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Prologue

If I told a stranger from New Zealand that I
knew of an unemployed African-American, living in a small apartment
in Harlem with a three hundred pound tiger and a five foot
alligator he probably would laugh and not believe me; once again
proving the old cliché that "Truth is stranger than fiction."

My wife Bebe (Beatrice) and I have
experienced many strange adventures — she as a writer and I as a
do-gooder doctor (coined by my god daughter, Manjeet) in our work
and travels.

All of my short stories are based on actual
occurrences; some in total, some with changes in names, dates, and
places, some with 'creative' outcomes.

I have tried to make the stories light, even
my war stories, although a sad one occasionally sneaks through.

Short stories are no longer the 'in' thing.
One has to harken back to the days of Guy De Maupassant, Mark
Twain, and Sommerset Maughan (not that I imagine myself part of
that magnificent trio). Their stories were told in their simplicity
and not mired in interminable descriptions not pertinent to their
tale.

Some of my recollections were aided by my
wife, Bebe, and I'm grateful for her help.

I must try to express my deep gratitude to my
editor and good friend, Harriet Lessor, who corrected grievous
errors, as well as my strong helper Janet Dixon without whose help
this book could not have come about.

Short stories have the advantage of filling
in a ten or fifteen minute wait such as (as I said in the prologue
of my prior book) waiting for a train, a plane, or your wife
completing her make-up.

I hope that you will enjoy my short
stories.

— Ed Orzac


Chapter 1

Roberto, The Grave
Robber

We arrived in Lima, Peru, tired and rumpled
after our long trip from New York. We retrieved our luggage and
found a taxi, which took us to our hotel, by way of a circuitous
route. The Gran Bolivar Hotel, built in the style of the legendary
hotels of Europe, was an architectural gem. "Grand" is definitely
the correct adjective and we were not disappointed in our room. It
was tastefully decorated, large, with a sizeable balcony and
bathroom, complete with shower and tub. We settled down, had a
lovely dinner served on the balcony, and retired for the night.

Lima is basically a European city. We felt
that a guide would be helpful, however, so we asked the concierge
to recommend a trustworthy, knowledgeable person.

"My name is Juan Kennedy," he replied. "I am
the head concierge here. My brother, Roberto, is the most honest
and informed guide in Lima."

"With 'John' Kennedy's recommending his
brother, 'Robert' Kennedy, how can we go wrong?" I asked Bebe.

The next day Roberto met us in the lobby.
Dressed in casual attire, corduroy trousers tucked into brown
leather boots, a plaid shirt with a kerchief at its top, and a
Texas type sombrero, he was a striking figure, about six feet tall,
slender, and wiry. I judged him to be about thirty years of age.
His face was tan, but he had piercing blue eyes, indicating that he
was a Mestizo, part Indian and part European. He later confided
that his mother was Quechuan and his father an Irish soldier of
fortune who had come to Peru when he was in his middle
twenties.

He introduced himself as Peru's premier
guide, historian, architect, and art connoisseur. His English,
though somewhat accented, was excellent and after negotiating a
fee, we hired him.

For the next few days, Roberto showed us the
city of Lima. Built by the Spaniards in European style, it was
dominated by churches, palaces, and government buildings. We were
deeply impressed by Roberto's knowledge of history, architecture,
and art. We began to agree that he was all he claimed to be. We
learned that he had attended the University of San Marcos (the
oldest university in the Americas, constructed in 1551) where he
majored in art and archeology. We found him to be a warm and
pleasant guide; indeed a friend. He protected us from beggars and
unethical purveyors and guided us to the music and dance halls of
which Lima can justly be proud.

He informed us about the structure of Peru's
society. At the top is the Spanish aristocracy dating back to the
days of Peru's ascendancy in the New World (although most have some
Indian blood). Next comes the Mestizo, the so called 'half-breed"
(a denigrating term) who are out of the mainstream of political and
social life. The lowest element is the Indian who has no status. It
was obvious that Roberto had a deep resentment toward a society
based on background and antecedents, rather than on education.

One day, we got into a discussion about
porcelains and pottery. I made an observation on the similarity of
pottery all over the world. As a young man I had developed an
interest in porcelains, basically European and Chinese. I was
especially fond of the European Meissen, Capo di Monte, Minton, and
Limoges. The Chinese porcelains, especially those of the T'ang
Dynasty, were a joy. My interest in pottery, as an art form, came
later and, as a result, I started to collect ware that I felt was
not as beautiful but was more interesting. I found it intriguing
that there were so many similarities in the craft of the East,
Africa, and now South America.

Roberto's eyes lit up. "You really like
pottery?" he asked. "Peruvian pottery is among the best in the
world. Pre-Columbian pottery is my major interest." He then began
to lecture me on the merits of Chimu pottery over the Nasca and
above all, the Mochica. To me these are the best of the Peruvian
potteries representing some of the tribes of Peru. I could not help
but admire his knowledge and I asked for his guidance in making
some purchases.

He replied, "Senor, I have a very large
collection for sale. I will bring some tomorrow."

True to his word, he called the next day.
"Senor, I have some fine pottery to show you, but I'll have to
bring it to your room."

"Why not the lobby?"

"Senor, I have no license to sell."

"I don't want to do anything illegal," I said
forcefully.

He replied, "It is not illegal for you. You
can buy pre-Columbian pottery in many stores in Lima, but they
charge many times what I charge. To get a merchant's license is
very expensive and needs a big bribe. To sell without a license for
me would be a small fine which, if I'm caught, I can afford."

Reassured that I was not breaking the law, I
agreed.

Later that day, Roberto came to our room with
a small suitcase. He showed me five interesting pieces of
pre-Columbian Chimu pottery, double spout with bridge, black with
figures, typically Chimu. I bought all of them at what I felt was a
fair price. (In those days, pre-Columbian art was not in great
demand). The following day I purchased several beautifully designed
and painted pieces of Nasca and Mochica pottery, also
pre-Columbian. They were so attractive I would have bought more,
but carrying them precluded additional purchases.

"Where do you get these pieces of pottery?" I
asked Roberto.

"On weekends I go to the desert, find funeral
mounds, and retrieve what is buried."

I couldn't believe my ears! Roberto was a
grave robber!

When I accused him of this, he said, "I am a
good Catholic. When I find a grave, I do not, in any way, molest or
desecrate the mummy. You must understand this. Actually, I say a
prayer. The placing of pottery and small things is a pagan
superstition, so I only remove those and cover the remains as
before."

I could see logic in his argument. He then
said, "I go to the Peruvian desert, where, hundreds of years ago,
the Chimu Indians, who were extremely capable in the art of
embalming, buried their dead, as did some of the Mochica, Nasca,
and Quechua. Tomorrow, Saturday, I will drive to the desert, look
for artifacts, and come back on Sunday. Would you like to come with
me?"

I was taken aback by his invitation. It's not
that I didn't trust him, for I did. Legality was another thing, but
he put me at ease by saying that there was no law against such
activities and that the authorities knew about them.

My major problem was overcoming Bebe's
objections. I finally persuaded her, with much reluctance on her
part.

The next morning, bright and early, Roberto
met me in front of our hotel in a battered four-wheel drive
vehicle, and off we went for the long trip to the desert.

He drove for hours, lecturing on his native
land as he went.

The Peruvian desert, he said, was the driest
area in the world. In all of recorded history not a drop of rain
had fallen (not quite true — but close); that the Chimu had
developed irrigation so that part of the desert bloomed with
wonderful produce (a la California and Israel). As if by magic the
irrigated part of this driest of deserts produced beans, maize, and
a kaleidoscope of bright and beautiful flowers.

He told of the conflict between the two sons
of Huayna Capac (the ruler of the Inca), Atahualpa and his
half-brother, Huáscar. He scoffed at European history; how
Francisco Pizarro and one hundred and eighty three Spaniards
conquered the Inca nation in 1533. "He had the defeated half of the
Inca nation, under Huáscar's generals fighting with him against
Atahualpa. He had horses, steel swords, and blunderbusses in
addition. No wonder Atahualpa was defeated."

And so the hours passed until the topography
changed. We were now in true desert; sand dunes as far as the eye
could see; not a blade of grass or even cacti, a rarity.

We stopped and Roberto stepped out of the car
and peered about. He pointed just ahead and said, "There's one." He
explained that he looked for a mound, signifying a grave. How he
was able to differentiate between a mound and a dune was beyond me,
but I bowed to his practiced eye.

He parked near the spot and pulled a long
steel rod from the vehicle. The end was hollow. "This is called a
sounder," he said. "When I see a mound I plunge it deep down, about
seven feet. If I find fragments of pottery in the hollow end, I
know that this is indeed a grave." He then plunged the sounder deep
into the mound, withdrew it, and examined the tip. I was
astonished! There, with the core of sand, was a piece of pottery.
He had found what he was looking for!

It was beginning to get dark and Roberto
said, "Now we eat, get up early and dig." He brought out some cans
of beans and what appeared to be a Coleman stove. He opened the
cans, putting them on the now lit stove, and 'tenga,' dinner for
two!

Next he produced two sleeping bags. "This one
is for you. You sleep in the back of the vehicle. I'm in the
front." Having spent four years in the Army, two in the infantry, a
sleeping bag was not new to me. What astonished me is that Roberto
seemed to be well prepared for a visitor (accomplice?).

And so we retired for the night. At first,
the quiet of the desert was unnerving. I am sensitive to noise, but
the total absence of any sound was even more disturbing. As
darkness enveloped us, a strong wind arose. We were secure in our
vehicle and sleeping bags, but sleep would not come. As upsetting
as the total quiet had been, the noise of the wind was far worse.
Then it seemed as if the wind began to speak. Words of an unknown
language, groans and quiet. Irrationally, I wondered was this a
legacy of the disturbed dead? I slept fitfully. My imagination ran
wild.

At first light, I gratefully arose to find
Roberto already at his Coleman stove. "Coffee and beans," he
proudly announced. "And then we dig."

But I did not dig. I couldn't. Not because of
the possible illegality, but because of the moral issue. I felt
like a voyeur. By the time the sun was fully up, Roberto had dug
the full seven feet down. I watched with fascination, how he used
boards, to keep the opening from filling in again with sand. Then I
saw the mummy. It was wrapped in bright cloths, almost intact and
in the sitting position. I stood back while Roberto lowered himself
into the grave and reclaimed as much pottery as he could find,
without in any way disturbing the body. As I watched, he took a
necklace from around the mummy's neck and then lifted himself out
of the grave.

After he replaced the sand that he had
removed, he stood back and said a prayer. I was filled with mixed
emotion as we returned to the vehicle for the trip back to Lima.
Roberto looked well rested and refreshed following a good night's
sleep. I, on the other hand, having had a sleepless night, was a
walking zombie.

Once again, Roberto was a storehouse of
information. He related how the ruling class of the Quechua Indians
were called Incas (after their ruler, the Inca) but the tribe was
the Quechuas who spoke the Quechuan language and how these war-like
people conquered the other tribes to form the Inca nation. He spoke
of their great accomplishments, their engineering feats,
agriculture, etc.

At last, we returned to the hotel, where I
was greeted by my anxious wife.

A long, hot shower, a delicious dinner, and a
good night's rest and we were ready for our visit to Cusco and
Machu Picchu.

When we returned to Lima and went to the
airport, we were greeted at the gate by Roberto, who gave me an
envelope. I opened it on the plane and found the antique necklace
that he had removed from the mummy. I handed it to Bebe, who
refused to wear it. It now resides with the rest of my
pre-Columbian collection.

Years later, when we returned to Peru, we
contacted Juan Kennedy and renewed our acquaintanceship with our
friend, Roberto, the grave robber.
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Chapter 2

Throw — Away Children Of Ho Chi
Minh City

The war in Viet Nam had ended several years
earlier but the United States was still licking its wounds over the
first war we had ever lost. Our government refused to acknowledge
the newly combined North and South Viet Nam as one nation and would
not issue visas for Americans to visit 'that nation.'

On our way to my annual working and teaching
stint in developing countries, I met a colleague in Hong Kong who
suggested that we continue our trip by way of Viet Nam.

"The United States does not recognize Viet
Nam," I replied, "so we're not able to get visas."

"No problem. I'm now with the World Health
Organization. I can make all the necessary arrangements."

And so he did. That is how, on a sunny
afternoon, we arrived in Ho Chi Minh City (formerly Saigon) and
checked into the Rex Hotel.

Typical of early twentieth century French
architecture, we found the Rex comfortable and very well staffed by
French trained Vietnamese personnel.

After a brief rest, we strolled about town.
France had indeed left its mark. Like Oran in Algeria, most of the
city was a little piece of France — wide boulevards lined with
French architectural homes, French street signs, cafes, and all the
rest of the cultural trimmings.

As we made our way through a market place, we
were greeted with smiles and offered local produce. We were
astonished and pleased to be welcomed by people who had been so
brutalized by war. We both wondered if the shoe had been on the
other foot would our population be so forgiving?

After an appetizing dinner, prepared in the
French manner and served with elegance, we retired for the
night.

We arose bright and early, had an excellent
breakfast, and left the hotel, to find ourselves besieged by a huge
mass of children.

The older ones were in their early and late
teens; some were only six or seven, and many were in between. They
were all painfully thin. Their skin tones ranged from almost white
to almost black. Some appeared to be pure Vietnamese except when
you looked closely. These were the throwaway children of Viet
Nam.

The older ones cried out in French.
"Monsieur, aidez-moi." The younger ones, in pathetic child voices,
"Mr., please help me."

What had we done? First the French had sired
these children and then the British, Turks, and other of our
allies, but most were fathered by Americans, both white and black,
and then abandoned by them.

We were horrified. We raced back to the hotel
to ask questions. Where were the mothers? We knew that the fathers
were long gone, deserting their children. But where were the
mothers, their families?

"Ah, Monsieur. The mothers are all out trying
to beg, borrow, steal, working at whatever they can to feed their
children. They have not only been deserted by their husbands (many
had married their soldiers), but their families have totally turned
their backs on them.

They call these women prostitutes, pigs, and
all the terrible names they can think of. They will not recognize
mother or child. It is so pathetic." The women have no source of
income. Their boyfriends and husbands deserted them without so much
as a good-bye. The married ones, at least, should get some
compensation from their husband's government, but no one
cares."

We almost cried over this disheartening lack
of humanity.

We again went out and were accosted by what
appeared to be a twelve-year-old girl. (We later learned that she
was sixteen years old.) She called to us in French, so we assumed
that her father had been a French soldier.

Yvette was a thin, under-developed child with
apparent Gallic blood. Light of complexion, her blue eyes were her
only redeeming physical feature. She spoke little English, but her
French was good. Bebe spoke French well and I could 'get along' so
we had no language barrier.

After we had established ourselves as best we
could, we asked Yvette, "Where is your mother?"

She replied in French, "Today my mother gives
her blood."

"Gives her blood?" I questioned. "What does
that mean?"

She replied, "One day, every six weeks, my
mother gives blood at the hospital. She gets five dollars every
time. That money is what we live on."

We could hardly believe our ears. Talk of
blood money!

"I'm going to meet her soon at the hospital.
Come, I'll take you there."

We followed her to the local hospital and
there, sitting on the steps, was a small, wan Vietnamese woman.

"Maman, these Americans want to meet
you."

The woman stood up. She was dressed in the
Vietnamese style, but in old and faded material. She was a thin,
washed-out looking woman, whom we took to be about sixty. (We
subsequently found out that she was forty-three.) She was typical
of the women of the south — small-boned, dark of color, and very
deferential.

We explained that we were interested in her
and her child and invited them to a nearby bistro for lunch. They
eagerly accepted.

They ate with gusto and the mother put some
of the French bread in her pocketbook.

"Tell me about yourself," I said. "Where are
your mother and father? Who was your husband?"

"My mother and father are gone. My father was
a farmer. He sent me to school so I can read and write. When the
French soldiers were here, I got a job in their supply store. It is
there that I met and fell in love with Jacques. My family was
unhappy but they accepted. We were married by a Buddhist priest and
monk at a big temple. I was so happy. He loved our little Yvette.
But after the battle at Dienbienphu, the French — they all go. My
husband, too. He say, Til be back.' I waited and waited but he
never came back. I wrote to the French army. No answer. My family
called me a prostitute and told me to take my child and leave. I
cried and begged but they said that no prostitute could live in
their house and they made me leave. Now I beg. I give blood. My
Yvette can read and write, and maybe soon, she will get a job and
help take care of her Maman." With this, she smiled a little and
patted Yvette's arm.

When we said good-bye Yvette asked, "You give
five dollars? We live good for a month on five dollars." I gave
them each five dollars realizing that this was a small 'no answer'
to their problem.

We spent a somber evening with visiting
British physicians and retired early. We asked the noble doctors if
they were aware of the pathetic injustice done to these women and
their children. They replied evasively, indicating that they had
known but had swept it underneath their consciences.

Once again, in the morning after breakfast we
were surrounded by the throwaway children of Ho Chi Minh City.
There was Yvette, smiling and waving. She had attracted two British
women (wives of the British physicians of the prior night) and was
moving away. I gave her another five dollars and sent regards to
her Maman.

Meanwhile Bebe was talking to a little boy
who appeared to be about six years old.

When I joined her, she introduced me to John,
a skinny little kid with black hair and almost black
complexion.

"Hi, John," I said. With as big a smile as I
could muster, "I'll bet you speak good English."

His grin reassured me as he replied, "I'm
American and I speak real good English."

"Where's your momma?" I asked.

He replied, "She working."

"I'd like to take you and your momma to
lunch. Can you find her?"

"For lunch," he replied, "yes, I can find
her. You wait here."

Ten minutes later, he returned with a woman
wearing a very tight bosom revealing sweater, a short, short skirt
and too much lipstick. I remembered the concierge at the hotel.
"Some have had to become prostitutes."

I hesitated, but Bebe said, "We've taken a
liking to John, so we want you both to have lunch with us."

She replied in fair English, "We'd enjoy
that."

Again, our guests ate with great relish. I
asked about her parents.

She replied, "No father or mother."

"Everyone has a father and mother. Tell me
about yours."

"They kicked me out," she said. "Told me I
was no good. I said my boy and I were as good as anyone and
left."

"How do you support yourselves?" I asked.

Quick as a flash she replied, "I'm a
prostitute, a whore. I can't read or write, so I do what I have
to." She said this rather belligerently and defensively.

I tried to smooth her ruffled feelings and
said, "I understand. I'd do anything to care for my family. Were
you married to the boy's father?"

"We were married by a Buddhist priest and an
American chaplain. My husband ran off and left us with all the
money he had, but since that is gone, I do what I have to do."

We chatted for a while and again, I gave each
of them five dollars for which they thanked me profusely.

We were scheduled to leave the next day.
After breakfast I handed five dollars to each child outside of the
Rex Hotel, leaving us only enough money to get me to an American
Express office to replenish our funds.

On our arrival home, we contacted our
senators and congressmen and alerted them to our national shame in
Viet Nam and the condition of the discarded children. In a
relatively short period of time, our government did indeed take
action to redress (in part) the cruel conditions resulting from the
actions of some of our soldiers.

 


 



Chapter 3

Henri — The Angkor
Guide

The flight from Bangkok to Siem Reap in
Cambodia was uneventful except for the tiresome customs and
immigration scrutiny, both leaving and arriving.

We made our way to the new hotel at Siem Reap
and prepared for an exciting but strenuous exploration of what, we
had been told, was another 'Wonder of the World,' the lost temples
of Angkor Wat and Angkor Thorn.

We were grateful for our air-conditioned room
and cold shower. The temperature outside was well at the one
hundred degree mark with humidity to match.

After a good night's sleep the first order of
business was finding a proper guide who not only knew his way
around the structures, but who had some knowledge of their history,
architecture, and art.

The concierge at the hotel was most helpful
and recommended a gentleman named Henri. That was not his real name
of course, but he had worked for a French couple who either
couldn't pronounce his given name or who wanted a reminder of their
homeland. According to Henri, they hated Cambodia, but their
business required them to be there.

Although Henri claimed to be forty years old,
he looked more like sixty. His outward aspect was deceiving,
however. Despite is appearance; he was very strong and agile. He
was short in stature, perhaps five feet four inches tall, and
skinny as a rail. Dark of complexion with snow-white hair and a
ready smile, he had an upbeat personality. We hired him
immediately.

We explained to Henri that we not only wanted
to explore but to try and understand who had built the Angkor’s and
for what reason. Why had they been deserted as the capital of their
ancient kingdom?

We began at Angkor Wat. Henri said that the
ancient builders were the Khmers who had ruled that entire area.
The temple itself was built on or about the twelfth century C.E.,
probably by slave labor. As we walked around, Henri explained some
of the history of the Khmer civilization, a kingdom almost always
at war with its neighbors, the Thais, Vietnamese, etc. Angkor Wat
is a temple built to venerate Brahma. (Although many Far Eastern
authorities disagree. They feel that the temple honors Lord
Buddha.) It is surrounded by a wide moat and, as at Angkor Thorn,
bullet holes remind us of the recent conflicts.

Angkor Thorn is older. Constructed at around
nine hundred C.E. it is rectangular in form. It was a city, the
capital of the Khmers. There are royal palaces, the beautiful
temple of Bayo and a mysterious pyramidal structure that was
probably religious in nature. The terrace is decorated with
magnificent relief of gods, animals, men and war scenes. The towers
and floral decorating are all superb examples of craftsmanship
executed in reddish sandstone.

It became obvious that Henri was more than a
local guide. His English, though accented, was easily understood;
his French was impeccable.

After a few days we accepted him not only as
a guide, but also as a friend. We ate all our meals with him and in
his hoarse, lecture-like voice; he related the history of the
Khmers, their rise and fall.

After a while we questioned our new friend
about his own life. Was he married? Any children? Where did he
master French and to a lesser degree, English?

He chuckled and said, "My story is long,
Doctor, and not for our lady's ears."

"Why?" I asked. "Is it raunchy or so dark; is
it that you're a villain?"

He replied, "No, sir, but it is so very sad
and I cannot depress so happy a lady."

"You don't strike me as being an unhappy man
and my wife is a woman of the world. If your story depresses her,
she will either retreat or ask you to stop."

With that he smiled. "Today I am happy, but
it was not always so.

"I was born not far from here, the oldest of
six children. My father was a grower of rice; my mother was an
educated woman, having gone to a convent school. My parents were
devout Hindus, a little unusual for a country whose majority is
Buddhist."

"How is it they were Hindus?" I asked.

He replied, "Because their parents were
Hindus." Simply stated and an obvious response.

"I had no skill other than farming, but my
mother taught me to read and write. She also taught me to speak
French and a little English. When I was sixteen years old, a French
couple who had just come to Cambodia on business, engaged me to be
a houseboy, guide, chauffeur, and all around helper."

"Didn't your parents object to this rather
lowly job?"

"No, they were delighted. Our farm was very
small and most of the time there wasn't enough food to go around.
There would be one less mouth to feed. They also knew that Monsieur
DuBois and his wife were kind people who would be good to me. In
addition, Mrs. DuBois helped me with my French and English.

"I had worked for them for four years when
Mr. DuBois was called back to Paris. They asked if I would care to
go with them in the same capacity. I eagerly said yes."
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