us. We were
different; different generations and different peo And so much time had passed.

Further, there were examinations in progré§e. were already midway through Second
Term. | did not want to bother with writing notesuch less letters, at a time when the Ministry
of University Affairs did not cotton my assignindents to write compositions upon the legal
status of minor wives. They were closely watchimg midterm examination. Annoyed, because
| wanted something to engage young minds, | deaighesh sheer pabulum as an essay topic. It
was meant to be condescendingly appropriate--raaekd, it was approved. But | soon repented
my gesture. | expected more of the same type esmaystudent has written since secondary
school-- "My Family"-- yet they rose to the occasand overcame the potential for inanity.

It was in altogether another sense that  \atghed | had drafted Part Two differently. It
entailed writing a descriptive narration:

"Write about something that happeneddtaeone you know."

The results were uniformly fine-- much better thia@ previous year's. They were also much
longer and much more depressing. There were atzabout dwindling family fortunes,
addicted prostitutes, and friends killed in mot@leyaccidents. One story told of a man who had
escaped the Khmer Rouge in neighboring KampucBe&there was one in particular-- and she-
of-the-stairs wrote it-- that | could barely manage

| watched her, during the examination. Sheest out a window for long periods. Sometimes
she knit her brow or clasped her writing hand asrglad. She did not use her dictionary. When
she finished, she gathered her pens and erasers appered pouch. She did not proof read.



She rose from her seat, walked quietly to wheid,lleoked me directly in the eye, held out her
paper, placed her hands together in a gracefulamaiwent away.

The story was entitled "The Fortune of Supateh.” It began with an observation that good
health is regarded in Buddhism as good fortunetb@desult of ones accumulated merits. This
doctrine is not far removed from a Protestant Vileat ones success in business is connected
with ones election to the choir eternal.

She had known Supatcharee in school. Thertumiate girl was born with a blind right eye.
She was frail, and at nineteen had a problem wvetttliroat. A doctor advised she should take
better care of her health, but as colds were com®opatcharee thought little about it. Soon
she had a lump in one breast. There was pus cgdugir nose and she could not breathe. Her
family were grindingly poor, but she had good lb&cause a rich man intervened. He sent her
for testing to Chulalongkorn Hospital in Bangkokhere, she was given five months to live.
Not six, five. She spent four months there in Bankg then returned home to her family. My
student would visit her, lying on a mat on the flaad half-covered by a tattered blanket. She
could no longer speak, only stare at her visitéer mother said that, sometimes at night, rats
would bite her-- but she thought Supatcharee ngdohad feeling. Wasted to skin and bone,
she was dead in a month.

All this was unsettling to read. But it wae tfinal paragraph, with its combination of broken
grammar and simple eloquence, that haunted me:

"they were not disturb when she die,
and nobody remember her name. But I.
She is my memory, and so | tell you

about Supatcharee.”

When | had finished reading, my chin was resih my hand. It was perhaps the sixteenth or
seventeenth paper in a long line of troublesarest at the careful handwriting and crossed-out
phrases. It was half the test, and | could nodgitn After a little, | wrote a note: Thalg
way | can be objective about this is to considangnar. 40/50

Come and see me if you like.

kkkkkkkkkk



Noel was writing regularly now. By the endtefm | was receiving two, sometimes three,
letters each week. They were long and detailedl] avas indifferent. The more personal his
observations became, the more distanced | felt.

Aht had come to Bangkok and, although Udom neasrved around her, he had opened his
door. Her days in the city were free, and limitedly by a small allowance Noel each morning
peeled off a roll in his pocket. She would serira hoiled rice, egg drop soup, and vegetables,
and send him out the door by seven. His firstclaas at nine and he finished at six. The rush
hour held him up until about seven-thirty, wherréteirned home to Udom's. Then Aht would
give him a bath and dinner, and they would spegétteer of the day's events. Bedtime was nine
o'clock, or, after a drink or two, at nine-thirtit. was a scene of domestic tranquility, save for
one detail.

Noel was not happy at his old college. Heemeaid why. After he stopped trying to sell me
the idea of teaching there, he resigned. Soonggasas tight. About this time, a drinking
buddy from the Boon-chat days, Maynard, came togRak for a week. He had taught at the
same college during Noel's first run. He was nowong Kong. With the British lease running
out in 1997, Maynard was thinking seriously abaitahging his base of operations”.

It was damned good to see him. He was alpi§ior a week, it was just like the old days.
Maynard seemed to especially like Aht. Even Udoas Woosening his tie a little more these
days.

They had agreed to form a partnership. Eatlup an equal amount, and when Maynard
returned to Hong Kong, he routed slightly flaweaidetrousers on to Bangkok. Noel, Aht and
Udom were soon selling on the sidewalks of SukhtiRead. Some days they made several
hundred baht. Other days were slower.

Aht became weary of Bangkok. She was tirespehding whole days on the sidewalk,
hustling-- tired of the manswarm, traffic, pollutiand noise. She wanted to return north, to visit
her family and friends. She spent a solicitousdéaiit evening patting Noel's thigh until he
gave her fare for a return ticket, money for a tgfts, and a little extra scratch just in casee Sh
said she would be gone one week.

Early the next morning, Noel and Udom droppedoff at the Maw-Chit bus terminal and
headed for their corner on Sukhumvit, Selling wlasv, and as Udom had diarrhea, they
decided to return home early. They arrived to #id rummaging through the bedroom
drawers, looking for the cash box. When Udom desdher handbag, he found Noel's faux-
Rolex, his gold chain and signet ring. They sedffl He slapped her hard, two or three times.
Noel wrote he was too stunned to say or do anything

"Aht has a black heart. She has proved Header, a cheat, and a thief. Udom would not
abide her, and turned her out with nothing. He masciful, really. Being trained at law, he
might have made things very difficult indeed for.héle was right. He saw completely through
her from the first. She is no good, and | wanand¢o see her again.”



The aftermath followed in an unexpected Idfttem Hong Kong. It had been composed on a
manual typewriter, apparently in haste, for theegeamany strike-overs. It read:

"Business has taken me there twice this pasittim and so | have had opportunity to assess
his situation. Besides, he speaks of you ofted,sanl don't mind telling you that in the old
days, back when he and Boon- chat were marriedidsea very heavy drinker. Every evening
after work, we made the round of bars, and endedidg into the wee hours at their flat. |
could match him round for round at that time, bati afraid that | have lately very much
curtailed my propensities in that direction. Thdags | much prefer a warm bath and a beer at
home. Butifitis any indication at all, ther@asva wall separating their sleeping area from the
sitting area in their apartment. The wall consisiéstacked whisky bottles. Of course, Noel
has the constitution of an ox, but he is older o drinking heavily again. It is worrisome.

He has blacked-out once or twice in my presenca eaen suffered something rather like a
seizure. | took him to hospital, but the medicosld find nothing. Now, he speaks of returning
north. It has to do with his pension and, | afd,tan inheritance he expects to receive. |
thought you should be apprised. | will likely meBkk next month. | will be in touch. Regards,
Maynard."

*kkkkkhkkkik

| had been in Thailand nearly two years ardept for periodic pilgrimages to Chiangmai
Immigration in search of the Holy Visa, | had garmvhere except once-- a day trip to see the
ruins at Sukhothai.

I had gone with the Chinese woman from thie f&mnily, the one who had suggested that
Thais were barbarians. We met through the coll8be.was perhaps thirty-two, had a masters
degree in botany, and was running a small compdnghamade and exported hand-painted
lanterns and umbrellas. She spoke passabledBngind lived at home under the thumb of a
considerably older, unmarried sister. We saw @dlcér rarely, sometimes for lunch, sometimes
for dinner.

| also went to dinner, at one thatched-rootetiside restaurant or another, with a woman
from my village. She was unmarried and had a yaorg She had come from another
province, and was getting by through sheer deteatioin and perseverance. Except for socks
and underwear, she did my wash, mopped my floareterweek, and generally kept an eye out
when | was away from the house. She had a kegameé and went as she pleased. | trusted her
and paid twice the going monthly rate. She spak&mglish, and so our conversations were
limited. But she was tolerant, good-humored, andex a motorcycle. Her name was Arunsri.
She also helped me avoid a serious difficulty. nfalt friend of her young son took to coming



around in the evenings. He was perhaps nine aartdrwould simply appear unannounced. He
was curious to know what | was doing by candleligind he would sit and smile and watch me
read or draw for perhaps half an hour, then exbursself and leave. One night though, he
brought his older sister with him. She sat dowaruthe floor, leaned back against the opposite
wall, and tried to engage me in conversation. \Bae returned to the village after working some
months at a coffee shop in Chiangmai. She wade®ne Her hair was pulled straight back, and
she wore an airy plaid shirt. She and her littigtter stayed not more than half an hour and then
said good-night.

They returned for another visit the next we&kis time she sat down closer to me, with her
brother crouching and looking over her shouldee ws smiling as always, but restless, and
came and went from the room for short interval$terda time, he disappeared altogether. She,
meanwhile, began letting her hair down to comhuit &She said she knew a little English.

"Did you learn in mattayom school?"

"A little, but | did not complete.”

"Oh."

"Do you go to Chiangmai?"

"Only to get a visa."

She looked shyly away, then said: "You lookdi | bore you."
"No, no. But|am tired."

"Do you want a massage?" She almost swalldhedentence.
| was unsure | had understood. "What was?that

"Massage?"

| became suddenly aware of her brother's alesef the stillness and darkness away from the
flickering candlelight. There were pillows and atron the floor through the open door to the
next room. She was leaning toward me. When shleetbaside, | traced the contour beneath
her clothes, but suddenly felt cold. | did not wnleer name. The atmosphere became awkward.
| was supposed to make a move, but | hesitated.

"Thank you, no."
"Are you sure? Just your back."

"I'm fine, thanks. Just a little tired, tlsadll."

The next day | spoke with Arunsri. She wasadly annoyed.



"That kid is not good," she said. "She igitgsyour nature. If she is lucky, you will likeeh
Then she can go to America. She should not comes hlone like that. Not good. | will ask
around.”

No more was ever said about the matter, areér saw the young woman again. Her little
brother continued to come around from time to ttmannounced. But after a while, he lost
interest in the foreigner.

It was the end of term. | was restlessetibagvay from the college and the village and the
daily routine. It was time to travel somewhereulled out a map, closed my eyes and pointed.
My finger landed on an island off the coast of Mala. | packed a bag and bought a train ticket
south.

Two days later, | was talking to fishermen atidaring their long- tail boat. They had just put
in, and so they were politely indifferent to my gegtion they put out again. One, in a bright red
headband, coiled rope unhurriedly. The other,display of self-sufficiency, rolled a cigarette
and sized me up.

The island, he said, is four hours away.

Yes, | thought, four hours. The L.A. manngexpressing distance. And | am just another
long nose with a day pack and high-tech runningeshpossessed of no skills or knowledge
useful here; possessed of nothing more than cdimeofealm. Whither the current, whence the
wind, what the meaning of the clouds or the squagkif the gulls? Answer, if you please, Mr.
Quintal. Aye, Sir; who gives a rat's ass, sir.

If we leave now, he continued, the return havilebe in the dark. He picked tobacco from
the tip of his tongue. He said: one person, sixdned baht.

Ah, me. A boat for hire, and money for faréhree, | said.

The haggling began. They said | could wattluihe next day and take a tourist boat, but it
might not be going to the same island. That cleddhe matter. | paid their price. They filled a
plastic bottle with clear water, checked the maibrgave some instructions to a boy on the
dock, and loosed the mooring.

The long-tail skimmed the glassy and undufsmdaman Sea. The sun was dazzling and
unrelenting. The fishermen raised odd sticks amthp bags that had been stitched together into
a canopy. One stretched beneath it to nap, wilether held the prop steady. Passing boats
were few, and then none at all. The coastlinepgisared.

There were flying fish, floating gulls, anddtmng styrofoam. There were islands like
cupcakes and inexplicable rock fingers jutting outhe water to point at the sky. Carelessly
strewn along the sandy spit fronting one tree-neginland was a pole-hutted hamlet of sea



gypsies, stateless, paying taxes to none, andainsutheir secret tongue. | thought on it an
hour. Was it freedom, | wondered. A comparativeyefree existence of...

BA-WAKK!!

The motorprop cracked away from the mount,iemdediately the tillerman had to handle an
oversized eggbeater. He managed to wrestle itareaigh to shut it down, then with the help
of the other, who jumped awake in the commotiotiegut into the boat. They both stood,
hands on hips, staring at the mount. Then ockediup the head of a bolt which had sheared
in half. The other lit a cigarette. They talkddnuttered.

"Here we are: the Horse Latitudes -- in theldie of the Andaman. Great. Wonderful to be
alive." | scanned the horizon quickly. There wasa ship in sight. | might, | thought, be able
to float to that dot way over there. Odysseusmsvi@urteen days, didn't he? | noticed the water
slowly leaking through the sides of the boat. uged could see the sea between the slats. How
do they go out in this thing day after day?

The fishermen were unconcerned. They fidalgd a length of rope pulled from under a
plank seat. With the prop jerried to the moungytturned the motor, which immediately
churned free. They pulled in the prop, lit newacegtes, and started again. Their
imperturbability was calming. This must not b&hdught, the first time they have done this. In
half an hour, the motor was securely lashed andl haihd we were again on our way.

By and by we came to the island. There wisterfg boats moored in a shallow lagoon. On
the strand were four bamboo beach bungles. Aczhat stood nearby. No one was in sight.

| disembarked and paid the fishermen, whoeshroadly, came about, then pointed their
boat homeward. | walked up to the service hutsatdlown upon a rough wooden bench. A
disheveled woman with a missing front tooth padaewss the sand toward me. She had come
from behind a brake of tall grass. She held ugisgers. | held up three. We settled at four-
and-a-bent-thumb, and she gave me the key to Nuthber

On the wall in the service hut was a menutemiin three languages.

There was fried rice with shrimp; fried rice wihuid; fried rice with fish; and plain fried rice
To drink there was water, whiskey, beer, and Cdkepened the lid of an ancient ice chest.
Inside, in the can, was Guinness Stout. Such@way from St. James's Gate. | did not know it
came in anything but bottles.

There was a trail leading to a small villalget | did not go. | walked around the island ie th
opposite direction. The windward side was strewith beach huts, and much more developed,
but there was no one. | climbed the rocks at thehern end until my feet were raw, then
turned back to Number 2.

The evening sun was paradisiacal and kodackdortt turned screaming red as it dipped into
the chalice-sea. The darkling waters were cledrgahd and warm.



I swam a time and toweled off. | ate friecerand drank some stout. My thoughts were far
away... a face, a name... years ago.

I read a book under the porch lamp until theyed off the electricity. Then, | slipped under
a mosquito netting and tried to sleep.

During the night, | was awakened by the sooindetermined rummaging. 1 lit a candle and
saw two beady eyes, a hunched body and a longRaiking up a shoe, | flung it at the rat. An
hour later, perhaps, | had to fling the second shideen | was left alone.

For a long time after, | laid there, starintpithe darkness, and | thought of the fortune of
Supatcharee.

| stayed two days. When | returned to théeg@, there was a postcard on my desk. It was
from she-of-the-stairs. She was vacationing orskamd in the South. | searched for it on a
map. It was in the Andaman. | had passed itenahg-tail boat.
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"Thank you for the postcard.”

"You're welcome,"” she said. It was registmatilay for fourth-year students. She had breezed
into the office and was standing, expectantly, eefoe. "May | put my books on the desk?"

"l think that can be arranged."

"I don't understand,” she said, pulling a chéngside.
"Yes, you may put your books on the desk."

She smiled. "Thank you."

"No problem. What brings you here?"

She listened intently. "Ohh. Why do | consed?"
"Yes."

She looked hurt. "Do | bother you?"

“"No. You do not bother me."

"Do you have free time now?"

"Yes, right now. | always have free time you."

She smiled and gathered her thoughts. | d@é&iteher to speak.

"l want to change... no...arai-na... | wanat mi-neur.”



| sat back in my chair and looked at her itl{en
"You want to change your minor?" | said.

"No. Mai-mee."

"Oh. You do not have a minor."

"Yes."

"So, you want to declare...| mean, choosenireor?"
"Yes."

"Who is your advisor?"

"Arai-na?"

"Ajahn-puu-preuksaa. Advisor. Who is youviadr?"
"Oh. Ajahn Oi."

"Have you talked with Ajahn Oi?"

"Chai."

"Well then, what did Ajahn Oi say?"

"She said yes."

"Why do you ask me?"

"English. | want English mi-neur."

"An English minor? | thought that was yourjand
"Mai-chai. | study major in Communication."
"Communications? But you take many Englistssés."”
"Chai-laeo. So | want to have English mi-néur

"l am sorry, but | still do not understandl am not your advisor. And, | have no power. |
can not help you add an English minor."

She smiled patiently. "Chai-laeo. But | wgatr opinion."
"About what?"

"English mi-neur."

"Do you mean, do | think you should add anlshgminor?"
"Yes."

"All right. Sure. Why not."



"l will study with you in Creative Writing."
"All right. Fine."
"l want you can help me if | have problem?"

"You mean wining, dining and dancing followygllate night tutorials at your place or
mine?" | said this very quickly, with wagging eyels: an impersonation Groucho Marx. It
was out my mouth before | knew | had said it.

"Arai-na? | do not understand."
"Never mind. | will do what | can."
"Thank you, Ajahn."

"No problem.”

She slowly collected her books, then rose fr@mchair. | was sitting with my arms crossed.
"Ajahn," she said.

"Yes?"

"Did you go somewhere during holiday?"

"Yes, | did. | went to an island. Koh-Nok«.&

"Koh-Nok-Lek? Really? | went with friendleur people-- to island nearby. It has picture
on postcard. Did you see?"

"Yes, | saw. Thank you for thinking of me."

"Yes. We are close together. | visit Koh-hga It is not so far as your island. You could
come visit, instead."

"YeS."
"Now, | must to go. See you later, then."

| nodded-- "Yes. Bye"-- and watched her swagya

A week after classes began, she was agaimgsitt a chair beside my desk. She was very
low-key, and smiled only occasionally and wanhheSaid she was having problems with her
scholarship. Her housing allowance had been disall, and she was afraid she would have to
withdraw from school. She said she could work sane money and then return. | asked if she
had spoken with her parents.



Rather wistfully, she said she had no pareRe: father died before she was born, and her
mother had been killed in an automobile accidergwéhe was three. Her sister, thirteen years
older, had raised her after leaving school and yiregra man older by ten years. Her sister now
had a business in Chiangmai, and a young daugBtes.told me that, after graduation, it would
be her responsibility to get a good job and helpfpathe education of her young niece.

| listened and listened. Then | advised #inet not withdraw, but wait another week to see
what might happen. | said | would do what | couldold her to speak once more with the dean,
then come and see me.  The next day she sdithtking with the Dean had gone for nothing.
She cried silently. After an awkward moment, bdaivould pay for her housing. She shook her
head, but I insisted. It was no good to withdrawmes final year. | asked about dormitory fees,
and told her | would bring the money next mornir@he was to meet me in the office before
eight o'clock classes. | then spoke with Paul.s&id:

"Yeah, she was in the president's office ydsigafternoon, crying. | guess she made a scene.
She's been doing it a lot lately. She was onlyespd to get money her first two years.  But...
well, she's managed somehow."

"Does the school have any policy about teachelping students with tuition and expenses?"

"Not really. | know I've helped one or twothe past. Some of the Thai staff help students,
too. Why?"

"l thought I would pay for the dorm. She lea®ugh for tuition, doesn't she? | don't know. |
guess | don't want her on the streets.”

"Yeah. She's a candidate. But I think magihe also has a sister with money."”
"Well, apparently sister is tapped out rigbtua’

"Hum. Well, it's up to you, | guess."

The next morning she appeared at five minttessght. |1 opened the top desk drawer,
withdrew an envelope, and handed it to her. Shikrssthing. Without looking at me, she made
a simple wai, turned, and walked out.
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Noel's next letter arrived the day before sigigated rendezvous at the riverside table. He
was entraining north to make preparations for dithtEoming nuptials, and he wanted me to
meet his "intended". He proposed a late lunchyato'clock.



Out of clinical interest, | arrived early, fadia corner table away from the jukebox and near a
ceiling fan, and ordered a gin and tonic. The testat was a caricature straight from a novel of
expatriate life. It was owned by an Italian wonaend her Thai husband. She planned the menu
and ordered the help, while he sang American poalags either from the piano or with guitar
accompaniment. His repertoire ran from the EvBrigthers to John Denver, sang in the same
order, each night. He alternated with a very thlh-voiced Thai songbird who sang nothing but
Everly Brothers songs, also in the same order. higidight for me was a local guitarist who
nightly struggled through three Villa-Lobos etudkssix months, by shear repetition, he had
nearly mastered them. Otherwise the restauranbwasoden structure, three levels on an
embankment, open and airy, without a bad sea&mtluse. The bar was stocked with imported
liquors, and the menu featured club sandwiches stile potato chips and something purported
to be chicken cordon bleu. They also made piztl barbecue sauce, luncheon meats and
bread-and-butter pickles. | usually ordered Thadf The largely Australian clientele,
however, did not seem to mind.

Noel arrived at two-thirty. He introducedadirer smart-looking woman in her late-thirties.
He called her Lola. She wore a bright yellow beusth the sleeves rolled, stiffly pressed, and
tight-fitting Levi's, red patent leather pumps,djelrrings and a touch of lipstick. Somehow it
suited her. She looked neither brazen nor faasstimed she had lived in Los Angeles or
London, and was surprised to learn she spoke nbsBrag all, though Noel was coaching her,
and had lived her life in the countryside.

We ordered lunch. | said:

"She seems rather nice. How did you meet?"

Pleased, Noel replied: "It was arranged by -Bouon, the headman's assistant.”
"The trigger man?"

"If you like. She is his cousin -- somethliige that -- and a widow."

"Then it's not a shotgun marriage.”

"No. Tam-Boon has a .38, | believe."

During lunch | attempted to speak Thai withd,avho was good-humored about it. At times,
Noel helped translate. When he got stuck, | held@dubtless, we were scintillating company.
But Lola's laughter was polite and well-timed. &y, Noel asked her permission to speak in
English only. "Shoo-er," she replied.

Noel began by discussing his new post. Helbeated a temporary teaching position at
another university where he had taught previou€y. average, he was required to put in thirty
classroom hours each week, more than the full-sta#, and he was being remunerated
handsomely.

"For some reason, however, they seem relutdasifer a contract. | do not understand it."



His house in England was on offer. Howeuse,économy was not good and the housing
market was in a slump.

"For some reason, even though | am askingyndyeat all, it simply will not sell. 1 do not
understand it."

And, his inheritance would be coming soonwduld be more than enough, together with his
pension, to build a house for himself and Lola pravide for the future. Then, he would set
himself to writing.

"For some reason, however, my father simpliyses to die. He is in his nineties now,
completely senile, and yet he walks in the garde¢hearest home and putters around. All his
friends are long dead. He has no interests at dlb not understand it."

"How long has it been since you last saw him?"
"Oh, that. Many years now, | should think."

"Did you write him?"

"No, not that. | mean, what practical good.dat be?"
"l mean before he became senile."

"No. There was no point, you see. He disapgd of my leaving."
"England?”

"Yes, England. Home. That bit."

"Do you think you will ever go back?"

"l should think not. There is nothing theoe fne now."
"Nothing at all?"

"Nothing."

After we paid the check and were rising fromn seats, Noel asked me what | thought of
Lola.

"She's not the prettiest woman | have beeh,Wite said.
"l like her better than Aht."

"Yes," he said matter-of-factly. "So do I."

"And you are definitely getting married?"

"It's all arranged."

"So when is the blessed day?"



"Probably within the next month or two."

"You're sure about this?"

"Yes, | think so. | need a wife. I'm no gaagla bachelor.”
"But you don't know her... that well."

"Does anyone really know anybody?" He liigacette.

Disregarding the lameness of his rhetoricastjon, there was still something irresolute
about Noel's response. | sensed what he wantedheas confirm that she was attractive, so |
said:

"Well, if you don't mind my saying, she doewé a nice ass."
He smiled broadly, and exhaled a long tadrobke.

"Yes. She has that."
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The Creative Writing students all had writdlsck. They wanted me to assign a title or a
subject, which | considered no use. | decidechtmsa video clip, with the sound off, and have
them use it any way they wished. | settled upenscene in "A Room With A View" in which
George Emerson, Freddie, and the Reverend Mr.eBeggbfor a bathe in the sacred pond. The
clip begins with them discussing chance and prditabis they make their way through tall
grasses to a grove of trees surrounding the.pdmete, they remove their clothes and take the
plunge. Ere long, they are splashing water at effodr, racing around the pond, and soaking
each other's clothing. Along come Freddie's mothisrsister, and her fiancé Cecil Vyse, all out
for a proper afternoon stroll-- until they happeron the skinny dippers.

The students were embarrassed, but engroedrly few, if any, had seen anything like
this before. | replayed it four times, as reqedstThen | told them to write a story about the
people they had watched, and to insert the scanewbere in their stories. The first draft was
due the following Monday.

It was only half-past the hour, but | excuskbs. The students were talking together
animatedly, their writer's block seemingly brokas,they exited the classroom. | turned off the
television, ejected the cassette, wound the eteotrid, and slid the cassette back into its cover.

She-of-the-stairs had stayed behind the ath®he was smiling, but pensive. She picked up
the cassette and looked at the cover, a pictuaeyoling couple, sitting on a bed next a window
overlooking Florence. They are embracing.



She put it down, rested her fingertips upearid said three words, almost inaudible. She
was now standing very close, much too close fonalasonversation. | knew | heard what she
said, but it so surprised me my wits flew away.

"I'm sorry, | didn't hear what you said."

Very simply and directly, she pointed at thetyre, faced me, and in a small voice shyly
said:

"You... and me."
I laughed carefully, shook my head and smiled.

"Oh, | see... you with an old man. Certainlywhy not. It would be funny. Maybe you could
write it in your story."

She smiled, but said: "Why do you laugh?"
"Because it is funny. You are a crazy, yowgnan. And, my favorite student.”
“True?"

"Most definitely. Now get to work on your syo | expect good things from you. Now,
unfortunately, | have a meeting. Are you going kdmChiangmai this weekend?"

"Yes."

"Then please find a safe bus. | don't wametwl about you in the newspapers-- that you
were driving with a drunk. Have a good weekende $ou Monday." | collected the extension
cord and video cassette, smiled promptly, and vaatke quickly.

| decided to find Johanna. During her firsaiyteaching with the Tanner exchange program,
fresh out of college, she had been a confidanteyo$tudent, who had sometimes participated in
English Club activities or gone to festivities angaed by the Students' Christian Alliance.
Johanna was but four years older, and it seemenah@ihat she-of-the-stairs would gravitate
toward her. When | approached Johanna, sayingdetkto talk about "you know who", she
said it would be better if we discussed the mattdrer dorm room. On the way, she listened to
what had happened at that morning's class. Indwoen, on the dresser, was a photograph of the
two of them, cheek-to-cheek, at a party duringfitts¢ year.

"Do you see her much these days?" | asked.

"Not really. She has kinda drifted away. dan, she kinda latches onto someone for a time,
then disappears. Maybe it has to do with beingrahan, and all. The year before we came
here, she was one of Paul's great good buddieat seme year there were problems with a
teacher. But, you never met him. He taught psigdyo'



"He was with the Tanner exchange?" | sat dapon the floor, and she plopped upon the
bed.

"Oh, heavens no. He was just a guy. You kranfting around Asia-- a year here, a year
there."

"What does he have to do with this?" | did wetcome the digression.
"Well, he still writes her, | guess. And glen't do anything to discourage him."
"Oh, | see. He became infatuated with hésstopped myself before saying "involved".

"It's a little more than that. She used tovglme his letters, because she did not understand
everything."

"A little suggestive, | take it."

"Hardly a little. He used to say what he veahto do with her, and talk about her body. If
you ask me, he was a real mental case."”

"Good thing he teaches psychology, so he kneleseof he speaks."
"Well, the president let him go, you know."
“No, I didn't."

"Up. There was an incident on the fourth flobthe men's dorm. Some of the students were
earning their tuition on their backs."

"The business majors, | assume."

"As a matter of fact, three of them were kitkoait."

"From this quiet little school?" | was geneiyynonplused.

"Listen, all kinds of stuff goes on here. Ddet the uniforms fool yak."

"Yeah-yeah. I've noticed students who looklweeears old are all grown up suddenly when
they wear casual clothes. It's amazing at times."

"Well, on the same night that girls were disa@d in the men's dorm, she was visiting the
mental case in his room on the third floor. Nolg says that nothing happened, but when you
read his letters and the way he talks about herygaot to believe something did."

"But he was released, and she was not expetlled

"He got into other problems, | guess. Anah'tlknow but what her being on scholarship
may have forced the school to save face a little."

"As to the letters, maybe his imaginationvemctive?"

"But she wrote him back. For all | know, h&tdl sending her letters."



"You said she did not understand what wasgs#id, sometimes."
"She did after | explained it."
"Did she write him after that?"

Johanna hesitated, then replied: "l guessidhsure about that. 1 just know she received
more."

| was quiet for a time. Johanna watched rmktand said nothing. Finally | asked:
"Well, what do you think about all this?"
"The real question is, what do you think,"dsddhanna.

"She's been in four of my classes the pastygars. This term, she is taking Creative
Writing. She's my favorite student.”

"I know. And I think you are her favorite tdger. Or a very close second, anyway." Johanna
laughed, and everything lightened.

"Well..." | said finally. "I may be attractedBut even were | not her teacher, and even were
we closer in age, | would still think she is mangtive. She reminds me of someone. | think
I've met her before, if you know what | mean."

"Just be careful.”
"Hey... piece of cake." |rose to go. "Thankohanna."

"Anytime. Door's always open. You let me Whwhat happens.”
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An uneventful month passed. She-of-the-sta&s industrious in her coursework, often
writing the same assignment twice from differenglas. She often visited my desk, but seldom
stayed longer than a minute. When she did stayasked detailed questions about her writing,
especially those times when she wrote half a doeesions of a single sentence.

She was now teasing me, good-naturedly, befodeafter classes. In passing on the stair, she
would slap my shoulder for one playful reason asthar. She invited me for lunch with her
coterie until I relented. She sought me at Wai-te, day for honoring ones teacher, and bound
my wrist with an elaborate floral bracelet whicledaid she had completed at three in the
morning. Leaving her group, she would pull me edal short tete-a-tetes. When talking
privately in the office, she would, for emphaseach across the desktop and tap my folded
hands. The contact was light, tentative, andifigét electric, yet it insinuated nothing and
seemed to define distance while transgressinigj legan to make me crazy.



Her behavior, which by northern standardsdvkito be inappropriate, could not have been
lost on the other students. | decided to ignoretbheorce her from my thoughts. | tried to
direct my energies elsewhere-- but this did notkweell. One night, feeling abysmally lonely, |
drank too much and made a grab at Arunsri. Shenvegping the floor of my house when |
came from behind, slobbered on her neck, anddehér breasts. For months | had known she
liked me, but this was disrespectful. | was usiegand knew it. When | motioned vaguely to
the mat on the floor, she made a tactful retrédter she left, | sat by candlelight and stared at
the flame. The light reflected in the mirror of amcient wardrobe lent by the college. | began to
scrutinize my face, the lines, creases, enlargeelspand spots, and question what was in the
reflection's eyes. | stared until its pupils dlt Gradually, the reflection distorted into a
hideously twisted, evil-looking transfigurations though some other presence, utterly
malevolent and implacable, were trapped withindbievard appearance and struggled to make
itself known. It scared the hell out of me. Nainting to see or to know more, | forced it down,
wrenched my face away from the reflection and rdbig eyes.

The next day | apologized. For days aftevas in a blue funk, until I slid into distraction
through reading and writing.

A letter from Noel arrived. The hiatus betwgmstings had stretched some weeks. This
time, when | was curious to hear details, the teti@s quite short. | felt slighted. It was little
more than reiteration of our last conversatiorhatrestaurant by the river.

He was working diligently and living frugallyHe and Lola were saving money for a new
house in the village. There was still no moveniernhbe housing market in England. Soon, he
would be receiving a pension, possibly also anritdrece, and then English language teaching
could "piss up the fucking wall".

He mentioned Maynard's most recent visit. elN@d suggested that he retire in Thailand,
and marry with a village woman, a friend of LelaThis just happened to remind Noel that he
and Lola had married a few days ago. All the nemgsdocumentation had been gathered by
Udom. He and Lola simply went to the district offi paid the sixteen baht fee, signed the
register, and walked out as Mr. & Mrs. ThusHarhad but one complaint: he could not keep
up with Lola, sexually. And, there was a post{scri

"My father is very old now. He is quite senil His mind is gone, but he ticks along like a
clock. He simply refuses to die."

| answered his letter immediately, and suggkste meet again for a beer on his next jaunt
north. As it happened, he had business and cartteeupext two weekends. He and Lola were
choosing land for their new house. At the riveesiestaurant, | told him about she-of-the-stairs.
He seemed keenly interested and suggested thaak spth her and make some sort of discrete
arrangement.



"She clearly wants you to do, and it wouldgbed for you. If you have any qualms at all...
Well, | suppose one could wait for her to finisktwier studies. Nieh! But | do not see the
point, really."

| suppose | might have considered this suggedbut | began to go out of my way to avoid
her. If I saw her coming up a walk, | turned doavside path. | went down or up stairs in
adjustment to her ascension or descension. $§s.danswered her questions by directing
remarks to the students, generally. When she tarte office, | kept conversations
businesslike and short -- and, without being ru@&poided making contact with her eyes. The
distancing became palpable.

In the week before finals, | decided uporguaz in the Creative Writing class. The idea was
to review active and passive voices together vatdsé and periodic sentences.

For a Wednesday mid-morning, the studentsetteith unusually high-spirits -- the elan
vital usually reserved for Friday afternoons. Wihannounced the quiz, they groaned. Donning
serious faces, they slid books beneath theisssalected pens and erasers from zippered
pouches, and readied themselves. While | disethubneographs, she-of-the-stairs changed
seats to the front row, center.

There were ten sentences to be recast. itsaab acceptable, in case of a question, to raise
ones hand. The students set to work. The first natite air belonged to she-of-the-stairs.

"Ajahn. Do you want us to write our name aode?"
"Do you usually write your name and code?"

"Yes."

"Then do what you usually do."

She smiled, then said: "In upper left or upygt side?"

"Sshhh, now. Serious questions, only."

She nodded, stared straight ahead momenttrdi, again raised her hand. | looked over to
her seat and quietly said: "Yes?"

"Ajahn. | do not understand this word."
"Did you bring a dictionary?"
"No, | forgot."

"Then you may ask to borrow from someone."



She began speaking Thai with a girlfriend sgdtehind. The girl laid down her pen, opened
her bag, and rummaged about until she producedittienary. With the pocket edition in hand,
She-of-the-stairs smiled at me and began to thimdugh its rumpled pages. In very short
order, she called: "Ajahn."

"Yes."

"l can not find word."

| took the book and located the entry.
"Thank you."

"Sshh. Get to work."

She wrote perhaps three minutes, then raiseddnd. Other students were now looking up
at me. | walked to her seat, leaned over neaed&eand said:

"What is it?"
"l do not understand.” She pointed to nuniber

| looked at the question, then replied: 'd¢&sy. You must change active to passive, and
passive to active. You should know this. We hasen through it often enough."”

"But | forget, Ajahn." She was playfully winirg.

| measured out a response: "That, thengisghson for this little review before finals, isn’
it? Tsk." I scowled and shook my head.

The student on her right suppressed laugater two or three others looked up from their
papers, smiling broadly.

"Get busy, you guys.” | walked over to th@dway and leaned against the jamb.
"Ajahn," she called. As | started to moveg shid, "Never mind."

I leaned back against the jamb and watchedhbamtly. She feigned absorption, then looked
up, chewing on the end of her pen. | looked away.

"Ajahn."

She-of-the-stairs again raised her hand, péohirigh, but this time could not keep herself
from blushing.

"Yes, my dear..." | said sarcastically. "Wisait this time?"
"This test is very hard," she said, smilinQould you help me write it?"

Everyone looked up, some expectant, someadisisl and annoyed. Then she laughed.



"Okay... that's it." | walked to her seat aadd: "Get up."
"Arai-na?"

"Get up. You are going outside." The othadents stopped writing, altogether, to watch
what would happen.

She squirmed. She had been testing limita/htat purpose | did not know. Now | was
breaking her face.

"Mai-ao-ka," she politely refused.
"Right now, or I will help you up and out."
She rose from her seat but still quietly psted: "Mai-ao."

"Move!" | said firmly. | picked up her deskd carried it, shoulder height, through the door
and out onto the balcony. The door to an adjaci@assroom was open, and the students in that
room stared out at the commotion. | told her to sshe mustered considerable grace, sat down,
smoothed her skirt, and quietly composed hersdiien she said:

"Please. | do not want to sit here."

"No doubt," I said. "But you should have tgbtibefore acting. You are disturbing the other
students. You may not care about this test, theéretmay. What right do you have to bother
them? Do you understand me?"

She nodded, looking down. "Yes. | understand

| caught my breath, then, in an undertonel:s&aBesides, you know very well that | care for
you, and you are taking advantage. Aren't you?"

She turned her face to me, but said nothing.

"Here. Finish this.” | laid the test atogr ldesk and returned to the classroom. The stsident
faces were bemused. They again set to work.

| watched her through the open door. A lamitiwhite blouse and light gray skirt... bare
ankles... her shoes removed. She was in the stiadeolumn flanked by broad swaths of
sunlight. She looked neither left nor right, babcentrated on the paper. She sat straight, with
her knees together, her bare feet pulled back uhdeshair. As she wrote, her sleek raven hair
fell from her shoulder-- fell and veiled her prefil She made no effort to sweep it away.

When she finished, well before the others,si@btrusively entered the room and sat against
a wall. She stared pensively.

At the end of the hour, | collected the papdrseard her voice and turned. She was standing
by my side, talking quietly with friends, her bawif-turned. She was subdued but quite
collected -- and regaining entry to the class @ndwn discrete terms. Without a word, she



revolved around me toward the door. From acrosshteshold she looked back, and, for a split
second, our eyes met and locked.

Her friend waved: "Bye, Ajahn. See you Fyida
And another said: "Wish for good luck on test
"Yes," | said. "Good luck on the test."
"Bye-bye. See you."

There were no further incidents. She-of-ttagrs did well on the quiz and then aced the
Final. Some days later, when she came to checgrbade, she gave me a framed photograph.
We talked about this and that. | do not remembetwbout. Nor do | remember what | did
during recess -- excepting two lunches with then€s¢ woman and one unsatisfactory visit to a
Chiangmai brothel.

When | searched the class roster at the begjrof Second Term, her name was nowhere to
be found.
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The highlight of Second Term came after midteduring the holidays. On the evening
before Christmas, a kan-tok dinner was held ielm@tion of the wedding, that morning, of Paul
and Johanna at a local church.

| arrived after sunset, just as Johanna, deatea sedan hefted by four bare-chested men,
was being carried down marble steps into a surik@tanical garden where the celebrants, in
traditional northern dress, were reclining upoibopis around the squat, round, elaborately
carved kan-tok pedestals centered upon spaciedsmats, spread out here and there among the
low palms, slender trees and flowers. A steadgeitriom a circle of musicians urged the
plaintive refrain of a country song upon the il Johanna, resplendent in silk and braceleted
in gold, her hair up and face painted, was radidnearly unrecognizable. It seemed nearly
every woman was unrecognizable. Teachers andtagess formally painted and powdered,
and framed by severely coifed hair, were tramséat in the fugitive torchlight. Students,
serving from gold and silver trays, made a gamguefsing their names.

Johanna was lowered alongside the large chaijoedut for guests of honor. Paul, girded
with a sword, offered his hand as she rose froniitiee. They joined their families, flown in
from America, around the president's kan-tok. Hanmdre clapped. Dinner was served.

The president noticed me standing among thevats surrounding the garden. He motioned
for me to sit on the mat next his. | stepped dawd sat away from the light, but in such a way
as to easily see the clearing in the center. lheeeprivate yet part of the group, and it afforded
view of the entertainment.



Music from the ensemble alternated with rdoags. When the taped music played, a
dancer appeared from behind a screen under a cai8mywas pudgy, and the first of the
evening. Her movements were more assumed attithdeslowing gestures. An old Thai
professor asked me what | thought. | said somgtpholite. He laughed, then told me the
dancers would get better, and prettier, by and by.

The food was various and delicious, with sweetir, bitter, tart and spicy tastes carefully
orchestrated. There were chicken, fish, beefpanmd. There were spicy salads and soups.
There was a porcelain bowl of delicately splotchgade blue and mauve birds' eggs. There
were jasmine and glutinous rices, curries, mincedts) and noodles. There were long platters
laden with meticulously carved fruits. There weoffee and tea. There were Fanta, Coke,
Pepsi, Sprite, beer, whiskey and soda.

After a speaker wished the bride and groont,wed music resumed and a slender young
woman slipped out from behind the screen. She wgald headdress and danced with candles
between her fingers. She bent at the hips and kkeeping her back rigidly vertical. Her
elbows, wrists, and fingers seemed double-jointedr face was impassive, expressionless, but
her arm movements were beguiling. The old Thaigssnr nodded to me and pointed to her.
Much better, he said.

A student server knelt beside me and saidatiAj You have guest.”
"A guest?" | was bewildered.

"Yes. Guest. Outside." The student motioasdy from the garden.
"Outside. A guest.”

"Yes. | take you."

| followed her around the perimeter, up thebtesteps, along a corridor, down some steps
and out into a parking lot. In the shadows steeal ihen, smoking. | shielded my eyes from the
flood-lamp.

"Ahh. There you are!" said Noel.
"Noel? What are you doing here?" | was ssgafiindeed.

"Well, we went by your house, and a womanedtlsaid you were here. This is Maynard,
whom | may have written about.”

Maynard extended his hand. "How do you dcelépeaks of you often.”
"Would he make a good press agent?" | saekish his hand.
"l wouldn't want him," Maynard laughed.

"Nieh! Well, what's all this, then," said Noe



"A wedding party," | said.
"For whom?" asked Noel.
"Paul and Johanna. Do you remember them?"

"Nieh! The Bible-thumpers have tied the krwtye they? Then we shall have to pay our
respects. Which way then?" Without waiting foraarswer, he walked straight for the garden.

"He's had a couple,” said Maynard, who shrdggel followed.
I hurried to catch Noel. "Then we're going.ijust like that?"
"You have an invitation, don't you?" he saud/king along.
"Yes. But | can not impo-..."

"There ought to be no problem. We are with.ydnd, happy for them, too. Ah... here we
are. And there they are."

Noel stopped at the bottom of the marble steyswaved across the garden. Maynard bowed
politely. The president and Paul were puttingrtheads together. | stepped back slightly to
gesture with my hands. | did not know what to dé@/ithout smiling, the president motioned to
where | had been sitting. Paul, too, nodded thaas all right. | was relieved by their
generosity, especially considering the circumstame® years earlier. Noel had left the English
department with a mess to clean after.

As we made our way to the mat, Noel off-haryleeimarked:

"There is double reason to celebrate tonigiytinheritance is on its way. My father-- may
he rest peacefully -- is no longer among the qaitt the angst-ridden. | must remember to send
a card to someone."

Noel and Maynard removed their shoes, and®ah around the kan-tok. Disregarding the
prominently displayed notices, under Plexiglasewed into the columns, Noel lit a cigarette
and exhaled into my face. He was completely oblisi

Noel may not care, | thought, about givingarto others -- or even to himself, for that
matter. But would he like others giving it to him?

As the evening passed, Noel got drunk but beth&timself. Maynard drank moderately.
He seemed an all right sort, and may at first Haeen a little embarrassed in gate-crashing the
kan-tok, but he made no excuses or apologies.alled about living in Hong Kong, in "a
concrete box."

"I never leave it. |1 work on the fifth flooand have a flat on the tenth. The bloody buildéng
like a small city. There's a postal service. Thareerestaurants, haberdasheries, tonsorial
parlors, food stores and the like. There is a gaggium and a cinema. A discotheque. My
physician is on the third floor. My dentist, too."



"What about a good lawyer?" | asked.
"Ah, that. A solicitor. | believe they arerbidden by covenant.”

"Nieh!" Noel was holding up an empty glassicating he wanted a refill. As an aside, |
asked Maynard about Noel's health-- whether thadebleen any further indications, or
appointments with physicians. Noel overheard:

"l am fine. The doctor last said | had a vemild stroke-- something like that. My left hand
was numb a few days, but it is now much improveddel drained his fresh glass and reached
for his cigarettes.

"Did the doctor say anything about exercigi@t, perhaps?"”

"Nothing worth listening to, because theraashing seriously wrong. He wants me to do the
usual things. Stop drinking. Stop smoking. Thiat

"Well, you may have been fortunate this tifdext time may be worse."

Noel's reply was all patience: "If | redu@msumption, | should be fine. | am already
reduced from three packets of fags a day to oneaahalf."

| bit my tongue and became engrossed in th@anMaynard stared into his glass, turning it
slowly, contemplating the play of flickering lighpon its facets, saying nothing. Noel smoked
a cigarette, then brightly said:

"Maynard, here, is thinking of retiring to mjlage. | almost have him convinced. | think
once he sets eyes on Porntip..."

| waited for Noel to finish the sentence, batdid not.
"Who is Porntip?"

"Why, Porntip is a friend of Lola’'s," repliétbel. "We are working out the details. Maynard
needs a wife. More precisely, he needs helpidifig one. Why? Never satisfied. Forever
breaking engagements. What was it last time? wspaper? Three hundred? Something like
that."

| turned to Maynard: "I'm not following this.

Maynard snorted. He explained that, ouia@tdom and frustration, he had run an
advertisement in a Delhi newspaper. He could agw#hy he chose India. English speakers,
perhaps. He thought he might meet one or twoestarg women; that was all. He was bored
with dating. He would be leaving Hong Kong witlaryear, and it was time to settle down. So
he ran the ad. But it worked out rather differgfitbm what he anticipated. It became necessary
to schedule interviews, because he received thredrld responses. He did scheduling and
mass mailing with his computer. He flew to Delhdaspent one week in a hotel lobby,
interviewing women. There was an initial screeniftus was followed by a questionnaire he
had prepared. From this he selected which womemdteed to speak with again. Some were
very beautiful, he allowed. Some were rich. Nw@es suitable.



"What of this Porntip?" | asked. "Does sheapEnglish?"
"Not a syllable,” responded Noel.
"So then, do you speak Thai?"

"l can say hello and goodbye. It's the samedwisn't it? Sa-wat... wat-something or other."
Maynard frowned.

"Well, that's a start,” | said, sipping c&feThe music segued into a languid, sensuous
rhythm over which floated a long melodic line.

"Hello," said Maynard, "there's a lovely thinghat dancer, there."
"Nieh!" said Noel. "She is that."

| did a double-take. Was it... yes. It whe-sf-the-stairs. Her hair was up, revealing @lon
neck and bare shoulders. With serpentine arm memtsvand arched fingers, she swayed
gracefully in the undulating torchlight.

| leaned toward Noel. "She's the studentd you about."

"Oh, she's the one, is she?" said Noel. 18bies like she could use a good rogering. And
you're the bloke to do it, eh? Nieh!"

| glanced about, hoping no one had heard Blogthark. There was no need for concern. All
the guests, in rapt attention, were following heshe balanced on one bare foot, then the other,
turning her torso while bending her knees deeptyatiending her lithe arms. Her fingers
arched backwards impossibly. The small bells ofdméle bracelets tinkled like a falcon's jess.

"Youth and beauty, what?" said Maynard. "Skergeous. Well worth the price of
admission.”

A sudden surge of jealousy, a current, enedrate. | did not like them looking at her,
disrobing her. Yet what difference could it makie®oo, wanted to ravish her.

| felt vaguely exposed and cast my eyes about.

Were other women jealous? Surely some. Tmyd know how we viewed her, and how
she allowed us -- wanted us? -- to view her. Aat®\n object? Why? Only she would know.
Perhaps she had her own ends, and we were...vdiggtts, too?

Can't be. She's impassive. Everyone is Btefand disinterested.

Could this be culture-- the playing of musiclavearing of costume -- while we objectify
others as they, in turn, objectify us. Consenaudlrefined. A civil and polite process, with
rules of engagement and deportment. A step upsopgosed, from eating fast food while
eyeing whores on parade in a brothel. Venue? @onmmtion. Sublimation. The difference
was a matter of degree-- the degree of objectifinatMaybe.

| drew a breath and said: "She's trouble."



"Yes," said Maynard, admiringly. "They alway®."
“Nieh!"
We watched for long minutes. Not a word mees said.

The music wound down when she strewed rosdspatound the circle. Her
circumambulation began and ended at our mat, ttedspioating over my head, and landing in
my lap.
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One afternoon, a few days after New Year'sa came to the college. She looked anxious
and asked to speak privately, out on the balc@tye took a seat at a round table. Following the
northern custom, | brought her a glass of cold walen sat down.

The discussion began slowly. | had to shiénhtal gears from English to Thai. She had to
become accustomed to my accent and, because afitgd vocabulary, speak in
circumlocutions.

She said, Noel is ill. She took him to a doctThe doctor told his head was not good. Then,
she called the college in Bangkok.

| asked, how is his head not good.

She said, he has a problem because he daakauch and smokes too much. There was a
party at the village.

| asked, was it a party for Maynard.
No, she said. He went to Hong Kong befotevads Happy New Year's.
| asked, what did Ajahn do.

He drank whiskey. He drank and drank and sdd&o much. The next day he had a
problem.

| asked, what is the problem.

He does not speak clearly. He does not walk W his was for two or three days. Then |
took him to the doctor, and | called the colleg8angkok. | told them Ajahn is ill and cannot
teach. But he thinks he can teach. | try to érglaat he cannot teach, but he does not listen.

| asked, does someone at the school not uadelrs

No. They understand. Ajahn does not listde.thinks that he can still teach, but his head is
not good.



| asked, what did the doctor say.
She said, the doctor told there is a probieth his blood vessels.
I understand. In his head.

Yes.

That Saturday evening, a shuttle truck camwsupy house. Lola rang the bell, and then she
and her brother helped Noel down from the benctherflatbed. With one on either side,
supporting his weight by holding up his arms, theked him, left foot dragging, onto the
porch and set him down on a bench. With his rigimntdy Noel placed his left hand in his lap.

The visit was short. | do not remember whsditl. Noel, however, said he was much
improved, and in a few days would be right as ralen he would return to Bangkok. He would
teach two more terms, then retire to the village.

The following weekend | visited the villagBloel was walking about with the aid of two
canes. He showed me that the use of his left hasdreturning. He could open it and close it
with only a little difficulty. He intended to retu to teach in a few days. But Lola indicated they
would collect their belongings from their apartmant return to the village to stay.

She said, he is crazy. He has forgotten TH&.can not walk. He can not dress himself. He
can not write. But he thinks he can teach. Hesdw listen. He still thinks he can do as he
likes.
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The days grew longer and the nights warmeould sit at my desk and sweat. The hot season
was coming. The leaves of trees were heavy witly, thus ponds were shrinking, and soon it
would be so hot my skull would feel close to crackiike the fissures along the dirt road to the
village. | recalled the queer sensation, espgcib# year before, of my brain being a three-
minute egg. It was an oppressive swelter of dagsreghts, with no relief in sight until, just at
the point of murder or suicide, the sky burst drrains came.

Now the campus walkways were aflutter witlingfs of brightly colored pennants carrying
wishes for departing seniors. Gay banners strdtfioen column to column. Cartoons were
taped to walls. Everyone was glad to see anyaonghéolast time. Good-bye, goodbye, bye. It
was the end of term, another year -- the last reigasp of finals and graduation -- for some, a
sprint to the tape, an amble across the line foerst



For the first time in four months, she-oétbtairs came to call. She was full of prospects.
Listening to her enthusiastic plans, | felt oldeStsked could | advise her and help her with
English. An interview with a Japanese company seiaeduled for the week following, and she
wanted to know what to say and what to wear. Skedaabout make-up and my opinion of
short skirts.

For three straight afternoons, | sat in thel shade of the balcony, listening to her worries
and covering her questions. | wondered what wagtnt, and why she was bothering. When
her questions became circular, | said | had no vieat a Japanese company looks for in an
applicant. Hesitantly, she stuffed brochures hrgopurse, readying herself to go. | said: "All
you need do is be yourself. Just that -- and yiioe fine."

| wished her luck, and watched her disappeamdthe stairs. For some time after she was
gone, | sat there, arms crossed, legs crossedhgtia front of me, considering the cracks in the
genuine leather uppers of my court shoes.

| did not go to the graduation party at a Idwzel. Two or three days after, she-of-the-stair
caught up with me as | walked to the Liberal Artgl8ing. She held out a packet of
photographs taken during the "Night of Stars",lantasshow organized by the Communications
Department for the night before the big hotel party

In several pictures she was wearing stiletielrand a floor-length black dress, with sequined
bodice, fishnet sleeves, and split the lengthlohg bare leg. A pink rose adorned her hair. |
must have lingered over one shot in particularabee she smiled, seemingly pleased, and said:

"Toh-laeo-reu-yang?"

Returning the photographs, | quietly and ititereplied: "I think... yes... You are quite
grown up."

When she took the photographs, our fingerstted. Strange to recall something so fleeting.
| still sometimes wonder whether it was by accidant it was something tentative. But, she
said nothing, and she did not smile. She simpiyvehat, it seems to me, she was always doing,
and what has become the peculiar way that | remehdye

She simply walked away.
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I no longer keep a journal. That was one tamé one place. There is nothing to discuss
now, and no need to explain. |try not to troublgself with how, and why, and ought. There is
only what happened, and the way things are.



| went to see Noel. He was sitting on a rowgloden bench at a market stall outside his in-
laws' house. He held his left hand in his right éooked here and there. He was disoriented.

From Lola | learned that, in the morningswent to the local monastery, where he sat for an
hour or two, writing in a children's notebook sla&l lpurchased. She showed me it and asked
could | read it. The words were sensical and gishea sliding in and out of sequential thought,
in an unruly scrawl. She said he sometimes spaia@aense mixture of Thai and English.

There was now little that Ajahn could do. He sames helped a neighbor tend his cows, or
helped keep ducks from wandering into the road.mw, he was able to find cigarettes and
liquor. Lola had told people not to sell to hinut Bhe suspected his badgering wore them down.
He was a constant worry. When he was not pegtéen for cigarettes, he was going on about
England. He wanted to go home.

Several long, disjointed weeks passed in whighmood was, at best, a pre-dawn gray. |
could not keep the dark hound from the door. | kbpiking what might happen if | stayed here
too long. Whenever | was in Chiangmai, | wouldasit corner table in a corner restaurant
across from the old city wall, and observe aggqihtiates taking tea at their tables, or walking
aimlessly down the sidewalk, a newspaper tucke@uad arm. They seemed always unkempt,
overweight, and... | had no desire to be one thayacterized by a succinct phrase for foreigners
on the skids: "farang-kee-nok"-- a birdshit farag the same time | knew there was no
difference between myself and those | studied gicalty.

A long letter from Lola followed, written ireln small, careful hand, saying that Noel had
wandered off. He had managed to walk seven kileradb the village where he had built a
house for Boon-Chat. She was long gone back t@gR#ag someone said. To the South,
another said.

Noel made his way to the grandparents' hddiseadopted daughter was there, but she turned
him out. That evening, he was found by a farmi&mg under a tree, drunk. His pants were
fouled. The farmer knew Noel from a birthday pantyis fields. He sent word to Tam-Boon,
who came in a truck with Lola.

Noel was in very bad shape after he dried &till, within a week, while Lola was busy at a
neighbor's, he again dragged his left foot toaside stand at the edge of Boon-Chat's village
and, on credit, came away with a bottle of riceskby. He was found lying by the side of the
road. It was clear that he was drunk. It wasescivhether he had received a blow to the side
of the head.

There was another stroke. There were morts¥smore doctors. He now had to be bathed,
dressed, and fed by spoon. Lola wiped him aftetdilets. Otherwise, he was incontinent. He



required constant supervision, so Lola could natkwd hen, as if these were not troubles
enough, there was a problem with the pension checks

She began to visit me at the college. | waitiédind listen. If she brought a letter from the
Overseas Directorate or some other bureaucradgd tb translate the gist for her. There was
really nothing much I could do.

As the months passed, | marveled at Lolaigeped and perseverance. Noel was busted after
Boon-Chat, and she married him out of her own puiildeey were married less than six months
before he had the first stroke. In only her midtiés, Lola became tied to a willful child twenty-
five years her senior. She would laugh about tetuiie, though once she cried, when | told her
she had a good heart. She said no. It was onfystigacould not leave him under a bridge at
night, because she, herself, did not want to leuteder a bridge at night.
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| see him still, from time to time. Rarelgatly. There is little point in going often, and
maybe no point in going at all. We can no longsculss Kant or Kierkegaard. Nor can we
easily discuss the weather, because clouds formaamslfall in a sequence.

Besides, | know what | will see when | see hide will be wiped, washed, shaved, dressed
and fed. His hair will be arranged. He will halieee loosely rolled cigarettes in a bib pocket,
and he will be sitting on a rough wooden bencthanghade of a spreading tree.

It will be the same as the last time | saw.himvent to his new house in the village, but no
one was home. A boy sent me down the road a slayrto Lola's family compound. The gate
was open, and the shutters of a tiny market stamder the upper floor house, were thrown open
wide. There was an old woman, chopping meat witlkeaver. She looked at me bemusedly. |
tried to speak, but garbled the words. From a tegging near my head, a mynah said
something in the local dialect.

The woman pointed. He's watching the dudke,said, and laughed. She shook her head
and brought the cleaver down sharply on the meatump of gray matter.

| walked slowly around the corner of the stadtl past a small patch of herbs and maize. A
dog, stretched out on the hard ground, raiseckigsl hyawned at me, and returned to its nap.

Squinting into the unforgiving, white-washeshh | tried to peer into the orange-limned
purple shadows-- to focus upon the apparition siftouette of an apparition.

Yes, there...

...across the yard, now in my mind’s eye, underraaging tree, he is sitting on a bench,
alone, watching the ducks, keeping them from tiaglside and the infrequent traffic -- such



pesky, wandering creatures -- the same ducks whégks ago had been slaughtered and sold at
market.
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