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Visitations


 


 


 


 


Always, she arrives near evening. The last few children in blue-and-white uniforms have finished their after-school work and are plodding along in small gangs or, like her, alone. They don’t take notice of her; they have screens in their hands, shoves and teasing to repay, snacks bagged in newsprint to grease up their fingers. In their trail, sparrows tussle over fallen fried crumbs and biscuit sticks trampled to powder by little shoes. A pearl-eyed lottery seller, sensing passersby from footsteps and the clap of flip-flops, calls out over an opened case of clothes-pinned tickets to whoever craves luck.


Her nose picks up the ashen smell always in the air. Somewhere, a garbage heap incinerates underneath a highway overpass; in temples, incense sticks release sweet smoke to the holy and the dead; flames curl blue in the open-air gas grills of shophouse food stalls.


She is a child or a few thousand years old. Would it ever matter? The city will stay this way for her. When she was a uniformed primary schooler herself, walking home along these very streets, she liked to make believe she was a bewildered traveler in a foreign city, drawn forward by alluring strangeness. She couldn’t have known then that there would be years ahead when she didn’t have to pretend, and years still further ahead when pretending was all she could do.


Fresh, fresh, hot, hot, good for kids, delicious for grown-ups, twenty bahts, twenty bahts. She counts on hearing the soy milk lady’s singsongy cry ahead of the others. The thicker the crowd on the sidewalk, the louder the hawkers call out. Stampedes of dusty shoes and shopping bags and stray dogs crisscross near the ground; canopies of sun-shielding umbrellas and twisty headphone cords drift above. The fruit sellers have laid parrot-green pyramids of pomelo on their tables. They holler, “Come, pretty young sister! Come sample this!” and she tells them maybe tomorrow, knowing they’ll be at the same spot to greet her the next morning as she hurries to catch the 6:45 at the Skytrain station. Auntie Tofu, Uncle Big Mouth, the Egret: she doesn’t know their real names, only the monikers her mother mentioned when boasting of discounts negotiated at the produce scale. The vendors pick up halved mangosteens to show off the white flesh balled inside like an unbloomed flower. It’s about the time of the year when these particular fruits become more plentiful, though that wasn’t always the case, especially during the calamitous years—lifetimes ago it seems—when orchards drowned and few trucks dared brave watery roads to deliver what little of the crop had been saved. Those days are hardly worth remembering, are they? Everything is now back in its place.


The asphalt before her darkens in the shadow of the building she thinks of as home. The usual guard salutes her from the gatehouse, a walkie-talkie raised to his forehead. When building management first upgraded the security setup to attract higher-paying tenants for the rental floors, she thought the cameras were turning to follow her. She’d find out that the motion was simply an automatic preset and the feeds went to backroom monitors attended by no one. She was young then and didn’t realize that there was already scant escape from being watched, camera or no camera.


Eyes are everywhere, pointing down from balconies and windows, through the iron fencing and palm thickets that separate the building’s grounds from the unruly street. She can feel eyes on her skin, even now. It won’t surprise her to turn around from this walk up the driveway and find the guard peeling her with his stare. Where the building’s communal shrine stands, a sun-reddened European family, probably one of the short-term renters, is clicking selfies in front of the week’s offerings—oranges and bottled cola—for higher entities and land spirits. The pudgy-faced father turns in her direction, eyes widened, before resuming his pose for another shot.


In the lobby, chilled, purified air welcomes her. How many times has she walked over these granite tiles? Always in a rush, out and in. No letting up the pace. There isn’t need for any hurry now. She can take the remainder of her life, if she wants. As she passes, the receptionist behind the front desk barely glances at her, occupied by the telenovela playing on a small tablet that slides out from under her folders when the manager isn’t around. There’s no customer at the coffee nook, where the receptionist also triples as barista and cashier should someone obey the beckoning paw of the Japanese porcelain cat on the counter.


The coffee venture was part of a flurry of renovations management had embarked upon after she left for abroad. One year, she’d returned to find the lobby’s gray walls covered up by prefabricated panels of exposed brick and the waiting area’s threadbare sofa replaced by sleeker Scandinavian-by-way-of-Thai-factories chaises and sectionals. Another visit, a spa meant for expats and tourists had opened on one end of the ground floor, and the music from the lobby’s overhead speakers had switched from Thai pop hits to rain forest sounds laid over tinkling chimes. Even the elevator bank had gotten a makeover, with footlights installed along the walls and the nicked beige doors refashioned with a few coats of auspicious firecracker red for the Chinese renters.


She stops in front of the call button, her hands clenched. Maybe this will be the time she gives in to the temptation to push it and wait for the arrival bell, a sound she has heard thousands of times. It’s nearly seven o’clock. Both her parents should be home from work. Her father’s probably watering the plants on the balcony and doing his evening calisthenics routine—arms swinging and legs lifting—in the Premier League T-shirt and shorts he has changed into, and her mother’s probably in her favorite chair by the window, arms spreading and folding the day-old newspaper that she always forgets to take for her train commute. Soup is simmering on the stove in the alcove kitchen. It’s either the lotus stem curry that her father brings home twice a week from his favorite shop by his office, or the clear tofu soup he likes to make with vegetables left over from other dishes. The TV is on, as it usually is. To break the silence, as her mother says. The evening news anchors—always the genial pairing of a delicately featured woman and a bespectacled man—are at their desk, pitying the fallen and wounded in the day’s roundup. At some point, her mother gets up to knock at the windows to tell her father to come inside. Her father pretends to ignore the knock, and her mother knocks again, with louder authority.


The ding of the bell stiffens her back. The elevator has arrived on its own. Its red doors slide open with no one inside, and her own eyes return her gaze from the mirrored wall inside. She dares herself to step through.


She should have known this already: she won’t. She’ll turn around and walk out the door at the rear of the building and onto the covered walkway leading to the pool. It will already be growing darker out there, no one to look up at the scatter of lit windows. She’ll just slip out and leave, as she has always done.


Before she can decide, something interrupts her. She can’t say what it is—not a thing she can see, but different from a mere thought, and more than a feeling. It approaches her, cresting forcefully like a wave that has rippled across oceans. It wakes her, as if she were being shaken out of a dream. This is no dream. It’s gathering outside of her. It speaks and says without speaking. A dreadful thing’s about to happen.


She squints out the lobby’s windows. A dry-cleaning delivery van cruises down the drive, the hanger bags having been dropped off. That’s all it probably was: a noisy engine startling an anxious woman. She wonders if any of the others also felt it. In the lobby, the receptionist sits undisturbed, her attention still with the telenovela. A tenant stands at the wall of mailboxes, flipping through envelopes. From the speakers, recorded jungle birds squawk out over a synthesized human choir. Her steps clap forward across the marble floor. She pushes the glass doors into the remaining warmth of the slow-boiled day.


It is only so. Many times exiting through these doors, she mumbles the words: It is only so. It’s a phrase she’s said since she was barely more than a child, to steel herself for the unknowable day. A swim teacher first said it to her during a lesson, after a sparrow that had broken its neck against a sky-filled window fell dead into the pool, and she clung to the words as if they were a lifeline thrown to her. It is only so. She repeats the phrase three times, out of habit and a need to calm herself, not knowing why she’s pacing the circular driveway, looking for what she can’t even say.


She suspects the guard is watching her again but doesn’t turn around to check. Following the seeming tilt of the land, she lets her feet pull her like hounds toward the garden by the garage entrance, where drivers wait their turn to whirl down the window and tap their entry card. She has long avoided this area for the good chance of running into one of her parents behind the wheel of a car.


The garden is nothing more than a square of yellowing grass and concrete planters. The air here feels thinned out. Her own footsteps, echoing back one, two, one, two, feel faded against an intensifying gradient of sensation.


She’s suddenly reminded of the few minutes before a concert begins, when musicians run through their warm-ups onstage. She loves hearing those first discordant notes climbing and collapsing in their collective routine as much as the program to come. What are these instruments that now play for her? She hears the flapping of a buzzard’s wings, monsoon rain tapping on window glass. Song of harvest sounding across rice fields. Monks’ prayers enveloping a hall of mourners. A hand bounding sharply past middle C.


Some uproar above compels her to look up. She sees only the infinity of the bluing cloudless dusk and the darkened rise of the building, but her instincts command her to cross her arms overhead, turn away, and brace.










Arrival


 


 


 


 


Three weeks after the disappearance of his steamer trunks somewhere between the Siamese port and Singapore, Phineas Stevens still held hope for their return. He dearly missed his medical books, drawing supplies, and clothes. The reverend had lent him two sets of shirts and trousers, and each day he washed one in a pan of boiled water and wore the other. It was necessary that this chore be performed daily; here in the Siamese capital, one could sweat oceans in an hour. The heat and the gelatinous air sent his thoughts to leisurely summer swims across Archer’s Pond. How he longed for those New England waters—cold, clean, without crocodiles.


At the river port, the Dutch shipping company clerks shook their heads. They assured him that their most diligent men would continue to retrace ship manifests and turn over their warehouses. He suspected them of uproarious laughter as soon as he left.


Outside, he could see that Winston had had better luck at the customs house. At his feet lay a wooden case that looked to hold some mechanical part or another for the crumbling printer, and two small crates—likely pamphlets from the Society to stock their diminishing stacks, which the reverend would claim as proof of interest from the Siamese, ignoring that most had no knowledge of English and that the cooks were using them as kindling.


Winston handed him a yellowed envelope scalloped at a corner by rodent bites.


“For you, Dr. Stevens.”


“I’m surprised it has journeyed this far,” Phineas said before tucking the envelope into his satchel.


“From your love?”


“My brother.”


With the reverend, he spoke freely of his home life at Gransden Hall, but with Winston, who derived uninhibited amusement from the very thought of estate balls and carriage rides through the countryside, he barely mentioned it. Only this morning he’d said, as they set out, “Dr. Stevens, if a sojourn on foot isn’t to your liking, you’re welcome to ask the reverend if he would hire us sedan chairs, preferably attended by nubiles tickling the air with fronds.”


He didn’t take Winston’s jabbing to heart. Howbeit, he had no choice but to rely on Winston’s familiarity with this alien city. The few Westerners he’d encountered were European—Portuguese, English, French, and Dutch—drawn to the country’s material riches. The reverend counted no more than one hundred Americans in the capital. The number included some fellow missionaries at Reverend Jones’s Baptist mission in the Chinese section and at Dr. Bradley’s Congregational mission on the Thonburi side. Then there were the sailors, traders, saloon keepers, and various personages of uncertain character. None made a habit of attending the mission’s services.


The sun began to set, the darkened streets readying for thieves. They followed the east bank of the Chao Phraya back to the mission station. The sight of the gates always heartened Phineas. They entered to see again the main edifice, which had been constructed in an indeterminate European style but with much Siamese influence—a high triangular roof for venting heat, and stilts for weeks of flood. Worship took place in the first-floor chapel, an assembly area furnished with rudimentary pews; most days, two of the other lay missionaries, Miss Crawford and Miss Lisle, used it as a classroom for native children. A large tile-roofed veranda that jutted from the room on the south side served as the mission hospital and dispensary where Phineas worked. In addition to the main house, there was enough land for a small orchard of Asiatic fruits that the reverend tended, and a smaller house for the Siamese cooks, who ignored requests for more Occidental meals with winsome smiles. Here good wheat competed in rarity with gold. They tasted bread only in their sleep.


“A fruitful venture, I hope,” the reverend said, locking the gate.


“It could have been better.”


“In no time, you’ll have adjusted your expectations.”


It was the reverend who had urged him to accompany Winston on trips outside the mission compound, to “understand the local superstitions for the benefit of our efforts.” He had observed how, most days, Phineas sat mute at supper, unable to muster much interest in the others’ banter. Miss Crawford and Miss Lisle echoed the reverend’s concern, worrying that devotion to work had taken a toll on him. Miss Lisle made him promise that he would commit to some period of rest. He tried to evade her pleas, but she remained insistent. He acquiesced.


Aside from infrequent call to the homes of local merchants, Phineas had spent the greater part of the weeks since his arrival fulfilling his duties at the mission hospital. He attended to the endless circulation of market peddlers, fishermen, opium addicts, whores, and day laborers, dispensing packets of quinine and acetanilides, purgative oils, and remedies for digestive ailments, conditional on a translated Society pamphlet tied by string to each. There had been a few minor surgical procedures, most to deal with knife-inflicted wounds from skirmishes over wagers on caged cricket fights, and one to address an assault by a mongoose. He cleaved and mended as best he could, given septic conditions and few available instruments.


“We need more medical supplies,” he’d said to the reverend, worried about their stock.


“Feel free to send another letter, Dr. Stevens, if you believe yourself more persuasive than I.”


The Society historically sent less than what was required. Funds tended to flow more easily to other stations, like the one in Guangzhou, where demonstrable advances of the faith had been made with the local population as well as in the study of regional diseases. Phineas recalled an exhibit at New Haven when he’d been doing his medical training there, of Dr. Parker’s studies of tumor pathologies in the Chinese population and the paintings of men and women with bulbous, flowering flesh. These had played no small part in motivating Phineas’s own travels to this far-off post.


“Why not? I am after all a white sorcerer of formidable power,” he said to the reverend. “Certainly, I can whisper a charm spell into my letter.”


Once Phineas had arrived at the clinic to find, before his apothecary cabinet, a spread of square baskets woven from banana leaves. They were filled with offerings of rice, fresh flowers, and sweets. Two clay figures—a man and a woman—had also been left to serve as ghost servants for a chest of enema tubes. It did not delight him that his patients held him in similar esteem as their witch doctors, men who entered into trances to speak the tongue of spirits or who claimed to be able to send ghostly imps to strangle adversaries.


The reverend encouraged the misunderstanding. “A step to faith in the doctor is another to the doctor’s God,” he said.


Tonight, the reverend tapped Phineas’s arm and informed him that tomorrow he’d be accompanying Winston on another outing beyond the compound.


“But what of the mission hospital? Who will tend to the infirm?”


“You’ll be far more effective in your duties once you begin to know this country. We can trust Miss Lisle to handle most of the basic cases.”


“And what of cases of greater severity?”


“We’ll leave those to the witch doctors,” the reverend said with a grin, before bidding him good night and walking up to the second-floor sleeping quarters. The reverend occupied the first room next to the stairs. Phineas’s was the narrow room between the women’s and Winston’s. It contained few furnishings beyond a rudimentary desk and a raised platform where he slept on bare wood and a burlap pillow stuffed with coconut husks.


What he loved most about the room were the parrots that gathered in the tree across from its windows. Sunlight poured through the leaves and lit up tiny gold-and-orange flowers along the branches, where the birds perched in pairs. They were colored green and blue, with a necklace of ruffled topaz spots. All day and night they chattered, as if gossiping, and quarreled and sang seemingly joyful songs. Strangely, their noises did not bother him but instead gave him comfort as he lay in his bed, far from the familiar sounds of the wide green valley back home.


Winston wanted nothing more than to shoot these birds—nowhere as meaty as the quail he talked of hunting back in the States, but eating was beside the point. Winston claimed to be able to aim his pistol across the width of a canal and pick off a dragonfly. The reverend would not allow a demonstration of this skill for fear of offending the Siamese, who deplored such killings. They believed that Man was an animal and that, after death, a soul might reenter the realm of the living in the body of a different beast. They would not want to see their fathers shot for some foreigner’s pleasure. They will come for us with sticks and knives, the reverend had warned.


Phineas woke to the sound of tapping outside. He stood up and stepped through the mosquito net to reach for a scalpel from his desk. A clang, followed by thuds. Someone was out there; he was certain. He unlatched the door and stepped out to the balcony, the scalpel tucked in his fist.


Winston dangled over the wall, having returned from some mysterious nocturnal errand. When he saw Phineas on the balcony, he lifted a lone finger to his lips and winked.


“He is not like us,” Miss Crawford had said, after disclosing that were Winston not the only skilled and willing printer available in the capital, he would have long ago lost his place in the house.


“Up late, Dr. Stevens? Too much excitement ticking in that head of yours?” Winston whispered.


“Excitement? For what?”


“Tomorrow’s festivities.”


This much he’d learned in these few weeks: no occasion for raucous debauchery and superstition went unobserved in this heathen city. His alveoli had blackened from Chinese families burning money to dead relatives; his cochlear spirals had deformed from cannons fired at the Siamese forts to repel celestial leviathans swallowing the moon. The upcoming three-day ceremony, he’d heard, involved a monstrous swing.


In fact, he had seen the swing once, on his way to address a Dutch sea captain’s gangrenous arm. The Siamese had raised the red swing beside a busy thoroughfare, where it loomed over no fewer than three gambling houses, an outdoor Chinese opera theater, a Buddhist temple, and a number of gold shops. With unbroken trunks of ancient mountain teak serving as its two main legs, it stood by Winston’s estimate as high as fifteen men standing on one another’s shoulders.


“You’ll see, Doctor,” he said now. “I’ve never before witnessed such daring from mortal creatures, and I have gone eye to eye with Santa Anna’s army in Chapultepec.”


“I’m certain I won’t be disappointed. Sleep well, Winston.”


If calamity were to visit me, it would be from this man, Phineas thought. He stepped back into his quarters and latched his door, his heart still pounding. Unable to close his eyes, he lit a lamp at his desk and opened again the envelope from his brother. Inside was a sketch of Gransden Hall that Andrew had drawn for him. What graceful lines, presumably made with soft Borrowdale graphite. There was nothing here for him but crumbly shards of coal, should he wish to return the favor.


He hoped Andrew would soon receive the letter he had sent this afternoon, without the reverend’s knowledge, for it also contained a petition to the Society for his immediate transfer to Canton, Rangoon, or wherever else his medical skills could be better applied, with adequate resources and due seriousness of endeavor.


In the same letter he also wrote of his recovery from a mild gastrointestinal illness, he believed from overripe mangoes devilishly selected by the cooks, and how Miss Lisle had taken charge of his care during that period, cleaning him, performing tasks that should only be asked of one’s hired aide or kin. She eliminated marauding mosquitoes from his room and read to him from the few English tracts available to them. Such magnanimity yields much its intention, he’d written, and noted how grateful he was to count himself among such kind souls in this alien territory. He continued,


The Siamese as a race thrive in the aquatic realm. They live as if they have been born sea nymphs that only recently joined the race of man. A traveler arriving at the mouth of the Chao Phraya steams upriver along mangrove beaches until the muddiness yields to long patches of coconut groves, alongside of which one may observe fishing villages where frog-limbed men, with spear or woven trap in hand, serenely perch on poles protruding from the water. Farther on lie endless expanses of wetland grass until the land solidifies into forests of flowering trees, fragrant in the breeze, and banana plants of endless variety. The wilderness gives way to towns where women squat at the shore with their washing and canoes as numerous as autumnal waterfowl in the Hudson’s marshes row out, each with its freight of cooped poultry or mounds of fruits ready for the floating markets. And an hour beyond, before one can be lulled to an afternoon slumber, lies the capital, its riverside lined with rickety stilt houses that look incapable of withstanding even the most delicate wake of a modern steamer yet somehow maintain a mysterious integrity. Their occupants drink, swim, wash away their filth, and fill pots to make soupy meals of their catches, everyone joined in the same confluence of fluids.


It is my conjecture that the waterborne city inspirits our undoing. Its fluvial systems—the natural ones and also the mesh of canals throughout the capital—carry to us miasmata that weaken the body.


Daily, we face our catastrophes, if not by pestilent vapors, then devised by bureaucrats, birthed from faithlessness, self-incurred. I comprehend the Society’s preference for men and women of youth, as ample health and vitality are needed to withstand the corrosion of these climes.


I am less concerned for myself than I am for the mission. Since my arrival attendance at service has not increased beyond the dozen or so minority Chinese families converted years prior. Piles of translated tracts and pamphlets lie untouched. Few Siamese pay us heed, unless they are seeking medicine or soliciting us to purchase their goods. The reverend is rightfully proud of what he has managed to achieve at the station under the circumstances, but there are times when I believe him prouder of his bountiful rambutan trees. Miss Crawford and Miss Lisle hold fast to optimism, despite caring for children who prefer craft lessons to the learning of letters and maths. The man Winston, to no surprise, harbors no apparent worries.


Whatever blessings of civilization are accorded to the Siamese will, I fear, bear little fruit. They are a proud, even arrogant people, having yet to come under the domain of a more advanced nation. They seem to regard our own purpose as merely to serve and sustain them in their lifelong pursuit of frivolity. If you ask me, they are full of guile as well, having played off the ambitions of the French and the British, whose territories surround them, so as to profit from the impasse and continue to fly their elephant flag. Without significant headway into the interior of the country—there being no concession for missionary efforts similar to the Treaty of Nanking—I fear the reach of the mission will remain severely limited. Despite the outward friendliness of the Siamese, especially when my medical capacities are needed, the opposition to our presence is profound. That the reverend even managed to secure land for the mission and to procure materials for its construction is a minor miracle.


Another hindrance lies in the people’s devotion to demon worship. Few have either the capacity or the desire for literacy, and even the Tripitakas and other texts of their own faith are a mystery to the majority of the people. Seeking solace outside of the passivity encouraged by their religion, the Siamese have embraced the worship of charms and objects, whether a tree or a termite mound.


My dear Andrew, I hope that I have not encumbered you with my distant despair, a world apart from the comforts of our valley, and that instead my musings shall provide you with some thin trickle of amusement. I hereby include a promised watercolor of frolicking parrots to guarantee a lift in your mood. It’s very rudimentary, I’m afraid, as I’m forced to get along with the means available. The green comes from soaked pandan leaves, the yellows from turmeric. May their pungent odors fade before your receipt of these words.


Did I tell you in my previous letter what became of the previous occupant of my room? A hooded cobra trespassed the mosquito screen one night, and when the man woke, the snake was roused as well. Not a waking hour passes in that room without my suspicious glance at crevices between the floorboards.


I hold little fear, however, as I consider these present circumstances trials meted by His hand. From my own treatment of patients, I’ve found that body and spirit are often restored by what most consider tribulation, be it piercing to let foul humors or the administration of black calomel to purge disease and restore balance to the constitution. To be touched by Grace, a soul must not fear enduring harm.


Yet, I must admit, the knowledge of your prayers does provide me with immeasurable comfort. Will you continue to pray for us here, as I pray for you all? Earthly survival, as transient as it will ultimately prove to be, presents a very desirable prospect. By His grace, may I hope to see each morning light?










Cadence


 


 


 


 


The way Clyde tells it, the suicidal man was a sergeant, and the band had been trucked to the base to change his mind. “By playing ‘My Blue Heaven,’ ” says Clyde. “His friends thought it worth a try. They told us the song always put the sergeant in a better mood.”


It’s three o’clock in the morning. The nerves in his knees are shooting lightning. He has just played two sets straight to a room that carries on, chattering and cackling, like he should thank them for letting him play.


He looks for Griang and Marut, but they’ve slunk away, leaving him at a squeaky vinyl-upholstered booth with these young white officers on their five-day leave from either Utapao or Korat or a few hundred miles east in the big show itself—the country he’s more often heard referred to by numbered tactical zones or just “the war” than by its official name of Vietnam. By their accents, he knows these boys are from the South. There are Americans everywhere in Bangkok, he likes to say with a drop of complaint, but he’s not unhappy when he catches a familiar drawl through the cigarette smoke, summoning warmer memories of the Carolina shipping town where he was born. Besides, his countrymen pretending to be warrior-gods means good business. The swaggering packs of Americans who clot up the sidewalks on Petchburi Road keep him playing weeknights at the Servicemen’s Club and weekends at the Grand Eastern Hotel’s lounge.


He should be grateful for what he has going, according to Bobby Blue Eyes. Maybe, but if Bobby comes through, Clyde will be able to look forward to the long-awaited reprieve of a proper show. This time, he’ll be the headliner and people will be listening because they’ve made a point of coming to hear him, not because he happened to be behind the piano that night. He’ll play his own songs and none of the standards some Joe Dope might request, waving a twenty-baht bill as if that’d make someone’s whole night. Ring you after tonight’s show, Bobby had said. Have a drink ready.


“So this sergeant, what happened with him?” asks a lieutenant with premature gray striping the sides of his head.


Clyde says, “We’re driven down this road lined with cinder-block army housing, and I can see ahead exactly where we’re stopping, because there’s already a small crowd of MPs and GIs around the sergeant’s quarters. It’s monsoon season, and everything’s sunk in mud. They’ve built us a makeshift stage out of sandbags and pallets, with an upright Baldwin smack in the middle. It’s so hellishly humid I can feel the keys stick when I press them, and right away I know the piano’s out of tune. They order us to start playing, so we do. Oh, what a disaster. I think about it, and I still want to bury my face in that dirt. When we finish the song, we look around, and they tell us to play it again. Five, six, fifteen, I don’t know how many times, and I’m praying that they’ll realize what a bad idea this is and also thinking I’ll hear a gun pop any moment. Then the door busts open and the man comes out waving his .45 and screaming, ‘Stop, you’re fucking everything up!’ The MPs push him to the ground and that’s it.” He slaps the table with a hand. “That’s how I saved a man’s life.”


This late, everyone’s easy to laugh. He gets Happy to come over from the bar with drinks, four to a hand. There’s a toast. He clinks his glass against the others and resumes his pose, propped on his elbows.


If opportunity allows—and he usually finds it—he’ll tell his new friends about touring the bases in Europe, sharing the stage with Red, backing up Mabel at packed supper clubs, and, more recently, gripping the railing as a metal bird swerved between mountain cliffs and hoping the piano slotted next to him wouldn’t tear from its netting. He likes to dip his voice lower when he talks about the uninvited percussion—mortar rounds being fired into the jungle from hilltop camps. “Then I realize the bang completes my sound,” he’ll say.


“Clyde, you ever listen to them shows from Hon Tre?” asks one of the officers.


His smile wanes at the mention of rock this, groovy that, and especially the Brazilian stuff the clubs have been asking him to play.


“You like gunk in your ears?” he asks. “Those AFVN know-nothings only play you the riff and hook stuff. And if anyone disagrees, send them to Crazy Legs Clyde. I’ll show them what’s right.”


By now, a man his age has made peace with his stage name. It’s all anyone ever remembers. What the hell, he once thought. Oh, what the hell, he still thinks. Most awful is the obligation of having to still give them the Crazy Legs part, as if everything else about his music hasn’t mattered. Worse, that name also means he has to be ever so lively, despite the ruined knees, with his feet flopping and sliding on the stage floor like fresh catch on a dock. Something has to make up for his weakened voice.


“Phone,” Happy says from the bar. He slides out of the booth and winks to the lieutenant who has gotten up to let him through. The lieutenant returns it with a courteous nod. Church boy can’t help but keep his good manners, Clyde thinks.


“So did you get that consulate gig for me or not?” he says into the receiver.


“Working on it,” says a voice in piercing, accented English. “But there’s something else. A small function. Tomorrow.”


“I’m not playing a wedding, Bobby. I’ve told you that.”


“No, Clyde. Not a wedding. Listen, please. It’s a private show at a house. The client’s a big Crazy Legs fan.”


“Bobby, I might as well play on a toy piano at a temple fair.”


Morris would have laughed at him for tolerating this indignity. He remembers tugging Morris back by the slide of his horn when a patron kept scraping a fork on the china. Those were splendid times: they played until morning, there at the Roost, and also at Leon’s and the Onyx, where, night after night, Clyde listened to music so unearthly he thought he’d heard his bones cry. Even after those joints gave way to the ratholes businessmen ducked in to see girls writhing naked, they kept the jams loud and alive at the few places that hadn’t closed, like at Max’s basement in the Village, or sometimes up on rooftops in the Bronx, where they kept playing through, undershirts soaked, as the El roared past them in the steamy dark.


“What about that nightly at the Oriental? When are you going to snag that for me?”


“Clyde, that’s coming. This is now. This is easy money.”


“Hold on. Have to look at my grid,” Clyde says, and takes his time to check an imaginary calendar book. “How much bread is this going to get me?”


Bobby Blue Eyes gives him the number, five-figured in bahts, good enough along with what little he has saved for a plane ticket across the ocean.


He has known plenty of cities—starry metropolises with wide, endless boulevards, towns with piazzas empty at dawn, and slums in the shadow of medieval towers—each distinct from the one before, and the countless faces and tastes and smells, each an ocean’s width removed from the last. After he woke up from that European dream, Johnny John, who’d flown back from drumming gigs in Asia, suggested he try his luck in Bangkok. He thought he’d swing in for a warm winter. Five years have passed.


Is Morris even still in New York? Not a word has passed between them since he left the States. The most deafening thing he’s ever heard is the silence between two people.


“Go ahead, book it,” he says to Bobby Blue Eyes.


The pills the bouncer sold him before the show are hitting their notes. In his knees a river is stilled white by winter; in his head a turbid sea laps away the shore. Don’t fight it. Roll with the cabin and there’s no getting sick, a stewardess once said to him on a plane.


Back at the booth the brandy glasses have been emptied and only one of the boys is there. It’s the lieutenant, slumped against the wall on the other side of the booth.


“Where did your friends go?”


“Someplace. They left.”


He’s visited by the sudden focus that comes to drunks at the height of inebriation. He studies the lieutenant’s upwardly curved eyes, made prominent under the barren expanse of forehead; they remind him of the expression on Morris’s face, humming a newly hatched tune as they walked down Broadway.


It was Morris who’d fed him the whirly phrases that built up his early songs. Morris, hunched over the desk they shared, whistling and filling music sheets with whatever was abuzz in his head. Morris, who loved even the most wretched parts of him. They’d had a wonderful, tender decade with each other, hadn’t they? They’d done all they could so others wouldn’t find out, so that, at clubs, they wouldn’t walk into abrupt silence where the other musicians sat.


“Did I tell you about when I played in West Berlin with Ambassador Satch?” He pauses to sip his glass.


“Are you okay there, Clyde?”


“As fantastic as ever. Thanks for asking.”


His voice feels like it has floated off and he’s in a darkened room, listening to someone else say his words. “So this is after I’ve left New York and am bumming around in Newark. One day I get a call, and it’s my old headliner friend saying, ‘Clyde, you ever gone east of Queens?’ So before I know it, I’m there in England and then Germany, and we’re having ourselves a hell of a time, because over there they still love us to death. Then one night, we’re at this club in West Berlin, just off the Bleibtreustrasse, and as I’m playing, I feel a chill down my spine, and I notice this fellow standing in the aisle, leaning against a wall, and he’s staring at us like he wants to rip our throats out with his teeth. I keep on playing, of course, but whenever I look out there I see this terrible face. Well, the show ends, and the crowd’s leaving, and this man’s walking up to me. I’m thinking, Louis won’t mind if I grab his horn to use in self-defense, but then the man sticks his hand out and barks out something in German, and as I’m shaking his hand, our translator says the man crossed the Wall that night just to come hear us live.”


His voice returns to his tongue, like a pigeon to its coop, and becomes his again.


“You want another one?” the lieutenant asks.


“I’m set.”


Under the table, Clyde brushes his leg on the lieutenant’s. The leg, warm underneath the man’s trousers, doesn’t move from where his has stopped: the side of the man’s calf. A frightened look flashes over the lieutenant’s face. How remarkable, Clyde thinks, that a grown man can so quickly become a child again.


A ringing phone wakes him. He looks around and sees that he’s alone in his own bed, still wearing last night’s pants. The rectangle of morning through his one window shines on the jacket hanging from a chair. It has a nasty tear, the right sleeve hanging on sinewy threads. A dull pain radiates across the left side of his face. When he touches it, looking in the wall mirror, he’s glad to find that it’s not swollen, just a purple blot he can cover with powder. He remembers now: ambling down an empty soi with the lieutenant, saying the harmless things he usually says to a man he’s just met and the lieutenant responding, one-worded. Then out of nowhere, he felt a shove, his collar yanked, and the lieutenant not being so quiet with a pair of right hooks.


“Hello,” he says into the phone.


“Making sure someone remembers to show up today.”


“Damn it, Bobby. I’ve been doing this since long before you learned how to chew your food.”


He takes a shower in the mildewy bathroom. He takes a bottle of Coke out of the fridge and rubs the cold glass on his face. He patches himself up and dresses. At three o’clock, he walks down the two flights of stairs from his apartment and hails a tuk-tuk in front of the building. As with every afternoon, the roads run thick with private cars and overburdened buses. Beaky scooters and children hawking flower garlands wind through short-lived gaps between crushing fates. It takes half an hour to go just a few kilometers.


“This is it? You sure?” he asks the driver, but the man sputters off without a word.


He stands in the shade of the wrought-iron fence and the column of tall ashoka trees behind it. A servant, wearing a waistcloth like they do in the country, answers the buzzer and lets him in. He follows her down a stone-lined path, past a row of trellises heavy with yellow flowers the shape of gramophone horns, and then along a circular garden pond the color of split pea soup. For a moment, the choir of garden insects falls silent, revealing the sickly sputters of a boat engine. A canal becomes visible through narrow crenels striping the rear concrete wall. They walk along a driveway beside the wall, their footsteps measuring a few tranquil minutes—the sloshing wake, the songbirds overhead—until, finally, he spots a house awash with an air of the ancient in the tree-shaded light. They come to a roofed terrace that reminds him of the porch at his childhood home—his grandma’s white-and-green cottage, where he studied how the grown-ups played hymns and where at night, while his family slept, he silently scurried his tiny fingers a nail’s width above the keys. This house stands much larger, with two stories of arched windows and decorated eaves and terra-cotta tiles on the roof, much like ones he’s seen at villas in northern Italy where he played USO shows.


Inside, the house is cool and dimly lit. His nose picks up the faint scent of aged wood, sweet and dusty, like wisps of tobacco pinched from a tin. “This way. She’s waiting,” the servant girl tells him in Thai, gesturing down a hallway with her open palm. He steps into a parlor room with sea-blue walls wainscoted in dark teak. A trio of green velvet-backed chairs anchor the room. On the tallest chair sits a Thai woman about his age, wearing an ivory-colored silk blouse and a long brown skirt. The two puppies at her feet spring up to yap at him, and she quiets them with a clap.


“Make yourself comfortable,” she says in British-accented English. He brings together his hands, thinking to clasp them and greet her with a traditional Thai wai, but she offers her hand for him to shake. He sits down in the chair facing her and drops his Panama hat on the narrow table beside it.


“A grand house you have here, ma’am,” he says.


“It used to be my husband’s. He lives in London with his current wife. My son lives in New York, trying to be a starving artist. I’m here.”


“All the same, ma’am, it’s a wonderful home. All the same.”


“Would you like a drink, Mr. Crazy Legs? A water?”


“I’m quite all right, thank you, ma’am. Maybe I’ll bother you for that water later.”


“And you can stop addressing me as ma’am. Call me Pehn.”


“Will do, Khun Pehn. Likewise, please call me Clyde. Clyde Alston.”


“I’ve long admired your work, Mr. Clyde Alston. I must have listened to Starry Hour hundreds of times.”


“It’s been a long time since that album. I’m surprised anyone still knows of it.”


“You’re being too modest, Mr. Alston. It’s a remarkable record. Won’t you play from it for me?”


“I’ve had a few albums since then, Khun Pehn. Sure you wouldn’t like to hear my latest stuff?”


“The songs were dear to me during more joyful times in my life. Do you prefer not to play them, Mr. Alston?”


Clyde remembers riding out to Hackensack with Morris to record Starry Hour at the sound engineer’s studio, which was no more than a wood-ceilinged living room with a control area behind glass. The acoustics, though, were better than most concert halls in the city. Afterward, Red and Tony happened to drop in, and they all played on, long after the recording session, everything humming: the air in the room, the blue of the sky outside. Shame they hadn’t caught that part on tape too.


“Of course not, Khun Pehn. Just that it’s been a while. I might be a little out of practice.”


For a long moment they say nothing further. A ceiling fan whirs overhead, and the shrill call of a lone mountain pigeon comes from somewhere outside.


He has never been one for afternoons. He hates how the day hangs so thick and undecided, as if it’s staring him down and expecting an answer. Morris would go run errands or play the numbers or both, and then come back some hours later to slap together two of his huge, piled-on sandwiches with cold cuts from the Jewish deli over by Connie’s. Winters, they almost never left their apartment on 137th Street unless for a show. They wormed under blankets and drank dirty birds until the next day’s light knocked on the window. He’d rest his head on Morris’s chest and listen to the growling stomach of the man he loved and think that was the happiest anyone could be. It was on one of those nights that he noticed marks at the bend of Morris’s arm. Not long after, he found a kit hidden behind a dresser.


“Not to be rude, Khun Pehn, but Bobby let you know my fee?”


“I don’t know who this Bobby is, but yes, here’s all of it.”


She hands him an envelope, and he puts it in his pants pocket, not bothering to peek. He’s curious how Bobby Blue Eyes even found out about this gig.


“So where’s this party I’m playing?” he asks, gesturing with his hand in the direction of the garden.


Khun Pehn chuckles, covering her mouth with a wrist.


“Party? This Bobby, did he not tell you?”


She gets up, and he follows her down the hallway under the staircase. The room they enter has bare teak walls and a window that looks out on a vegetable garden. At the far side of the room, Clyde sees a turn-of-the-century piano with elaborate inlaid patterns on the mahogany case and carved moldings on the key bed. Nearby, a man in a white tunic sits cross-legged on a Louis XIV sofa.


“I’m playing for him?”


“Master Rai? He’s only the medium. You’ll be playing for the spirits,” Khun Pehn says, pointing to a wooden pillar by the window.


“In there,” Clyde says.


“Yes, mainly. Master Rai counts twenty or so spirits in the pillar. They visit me in my dreams, and I’m tired of it. A woman my age needs her sound sleep.”


He looks the pillar up and down. Weathered and knotted, with dark globs of sap bleeding at its base, the pillar reminds him of a giant twig. One magnificent day, he’ll cut himself loose from Bobby Blue Eyes.


“What do these spirits want?”


“They’re unhappy with me. They think I’m selling the house.”


“Are you?”


“Nobody wants me to sell. Nobody lives here but me. I feel as if I’m trapped in one of those boxes they fill up with odd mementos and seal in the ground, so others can dig it out a hundred years later and amuse themselves. Do you know what I’m talking about, Mr. Clyde Alston?”


“Can’t think of the exact term at the moment, but yes, I do. What I’m not clear on is my part in this.”


“They also told me, through Master Rai, that they haven’t heard a musician play for them in ages. My husband’s parents brought in mahori ensembles. I thought I’d change the tradition a bit.”


Clyde lifts the cover and taps out the first bar of a standard. The piano’s tuned, depriving him of an honest excuse.


“Khun Pehn, this is giving me the heebie-jeebies. I don’t know.”


Master Rai, speaking in some dialect, mumbles something that Clyde doesn’t catch. After hearing the man out, Khun Pehn says, “He wants you to know the spirits here are very eager for you to perform. And if you’d like, you can invite some of your own.”


Standing over the piano, Clyde tells himself that this is no different from any other gig. In a week or two, he’ll be gone from Bangkok, and this will be just another of his memories of the place; the mother of future laughs across gin glasses.


“All right, Khun Pehn. Show’s on.”


“Very well. Shall we?”


Hunched in front of the piano, Clyde sees only the shiny keys and his own softened reflection in the dark lacquer. Khun Pehn and Master Rai are sitting somewhere behind him, but it feels like he’s the only one in the room. He wonders when he should start, not used to being deprived of opening applause, no matter how polite and pitiful.


He can’t remember when he last played these songs, even on his own. He hopes that his mind only has to pull the familiar levers and his fingers and feet will break into the remembered motions. The keys at the tips of his fingers feel steel-cold. He presses down carefully, as if stepping forward on a lightless street. He slides the chair out of the way.


He begins tapping the floor with a foot, and for a while he rides fast up and down a series of chord changes, quickening the tempo after every few bars. When he reaches a frenzy that verges on his running off with the piano, he freezes and lets his voice pierce through, a grand cry like—as Morris once instructed—the first one outside his ma’s belly.


After that outburst, his fingers sing in his place. He opens with the quick-footed bluesy numbers, each about three minutes long, each moody and nervous but not without an underlayer of burgeoning rapture. He then tempers the pace to what might be called a ballad, a reliable crowd melter from when he made the rounds on Fifty-Second Street, a conceit, he admits, to set them up for the bombardment to follow.


Some newspaperman had once said that he played the keys as if they were on a machine shooting out confetti. When he had much of the crowd swaying and nodding their heads at the table, he knew the irrepressible moment had arrived. He’d call them to the floor and out they’d tumble, tugged from their seats by a hand they might only hold for that night. Folks sure went wild, given the permission of a mess.


He shouldn’t be surprised by what a song can do. Morris liked him to spread a song wide across the keys and build the chords up high. Each progression begs what’s next, and before long, they’re exploding further and further and further from where the song got started. Even though he’s the one pressing the keys, he has no choice but to hang back and let the music go where it’s leading him. He has long known that a song can make a man feel like he’s the luckiest being alive or help him smother his loneliness or, if it’s in the mood, retrieve to him, with its lengthy reach, times he didn’t even know he’d let sink to the murky bottom. This one returns him to the living room with the drab wallpaper and the green sofa rescued from a fire and the dust-encrusted rug where he stood saying to his love, “You think just because you wrote these, I owe you my life?”


It’s late in 1967, and they’re living not on 137th Street but in a house in Greenville, New Jersey, within earshot of the foghorns that sound from the docks in Elizabeth. They don’t play more than a couple of nights a week. A businessman gets bloodied in the Playbill’s parking lot, and the white crowd stops coming to Newark.


Morris says to him, “You’re running from me.”


Clyde says back, “Now why would I say no to playing in Europe with them? You think I’m getting a phone call like that again? You think I should stay here and look at the bugs on this wall and you cranked up on whatever you’re on?”


He knows he’s breaking a man to pieces. You can’t go, I’ve nothing without you, Morris is going to say, like he does time after time, staggering out of the haze in his blood—no more bothering to hide the habit, no errands, no nothing—to barter for forgiveness with any word still retrievable to that flickering mind. An hour from now, Clyde will be on the early train to the city, and at Idlewild, after splurging on two gimlets in the cocktail lounge, he’ll board the flight to Frankfurt, and as the plane makes its rattling escape from the earth he’ll stare down at cloudy plumes of dissolving sandbars and dots of seabirds lifting their reedy legs through drowned grass and, like the other passengers, try to forget the end that meets those who fall from dizzying heights.


“Excuse me, Khun Pehn. Might I have that glass of water?”


“Certainly. Is anything the matter?”


“Everything’s right and dandy. I need a sip, that’s all.”


Khun Pehn calls out to the hallway, and not a minute later, a servant girl arrives with a filled glass held high.


“Thank you,” he says in Thai, and drains the contents of the glass. It’s clean, glorious water subtly scented by a pink-hued tincture that has brought back to his nose the floral wreaths laid around his grandma after she’d found her irrevocable peace. Each gulp helps calm the frantic squeezing inside his chest. He’s hardly begun to play, but already torrents of sweat have flooded his back and arms.


When he was young, barely a musician, he got booed onstage for the first time. His hands froze, and the noisy disdain grew to fill the room until he couldn’t distinguish it from the wall and the piano next to him and all the eyes burning in the dark. He sat there, unable to move, until the club manager dragged him out of the chair.


He’s no longer intimidated by a cruel crowd. He doesn’t care anymore what other cats say about his playing. But how did he have the gall to imagine that after all this time he might make things right with the man whose life, by word of friends touring through Bangkok, was not claimed by a syringe after all? A man more fearsome to him than any ghost.


“My apologies,” he says to the room. He puts the empty glass on a side table and then returns his hands to the keys.


“All right, where was I?”


It’s another night at the Grand Eastern, and his knees are killing him.


He’s wearing his new jacket, cut in cotton the blue of midday. With a stringy tape measure, the tailor had charted wider paths around his body, and now he can button up and still reach for the higher octave keys without feeling the fabric clamp up underarm.


“How’s that? Didn’t Crazy Legs promise it was going to get wild in here? It did, didn’t it?”
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