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2025 Preface

Two decades have passed since I wrote the last introduction to “A Haunting Smile,” and as we enter the second half of the 2020s, this novel’s themes resonate more powerfully than ever. The Bangkok of 1992 may have vanished, but the echoes of its tumultuous past continue to reverberate through time, offering an invaluable insight to a new generation of readers. Handing the baton to the next generation is never easy. Each generation fumbles the handoff and what happens next is predictable.

A Timeless Tale for a New Era

In an age of global upheaval and political unrest, “A Haunting Smile” serves as a poignant reminder that history often repeats itself. The novel’s exploration of the 1992 Bangkok demonstrations, viewed through the lens of the historical Cortez-Montezuma conflict, provides a unique perspective on the cyclical nature of power struggles and social change.

The Ghosts of the Past

The haunting in the title refers to the persistent specters of historical conflicts that continue to shape our world. Just as the clash between Cortez and Montezuma symbolizes the collision of cultures and the upheaval of established orders, the events of 1992 Bangkok represent a modern manifestation of this age-old struggle.

Relevance in Today’s World

As we witness growing discontent and political turmoil across the globe, the themes of “A Haunting Smile” become increasingly pertinent. The novel’s exploration of power dynamics, cultural clashes, and the role of ordinary people in social movements offers valuable insights into our contemporary issues.

A Personal Journey Through History

Drawing from personal experiences and shared stories of the May 1992 events, “A Haunting Smile” delves deep into the emotional landscape of its characters. This intimate approach allows readers to connect with the historical events on a profoundly human level, bridging the gap between past and present.

The Enduring Battle of Ideas

The novel’s central metaphor of new gods replacing old ones remains as relevant today as it was thirty years ago. In an era of rapid technological advancement and shifting social norms, we continue to struggle to find clarity in the confusing and messy affair that  change brings.  My hope is that readers discover echoes of the timeless struggles depicted in the book in their modern lives.

As you take this journey through time and culture, you will hopefully remember this book as containing a story that transcends its historical setting. “A Haunting Smile” offers not just a window into Bangkok’s past, but a mirror reflecting our present and a lens to glimpse our future. Let the ghosts of Cortez and Montezuma be your tour guide through this timeless tale of power, change, and the indomitable human spirit.
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2004 Preface





In May 1992, there were days of gunfire and days of bloodshed. Bombed out police kiosk and telephone booths left busted and black. Pickup trucks prowled Sukhumvit Road with armed men in the back. Curfews kept most people off the street. One felt anything could happen. A stray bullet lodged in the roof of my bedroom. Witnessing death marks a man. The images and feelings are one that I still carry forward. Sanam Luang was packed with tens of thousands of people. They came by bus, car, motorcycle, and by foot. They were from all walks of life. What I remember most were the large number of middle-class people among the people sitting on the short grass and listening to the speakers and the bands. The middle-class is often the place of political apathy. Politicians rarely can turn them out in large numbers to vote. Protesting in an open field with the threat of violence, real and present, is a quantum leap beyond exercising the vote. It was mind altering to see eighty thousand people standing up for what they believed was just and right. That took courage and commitment. A psychological inflexion point occurs before people volunteer to leave the comforts of their office and home to gather in a place where they may die. That happened in 1992. I was there and saw it myself.

In A Haunting Smile, I wanted to capture what most authors covering a battlefield seek to communicate: the chaos, madness, and horror. I also wanted to place the violence in May 1992 onto a larger historical canvass. A lot of recent non-fiction has well-documented the violent nature of a species that is only 13,000 years away from the hunter-gather tribe and bands. Only five thousand years ago, we had learned to read and write. We have a much longer history of killing than reading. Our species is wired for violence. Especially when the “other” is not one of “us”—not a member of our band or tribe.

In Thailand, the culture embraces ghosts and erects spirit houses as a place to provide an offering to appease the spirit of a place. I wanted to bring ghosts from another place and time into the story as a counterpoint. As the events of May 1992 unfold, the ghosts of Cortez and Montezuma patrol Patpong and the battlefields. Harry Purcell, whose family had an ancient history of selling guns—helicopters, tanks, heavy artillery—has a deep understanding of the reasons behind the death and destruction. The generals, politicians and influential people are the buyers.

Warriors count their women, like heads taken in battle, as another token of power.

A connection exists between warfare and prostitution. Each leads to an inevitable personal destruction and creates psychological games to prevent guilt. I was much taken by the games of war and the games of love; the weapons used in both, and the way language makes men and women use different vocabularies for desire, pain, and victims. I threw myself into May 1992 like someone who couldn’t swim, diving into the deep end of a pool. I sought to make a connection between the East and the West. The challenge was to do this within the context of an overall narrative that at heart was fiction.

In A Haunting Smile, as when Harry Purcell wrote, “In Asia the underdog has tank-tire tracks over its back, and was kicked into the gutter with a jackboot. To be an underdog in the East was a sign of weakness, failure, lack of support and at the first sign someone had slipped and fallen, this was not an opportunity for compassion, to offer the helping hand—no—this was the precise time to launch the attack and finish this animal before it regained its strength…”

A dozen years later, looking back at these and other observation in A Haunting Smile, and the bloody events of May, I wonder how much anyone has learned? Or if we are capable of learning, whether we can accept our basic nature. Ignoring such knowledge comes at a terrible price. Distorting such knowledge corrupts our language, what and who we are, and how we can live together. From the upstairs skull bars of Patpong to the temples of skulls of the Aztecs, the story remains the only account in fiction to recall the events of bloody May 1992 and to ask of what that time said about us and what lessons we have learnt. Perhaps the answer is that some lessons are forgotten and that each generation must let blood again because it is our destiny to repeat our mistakes.

We have moved from the year of the Monkey 1992 to the next year of the Monkey 2004. The monkey is agile, tricky and resourceful. An opportunistic creature, one that lives in extended bands with a strict hierarchical system. The distance between them and us is small. I wait for the right moment twelve years from now. In the next Monkey year, 2016, I’d like to revisit the events of May 1992 and once again explore the dark space where people go missing and the violence that takes them away into the night. I was on the scene in 1992 and in 2004, and I hope to see where another year of the Monkey takes us next.





Christopher G. Moore

Bangkok,

June 2004







PART 1



THE UNEXPECTED ANSWER











PART 1



THE UNEXPECTED ANSWER











1



DEE LAY ON her back beneath a ceiling fan, which was slowly rotating overhead. The room was small, old, worn, and cluttered. The windows were open, and mosquitoes buzzed through. There was no breeze, and the air hung heavy with smoke drifting from the coils. Tuttle lay next to her, and he raised his hand, held it, then slapped a mosquito dead against his arm. His hand came up smudged with his own blood splashed from the tangle of wings and legs.

“Your blood, Tut?” she asked.

Holding his wrist, she examined his fingers by candle light, licked his fingers clean off the blood.

“Taste good,” she joked.

He said nothing as she lay back on the pillow.

Mosquito coils were at the four corners of the side-by-side bamboo mats. But the mosquitoes made their way through the smoke for an airborne strike. He touched his hand, wet from her tongue against his thigh. They were naked, glistening with sweat from making love, rivulets of sweat dripped from Dee’s belly. Tuttle reached over and felt her wet, smooth hip touching his own. What in the world could ever feel more secure than this moment? That touch, a knowing brush of the fingers? The answer was there was none; no prison could ever more securely hold a man within the four walls than a beautiful, kind woman moments after the act of love-making. A few feet away, a slender yellow altar candle melted down on a piece of white coral collected from Koh Samui. The flame danced over her flat belly; illuminating the peach fuzz swirling like a spiraling universe flowing from her navel. Outside there was an odd sound (he knew the sounds of her apartment). Distant laughing voices of children. And some unknown hand had struck the gong in the wat a few doors down. Perhaps it was the children playing in the night.

“Why you go, Tut?” asked Dee, her face in the shadows.

“You’re tired of Dee? You not think I’m young any more. Do I talk a lie? Why you not stay, Tut?”

He was listening to the gong. A long silence followed. He lay with his hands cupped around the back of his head. Her hand came down, fingers running down his thigh, touching to his knee.

“I cannot,” he said. This was the night of his prison break; his sprint into freedom. Like all escapes, this one was carefully planned. The rope flung over the high wall of domestic tranquillity was an old one—writing. Writers wrote to launch their escape; the license to invent a life started with destroying oneself. The endless reinvention exhausted Tuttle as he looked ahead, thinking it was like running the hurdles—each a mile high. To stay would have ended not only the escape, but the race to outrun boredom and smuggle lust from youth into middle age and beyond into that unknown territory of the elderly.

She sensed his uneasiness. Dee tried not to sound resentful; they had been through the same discussion for over a week, and no matter what questions asked or answers given, neither one felt satisfied the other understood.

“You say before, you can always do. You decide, then you do. You not say that?”

He had told Dee that she could choose her fate; that it was up to her to decide what battles she would fight, when she would go to battle, and what she wished to die for. And now, on his last night in Bangkok, she had proved herself an able, bright student. She had done exactly as he had preached; and he had used an excuse of the kind he had reproached her for using.

How could Tuttle explain this need to break the bond which held them in peace? Comfort and pleasure ran deep in the blood; relatively few were born free of this weakness. It required a level of courage. Seize the knife and cut the muscle, flesh and bone, growing the two naked thighs into one, locking them to the day and night like the small animals turned to rock in the piece of coral at his shoulder. Dee had been born into a world where survival was everything; overcoming discomfort and suffering accounted for the striving, the hunger to succeed, the irresistible force of the day.

Here was a divide that neither could cross into a realm of mutual understanding; the gap was too vast, powerful, and the consequences clear—self-destruction in the end. Because it would end, it had to end in a flame as hot as the solitary altar candle. No Asian woman—maybe no woman—could comprehend how a man could abandon her for an ideal. Women were far too practical to throw to chance an ideal of life when life itself was breathing on the mat next to them, attached to the bone, and the bone to the soul.

“It’s that farang,” she said the word, hitting a nasty note of blame. “Addison. He make you crazy. I know. I hear you talking, talking. You think Dee not understand English. But I understand. Addison, he make you feel bad. Why? I don’t know. But I think you should forget him.”

“It’s more complicated than Addison. There are other things,” said Tuttle.

“Then tell me this other thing.”

“Nothing happens, which I don’t expect. Someone strikes a gong at the wat. And children at two in the morning laughing. But it’s not enough.” He wished there was a way to make her understand.

She raised herself up on one elbow and looked at his face.

Looking, looking, she thought to herself. Farang looking for what? She had listened carefully to what he said, and this is what he meant—nothing but a question with an answer which excluded her. Men looked all their lives for things which were in front of their eyes. Things which women saw. Why were men so blind?

“The accident. A break in the line of continuity. Then you must choose to repair or abandon the break. To start again. You go or you stay. Run away or call for help. Unbroken continuity is a writer’s death sentence. How can I explain so you can understand?”

“You think too much. It gives me a headache,” she said in Thai. “Men don’t make sense. I read the Thai newspapers. I know everything happens fast now. I see what the generals say. I see what the politicians say. I think most of them lie. Cheat. But I’m a simple girl. I don’t even speak English. Because you only speak Thai.”

He’d packed his kayak and gear. He planned a trip to Nan Province and down the Nan River. Alone. The sluggishness of habit, of routine living, had made him a prisoner of his comforts and pleasures. He had stopped thinking, seeing, wondering. Addison had said as much. And as much as he hated this farang who was living with his daughter, he could not deny that Addison had hit the mark. Since Tuttle’s book of short stories had come out, he had fallen into habits which had allowed him to take a great deal for granted. A big mistake, he thought. All that had been alien. The weird merged into the ordinary.

From one end of the day to the next, he knew each face, sight, sound, and smell of Bangkok. He could have been anywhere in the world. The only difference was without substance—a gong at the wrong time of day, children’s voices—half-singing, half-laughing—at some distant game. Such a marginal difference was not enough. That was the horror of an ordinary life—it blunted the scope of acceptable risks and assigned courage to sports.

Why would a farang voluntarily choose to live in Bangkok? No other city in Asia had such a large contingent of volunteer residents. What had brought them searching in such a city? Many found the ultimate contradiction in their journey—those who had believed Bangkok was one of the few places which promised the freedom of self transformation. Was a new identity and life ever possible? Most of the time, it was an illusion. They realized that the new routines didn’t change them as a person. Their old identity lurked in the shadows of the bars and clubs. They couldn’t escape who they were, what they valued, or what they thought was the good life. Few admitted was that their way of living had changed but their way of being had stayed the same.

His hand brushing the concave belly; this fertile valley of shadow and light—this landscape which promised itself wholly and forever to his touch. His fingers on her moist pubic hair, he paused. If he delayed his trip one more day, so what? But he knew this trick of the mind; this feeling which ran from his fingers and eyes to his brain. If he stayed, then it would be another life. The existence of a writer caught in his sluggish routine; he could make a living writing advertising copy, magazine articles, or TV scripts. He could make a decent living. Buy the life flourishing in the high-rise towers in Bangkok. He withdrew his hand from her stomach. He breathed in deeply.

“I know,” she said. “You go.”

“I should go now,” he said.

“You stay until morning. It’s okay. I wait you.”

“Don’t wait me,” he said.

“Never mind. You come back. I know you.”

He shook his head. She knew his weakness too well. Maybe he would crawl back like a dog, hungry, cold, lost, looking for comfort. Hoped not. He drew himself up and dressed.

“If I say this hurt me very much, you stay?”

“No.”

“I say I kill myself. You stay?”

“No.”

She was crying and angry, the reality of separation; the amputation done, nothing remained but to stare with horror at the wound.

“I hate you. I never want to see you. I hope you die. Not slow. I want you to die. Drown on that fucking river. I go look at your body, and I laugh.” She hurled the piece of coral with the candle still burning at him. It struck the wall with a loud whack, shattering into a hundred fragments.

A few minutes later he was gone, down the stairs, out of the small courtyard and into the street. She had turned her head and curled up under a sheet. Neither one said goodbye.

He walked through Banglamphu, carrying his collapsible kayak and gear. He had willed himself out the door, against the instincts of his blood and some deeper pulse which would anchor him to Dee’s side forever. There was an old joke at HQ—the all-night joint on Sukhumvit where Tuttle was a regular—about experiencing a coyote morning. Like a coyote with its leg caught in a steel trap, the punter wakes up with a terrible hangover and finds an old, over-weight, dragon-lady he can’t remember dragging out of HQ and can’t remember anyone else ever taking, sleeping on his arm, trapping him under layers of upper arm blubber, exhaling her garlic fumes in his face, giving him the choice of waking her and making love or chewing his arm off and slipping away.

What wasn’t a joke was to chew off some vital part of oneself held within a woman as beautiful and soft and loving as the laughter of children at play. Why was he in the street? Because of an ideal. Because of a conversation—more a confrontation than a conversation with an American DJ named Denny Addison who had struck him dead center. Without a connection with the brutal, the distorted, and deprived—without touching the margins, living on the outside, the circumstances of life would never reveal themselves for what they truly were. Innocence and sentiment appeared like children’s tender, rising voices outside a room where a candle burned.

What those little cries of delight masked were the traps waiting. How many lives over how many generations had fallen through this void, thinking the embrace would break the fall? Something was waiting to change his life; river people waited for him in Nan Province. Each time he made a journey, he thought of the people living lives unconnected with his own, and how soon they would touch, and nothing would ever be the same again. This adventure of discovery of some life beyond his own, a life which would collide and forever change his own, was enough for him to extinguish the altar candle, roll up his bamboo mat, and, listening to her curses in silence, close the door and walk down the stairs.

In the distance, a gong sounded.

The children’s voices didn’t follow. Perhaps they were asleep now, or running off to another hideaway. He walked around the corner and found a taxi to take him to the train station. On the way, he remembered something Harry Purcell had said.

Purcell, a gun-runner, from a family of gun-runners, had told Tuttle the lesson of life was threefold: “First sacrifice comfort, then blow up the bridges of familiarity, and finally detonate all bunkers of respectability. Once the sky clears from the dust and shards of metal, glass and stone and all that hate, fear, and curses of betrayal drain away, you can invent a new beginning. Once you have that chance, you are one up. Who in life takes the chance to invent a new life? I sell guns to people who put these inventors of life against a wall.

“They stuff a cigar in their mouth. Not a Havana, but a local cigar. Next comes the blindfold and the signal to the squad. It’s over like that. You feel nothing, I’m told. The generals admire such courage. They envy it, but what you envy, you ultimately fear and hate. This makes it easier to believe the people you hate are out to destroy the security of the nation. The generals dress in their uniforms, issue their orders, and buy their weapons, waiting for the day when they have to destroy men like you. It was cold-blooded. My family act as middlemen between the generals and their targets. You’ve got bull’s eye written all over you. Take a chance, Tuttle. Give yourself a nice, long head start. Who knows how far you may get before some major lowers his sword as you stand before the wall?” Purcell grinned widely, lighting a Havana cigar, his Zippo lighter shooting a tongue of flame into the air. What thoughts rumbled through his mind? Not self-pity, fear, or resignation, but Addison’s damn film and the last wish for one more night at HQ. 

Addison’s message in the documentary was: stick an unknown object in your mouth without a lab report clearing the way. Life had come to this point where he was drawing on this kind of wisdom. An icy chill found the center of his back and hiked up to his neck like an insect with electric feet.

And he watched the flare turn the sky red as it floated earthward on tiny parachute. He was punchy from lack of sleep, feeling the kayak rocking, that cradle-like rock which made grown men turn green. A wimp, a nerd, a geek kind of guy whose face flashed neon gray before sloughing off into a greenish terror. He never figured himself for that kind of guy. But he had vomited in the bottom of his kayak. Too little sleep, the flares, his near miss with eternity, his role in a killing, the image of the bands of katoeys setting up punters on Patpong. Who wouldn’t barf up their guts and then some?

He wiped his mouth. His throat had gone dry and scratchy. He remembered the fear of being under fire from his days covering the Vietnam war. The first lesson of the battlefield was a simple one—any man who had another man killed instantly felt the addiction of slaughter; the feeling of supreme power to kill another person. But no one could have predicted until that moment whether he liked that feeling. Or if he felt anything at all. When he shivered, his teeth bucked like a rodeo horse inside his mouth. The lines of the katoey in Addison’s film flooded back into his mind:

“When you have power then people fear you. I want people to fear me. When you make fear you can have anything you want. No one can say no to you.”

When he woke the darkness had returned to the sky; a flat, seamless blackness. It was the river which was on fire. A ring of fire bouncing on the water’s surface. The river pirates had returned with kerosene. Tuttle watch from his kayak as a wall of flames burnt. He heard the pirates’ voices far off, the firing of their M-16s in the reeds, then near, and then they had gone again, laughing and joking. As if the flames had allowed them to recover some lost dignity. He froze, sitting motionless as the heat of a fire made him sweat. Tuttle sat startled, his face wet, thinking about the dead man in Bangkok as he paddled. He clapped his hands. An hour passed as he sat under his poncho, slipping in and out of sleep, the smell of fire in his nostrils. He almost tipped the kayak over. Half-crouching, he pulled back his poncho, clapping and shaking his hands as a light streak, a razor-thin, crooked smile ran like a fault line along the horizon before vanishing in fog.

“Fuck you and your documentary situations, Denny Addison,” he screamed, and then collapsed, hitting his head on the kayak. He lay sprawled out, blood spilling from a gash in his head. Tuttle listened to the water break against the side of his kayak. He felt numb all over. He inched forward, dipping his hands into the river and splashing his face. Tuttle saw his own blood.

“I’m here,” he shouted, the water and blood dripping from his chin.

He wished the pirates would return. Let them do what they had set out to do. Select the situation. Finish it. But the river pirates had gone, and there was no reply to his anguished cry.

As hard as Tuttle tried as the first dawn cracked the water surface with light, he found his hands colorless, pale as a corpse. He shoved his arms up to the elbows in the river. Tuttle held them underwater, clutching his hands into fists, releasing them. Would they ever feel clean again? 

Afterwards, he grabbed the wooden paddle, pulled it through the shimmering water. Tuttle gone forty-eight hours without sleep. His eyes, like a prize-fighter eyes, appeared as slits. He wanted to be home. The Nan River had claimed him, rocking and spraying him. He dipped his paddle below the surface and continued along the river. The pirate attack had left him with a cracked skull and fire on the water. He laid his paddle across the kayak and waited. 

Tuttle saw—or thought he saw—an object, a stone, and then another, floating in his wake. Was it another hallucination? He thought. His eyes no longer completely shut or opened; he had reptile-like lidless eyes. He leaned forward in his boat. “What is this?” he thought. And then, “Why is this happening to me?” 

Objects moved over the surface of the water towards him; studded round, smooth objects bobbing on the surface of the river. He thought the fire had unleashed debris. A fine morning mist filtered the light on the river surface, turning water and sky into a sheen of crystal. A rush of vertigo washed over him. 

The shoreline shaded with palm trees and reeds, looming shadows in the mist. He paddled again, this time slowly, looking for shelter, watching and listening, as if searching for an edge. The tip of the paddle struck one of the floating objects. His first reaction was disbelief: stones don’t float. He wondered if the stones were an illusion created from water, mist, and light on a mind numbed after hours of paddling. His mind replayed the events from the day before. Tuttle had looked through his binoculars at two Thais in singlets and shorts carrying rifles—M-16s—with ammo belts hooked over the shoulder. They’d given chase after him in an old boat. A noisy outboard engine spewed a trail of oily black smoke. It was closing in from about two hundred meters behind his kayak. The boat was gaining on him. He paddled with all of his strength. The crack of the rounds splashed in the water ten meters behind and to his left. What an irony, he had thought. He had fled from Dee’s apartment to the river. Travel allowed him to shed one identity in order to find another. Being shot at by pirates was a good reason that kept people on the sofa in front of their TV. Asanee had been right about discontent. Tuttle Bangkok life had become routine.

As he followed a bend in the river, he had enough of a lead to duck out of sight and lose the pirates. His refuge was near a bank covered with a long bed of heavy reeds as high as elephant grass. They could have searched for days in those weeds and never have found him. The pirates had raised their rifles and pointed flashlights along the shore. Twice, three times, the pirates fired randomly into the shadows. Shooting at phantoms. Their aimless gunfire was born of frustration and anger. They cursed him in Thai. Tuttle counted the minutes until the pirates gave up. He listened as the engine of their boat grew faint. He paddled free of the weeds along the riverbank. Finding a bend in the river, he pulled into a mangrove. He lay back and slept. 

Tuttle blinked hard, realizing he had survived; he awoke, dreaming of pirates, death and stones which floated. He bent down and fumbled among the stones, found one and lobbed it like a baseball. It struck the surface of the water and disappeared for a second before it returned. It floated. He stared at it as if he could through force of will compel the stones to sink to the bottom of the river. 

“Floating stones,” he cried out. This was insane. But as he looked around his kayak, he saw more floating stones bobbing along the surface. It was as if he had entered another universe. For several kilometers, he touched the floating stones with the tip of his paddle. He leaned over the side of the kayak and plucked another one stone from the warm water. After several hours, he had filled the bottom of his kayak with these “mystery stones.” He turned one over in his hand, dropped it on the pile, examined another. How would he would explain this phenomenon to his friends and colleagues in Bangkok? At first, they would laugh at him. But he had the proof, he thought, looking down at the oyster-shell-like objects in the kyak.

Floating stones. He had been dreaming, but this wasn’t a dream. Or was it? Was he really dead, and this was that other place where the dead find themselves? He had recovered enough samples to give to many people. In his mind, Tuttle compiled a list of places to which he would send a sample—international institutes, research labs, famous universities, and later, he dreamed about the TV coverage, seminars, panel discussions and scientific papers which would follow. 

So much for Addison and his documentary about katoeys; he had something far more interesting, images never seen before. He would be at the center of the controversy as the discoverer of stones which floated on water. As he handled the floating stones, Tuttle thoughts turned to Harry Purcell, whose gun-running family had supplied the Spanish Conquistador Hernan Cortez. Purcell recalled how his ancestor tale of how he’d used a stone to kill Montezuma. In 1519, Cortez wrote in a dispatch to the King and Pope that three days and nights passed before Montezuma died. What would Purcell make of the stones he’d fished from the river? 

Tuttle navigated his kayak toward signs of a village along the bank of the river. A column of smoke rose from behind a thick wall of palms. The villagers were burning one of their dead. A young boy in shorts watched him from the bank, then ran away to the village and spread the alarm.

“Farang, farang, farang,” the boy cried.

“Khon Thai, khon Thai, khon Thai,” shouted Tuttle in return.

The boy looked stunned. It was one thing to call a farang a farang but a farang calling a Thai a Thai was something never imagined possible. The farang must have understood his words. His face turned red. He raced away, disappearing in the foliage.

He reappeared with the headman and several curious village elders. The boy pointed at him. This was the chance for a trial run, Tuttle thought. The people who lived along the Nan River would be the first to witness his “floating stone” presentation. He had rehearsed what he would say before the cameras for one day and night. Only there was no one with a camera along this stretch of the river. After dinner, as they sat around a fire which burnt in one corner of the headman’s bamboo hut, Tuttle pulled a stone from his pocket. 

He held it out as a gift. A show of gratitude to his headman, who had offered him food, shelter, and conversation. Why should he reserve the floating stones only for the multi-degreed people in black robes? Tuttle asked for a bowl of water, which the headman’s daughter duly brought. She set it in front of Tuttle. He waited until all eyes inside the hut had focused on him. Only then did he delicately lower the stone into the bowl. He watched with pride as it floated.

The villagers failed to be impressed as they stared at the object in the bowl. In such a remote village, Tuttle doubted that even the elders had ever seen more than a handful of white faces. The villagers stared at the bowl. They showed no hint of surprise or fear. Tuttle reached into the bowl and flipped the stone over. It bobbed up and down in the water bowl. Why didn’t they understand the significance of a floating stone? 

“It floats,” he said. “The stone I dropped into the bowl doesn’t sink. You understand? The stone is floating like a boat.”

They stared at the bowl and then at Tuttle, talking among themselves.

“You can touch it. It won’t hurt you,” he said, passing several of his finds to the villagers.

The villagers now looked at one another, passing the floating stones along the line, when the first burst of laughter crackled as a lone rifle shot. Soon the room erupted like a firing range in an uproar of wild, uncontrolled laughter. The headman’s mouth spread open into a nervous smile as he leaned over and poked the object with his finger. The headman was the host; this was his hut, and he, above all, owed Tuttle as the guest respect; but the laughter was contagious. It shook the headman’s body, turning his face red. 

The blue tattooed tiger on the headman’s chest appeared to be running as the headman’s chest rolled with waves of laughter. Everyone in the hut doubled over in laughter, their faces blood red. Tuttle watched as all around him dissolved into breathless laughter. He stood grimly clutching his floating stones. Each time villagers saw Tuttle’s perplexed, solemn expression, they again relapsed into laughter until tears streamed down his cheeks. Tuttle didn’t know what to say. He waited until the headman caught his breath and then asked him a question.

“Why does the floating stone cause so much laughter?” asked Tuttle.

The headman wiped the tears from his eyes.

“Because you call them floating stones,” said the headman, a hiccup of a laugh belched up from his belly.

Robert Tuttle thought he had done a poor job of translation.

“How would you call them?” asked Tuttle.

The headman stared at a floating stone in the bowl and picked it up with his fingers. He held it and continued to stare at Tuttle.

“Not stones,” said the headman.

Tuttle took the object from the headman’s fingers.

“Then what are they?”

“Cremated bones. Someone die. The family burn the body. They throw the bones in the river. Finished.”

The story the headman described that after a cremation, the villagers returned the ashes and bone to the river, where they would ultimately join the sea. Tuttle had filled his kayak with the bones of the dead. For miles he had fished out the floating stones, thinking how he would challenge man’s theories about gravity, nature, and existence. Robert Tuttle shook his head at the bones. Why hadn’t they not cut his throat for hauling aunts, uncles and grandparents out of the river? It was a humbling moment. His world flipped on its head. He’d gone from a dead certainty that he’d discovered a hidden law of the universe to the realization that these uneducated villagers knew more than he did. 

So much had changed in a week. He was on the river paddling a kayak. Pirates had come within a few meters of killing him. Then he sat in a bamboo hut, smiling, showing his teeth, and passing to a headman his discovery of floating stones. As the headman flashed a blue-gummed smile, Tuttle tuned in his shortwave radio to the BBC World News. An English voice read the news. He caught the word—Bangkok. The military had moved against demonstrators. Bangkok was in chaos. He listened, not moving, not breathing, as the news described the death toll among the civilians. 

He worried about Asanee, his daughter; she would have gone to join the crowd at the open grounds at Sanam Luang—a flash point where troops, according to the BBC, in full battle dress, had opened fire. First the troops had fired into the sky, shooting at the stars, and then suddenly they lowered their weapons and took aim at the crowd. All he had to clasp onto—these objects of potential fame—had turned out to be human remains. And as the laughter from the headman and his cronies faded, Tuttle realized the message from these floating stones. Death left traces. The bones were a warning. A sea of death rose around him and he was desperate to return to Bangkok.
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THE UNEXPECTED ANSWER



A Denny Addison Documentary Film

Running time: 46 minutes

Black and White



THE SCREEN CREDITS roll—Director & Writer & Director of Photography & Editor—Denny Addison. The film is a grainy black and white in the style of the 40s film noir.

The camera angle reveals a female form stripped to the waist before a full-length mirror. She stands facing the mirror, touching her nipples with long, slender fingers, the nails painted. Her name is Meow. She twirls a wet Q-tip into a plastic cup. She slowly works the wet end of the Q-tip over an erect nipple. The size 36” breasts are smooth, firm, and large; breasts which appear sculptured, a little too perfect—not objects that have come straight from the manufacturer.

“Instead of studying English tonight, you’re going to work?” asks a male voice off camera. Asanee’s naked upper body moves into the frame.

Meow glances up, finding Asanee’s face and breasts filling the mirror, and smiles. Their eyes lock like cats on a roof, backs raised, the spell broken as Meow licks her lips, shrugs, breaks the eye contact.

“I go make business,” says Meow, dipping the other end of the Q-tip into the solution and dabbing her other nipple. The cotton end of the Q-tip moves deftly. She blows on her nipple until the glistening surface dries to a small bone-dry invisible patch. The nipples are in working condition, that is crucial.

“Do you tell customers you are a katoey ?” asks the male voice.

Meow laughs. “Of course not. Maybe you think I’m ashamed. But that isn’t the reason. I tell a man I was born a man, too, then change to woman. Farang don’t like. They will not take you if you say katoey.” She stares directly into the camera, sticking out her tongue and turning her face into an evil mask of lust. “If you make video of me and show my face, will I have a problem? Maybe you show the police. And police catch Meow.” She returns to the mirror and her Q-tip ritual.

“Are you afraid of the police?” asks the male voice.

“I no like the police,” she says. “Asanee show herself. She is your girlfriend. So maybe I’m not too afraid. You hurt yourself if you show video to police.”

“Do you like men?”

“I love men.” Her eyes sparkle.

“What do you love about them?” asks the off-camera voice.

“Their money,” whispers the katoey.

“Is that why you rob them?”

“Who say I rob man?”

There is a long silence as the camera continues to roll.

Asanee breaks the silence.

“The Q-tip is dipped in an Upjohn tranquilizer,” Asanee says.

“I think I have nice tits,” says Meow. “Farang men like them very much. They tell me, Meow your tits very beautiful. I say thank you. You want to touch them? Can. You want to go with me? Can.”

“Where do you take men?” asks the male voice.

“Short-time hotel near Patpong.”

“Tell me what it’s like,” says the male voice.

Meow sets her jaw, looks over at Asanee, turns and glances over her shoulder and into the camera. She brushes her painted fingernails over what one imagines—the film is black and white—are dusky-colored nipples which, falling along the spectrum from black to white, come out a kind of washed-out gray.

“I sit on the bed. Farang he sit beside me. I say, you can touch them. It’s okay. Then he touch me. Then I say, you can lick them. It’s okay. I think you like to lick them a long time. His tongue touches here. And then here. I know five, ten minutes he fall asleep. Pass out like he’s very drunk.”

“That’s it?”

“I take his watch. Rolex is very good if not a fake. He have a gold chain, I take. I want his money. All of it. Baht, dollars, pounds. Sometimes a customer has traveller’s cheques and credit cards. I take them, too. Farang make it very easy. They keep everything in one place—a money belt.”

The camera never moves from a fixed location. And Meow and Asanee slowly move around the room like sleep walkers, sometimes moving off camera, then reappearing.

“Study English so you can get a good job,” says Asanee. “You wouldn’t have to sell yourself.”

“I have a good job,” says Meow. “I like my work.” She purses her lips into a pout in the mirror.

“What you do is a crime.”

The katoey shrugged, raising an eyebrow. “I don’t think so. We are a poor country. Farang very rich people. They come to our country for boom boom. Isn’t that a crime in their country? So why everyone say we are bad? No one make farang come here. No one tell farang go to hotel with girl. No one tell your boyfriend with camera to make this film. He decide. It’s up to him.”

Asanee does not respond and lights a cigarette, tilting her head, her forearm covering her exposed breasts, the elbow of her other hand resting on it. She lets the smoke curl from her nose and mouth.

“Denny, I’ve had enough of this shit. I want to stop,” says Asanee, looking at the camera.

“Are you bored?” asks the male voice.

“I’m not in the mood,” replies Asanee.

“What are you feeling?” asks the male voice.

“Hungry, tired, and bored. I want to sleep. We’ve been doing this for hours. Can’t we stop?” asks Asanee.

There is total silence. The katoey combs her long, black hair, pursing her lips in the mirror.

“You want to know how I do it?” asks Meow.

“Not really,” says Asanee.

“You’re lying,” says Meow.

She cups her left breast in her hands and offers the upright nipple to the mirror. Looking at her reflection, she makes another face, pouting lips, eyes half-closed in simulated pleasure. Meow turns to face the camera. “Like this. With a little music and wine. I know enough English. Isn’t that clear?”

The camera freezes on her. She slowly lowers her head, her long tongue darts from her mouth like a snake. She hisses, her tongue coming within striking distance of her own drug-painted nipple. “Then I say, oh, you look tired. Maybe you sleep a little first. No problem, Meow wait you. Listen to music. Farang have tired eyes like Asanee,” says Meow, looking into the camera.

Asanee storms off camera, cursing, and there is a sound of a door slamming off camera.

“Your girlfriend leave. I think she’s pissed off. But I think she come back. Because you tell her it just a movie about Meow. It make her a little crazy. She wants to be a star. When you’re a big star, other lady jealous. They want to cut you. Make you pain.”

“Why are they jealous?” asks the male voice.

“Movie star has a lot of money. When you have money you can do whatever you want. No one can stop you. You can make a man do this, and he do that. He have no choice. Because he know Meow have power. When you have power, people fear you. I want people to fear me. When you make fear you can have anything you want. No one can say no to you. Everyone want you. So I go with many men. Like a movie star. I take whatever I want.”

The voice-over resumes:

“Meow is one among a half-dozen katoeys enrolled in an English language school in Bangkok. She never feels guilty because her English is poor. During the day when she feels like it she goes to the school and studies English. If she improves her English, she feels more confident hustling men. Her true interest lies in the fine art of tranquilizer concealment. Her knowledge of drugs has given her a high standard of living. She knows she could never work a regular job. Meow knows what it takes to gain the high ground. To make people fear her.”

The film ends with Meow using a Q-tip on her nipple, pouting her lips and making long, sustained groans.

“When you have power people fear you. I want people to fear me. When you make fear you can have anything you want. No one can say no to you.”

This last line of Meow’s speech repeats inside an echo chamber.

“No one can say no to you.”
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DENNY ADDISON’S DOCUMANTARY film about the katoey won an award at a small independent film festival in Mexico City. What his film failed to disclose in the credits was a piece of vital information: that the location of the shoot was Robert Tuttle’s English language school in Bangkok. Meow was a student at the school. Asanee was Tuttle’s daughter, and she had been living with Addison for nearly one year. And Addison had not received the permission of Tuttle or anyone else at the school to shoot this film. He talked Asanee into his scheme. On a Sunday afternoon, Tuttle turned up at Asanee’s apartment.

“Denny’s not here. He’s out on location,” said Asanee.

Tuttle sat on the sofa, holding a glass of cold water. On the table was a golden reel inscribed with Addison’s name as Director for the best short black and white film—The Unexpected Answer. The gold paint had peeled off at the base of the statue, making the golden reel look like a derelict Ferris wheel abandoned in a field of high weeds.

On the black walls of the apartment hung hand-painted wooden masks, movie posters, framed out-takes from several of Addison’s documentary films, including one of Asanee stripped naked to the waist. Addison’s collection of tank shell casings had paper flowers drooping over the side; his other war collections included military handbooks, flight manuals, flight helmets, shoulder holsters. Piled on the floor were art books about Asia and sex magazines from all over the world.

Tuttle stared at the photograph of Asanee on the wall.

“You don’t mind that Addison shows this picture?” asked Tuttle.

“You asked me before.”

“A spontaneous narrative image. That’s Addison’s explanation. I keep waiting for an answer that makes sense. All I see is a naked picture of my daughter,” said Tuttle.

She rolled her eyes and tried to control her anger.

“Let’s not get into this again. We just end up fighting about nothing. We can never agree. I know you don’t like Denny’s work. But he thinks you’re jealous of his art. His success.”

Tuttle set down his glass of water.

“I don’t understand how holding a camera on a katoey and his girlfriend and rapping about drugs, sex and rock ’n roll is art. This is nothing original. He points a camera at her. This doesn’t make him an artist. He exploited you. Convinced you to strip before a camera.”

“You wrote about me. And let the world know I worked as a bar girl. Wasn’t that exploitation?”

“It was a story. Denny wouldn’t know a story if it hit him in the face.”

“He’s interested in situations. Reality. Not fiction. People want to relate to the real world. Your generation just doesn’t get it. Denny’s art is for young people. Young people like to watch situations. They get off on seeing reactions to situations. Stories are old-fashioned. They don’t entertain people. They’re boring. He said, she said. Blah, blah. No one cares in the real world what they said or think. Denny says they take too long to read. Reading is so artificial. You can’t see the action, you only see words. Besides, it’s all made up in the writer’s head. Denny says he doesn’t know anyone who has time to read a book. Like he says, who can remember what some character did on page 10 and delivers the punchline on page 84? Your brain explodes. But when you film situations, just let it happen naturally. No one gets lost. You can see what’s happening—the faces, the emotions—and hear the voices. You feel what you see. Not that Denny doesn’t respect you. He’s read some of your stories.”

He was listening to his daughter begin sentence after sentence with “Denny says,” and wondering if he could ever rescue his daughter from herself.

“Denny has it all figured out. Every answer,” said Tuttle.

“That’s not really fair. But he’s right about one thing.”

“Which is?”

“You’ve been in Thailand all these years and maybe you’ve stopped being curious. Going out and making new situations. Denny says the art is in selection. By choosing me, he made an artistic choice. You hang out at the school or at HQ. Fine. No big deal. But don’t you ever want to try something new? Challenge yourself?”
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AS TUTTLE HUDDLED in his kayak on the Nan River, tongues of fire streaked across the sky, winds boiled the surface of the water, spreading small white capped wakes lap against the bow. Tuttle was unshaven, his nerves all jingling and jangling like an HQ regular who’s gone riding bareback, rolling back afterwards as if he had ducked out of a cowboy gathering around a campfire; all worried about whether he had climbed onto an HIV-positive pony. From his face, Tuttle might have been another glossy-eyed customer who rolled in after a long, wet suck on a tranquilized nipple. 

As Tuttle watched the flames, he wondered if he’d ever see Bangkok again. He closed his eyes, extinguishing the flame and in his mind’s eye saw a group of regulars sitting with the hardcore at HQ. Sex had become an angry, nightmarish last round-up at the Thermae. The old-time riders let their booze talk about how they wanted to die with their boots on and their gun blazing. Inside the room, next to the jukebox, the sexual talk had gone wild west. The girls kept their cool; they were pros who showed a little pink gum, some uneven teeth, the color of their skin never turned gun-metal gray. Gray was the color of desperation. No one ever sucked gray because it evoked a repellent death image.

Tuttle’s legs had gone numb in his kayak. Lost in thought about how approaching death prepared the body for its last exit. Here was where it would end, he thought. Waiting to 
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Tuttle threw one of the flat bones over the water and watched it skip three times. A few feet behind him, villagers squatted, watching him skip bones across the river. He felt their presence. He lobbed another smooth bone into the river. The ripple spread out. A few more bones remained. A villager stepped forward and handed Tuttle a half-empty bottle of pure white home-brewed whiskey. Tuttle took a drink, wiped his mouth. The liquor burnt all the way down. He thanked the villager. He pretended to shake off two, three signals from the invisible catcher, then wound up and drilled his last bone.

“Home run,” he said to himself.

He did a little dance on the river bank. The villagers laughed and clapped, but some looked fearful and ran away, thinking Tuttle was drunk from the home brew. Only Tuttle wasn’t drunk. The game was over.

“Why are you afraid?” asked Tuttle.

A village boy in a dirty T-shirt and shorts, told him, “This place has a curse.” The boy tapped the dirt with his hands.

“I landed on a cursed place?” asked Tuttle.

The boy smiled at him and nodded.

“And I should be afraid?”

The boy nodded.

“Time to move on,” said Tuttle.

Half an hour downstream, he switched on the shortwave. The bone escort had broken up, vanished. He sought comfort from the sound of an English voice broadcasting the news from London.

“This is the world news,” said the voice.

Top billing was killing in the streets of Bangkok.

He turned up the volume. More than bareback riders were at risk; the city had exploded.

An unexpected answer followed the request for the generals to step aside. No expected that demonstrators would die. He had not expected the Army to open fire on the demonstrators. This was madness. There were few details about what happened. No list of the names of the dead appeared. He listened closely, moving the shortwave radio close to his ear. He heard a familiar voice—George Snow, who was reporting from the Royal Hotel. Snow reported from a room overlooking the Paan Fah Bridge. His voice carried a live feed to the BBC listeners halfway around the world. Tuttle wondered how had Snow had landed this gig with the BBC? As Snow spoke, in the background, was the sound of akkkakkk from automatic gunfire.

“Soldiers have once again opened up on demonstrators in Bangkok. We have no confirmed figures. The number of killed and injured appears substantial. From what this reporter can see—”Akkkakkkk. “Shit. Sorry about that. Someone put holes in my wallpaper. The soldiers are firing directly into the crowds outside the Royal Hotel. I have just had an unconfirmed report that the numbers of dead and wounded are running into the scores. Maybe the hundreds. The BBC cut the connection. “That was George Snow, reporting from the Thai capital, Bangkok.”
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