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    1 - Unknown Cargo




    In the sky, there is no distinction of east and west;




    people create distinctions out of their own minds and then believe them to be true.




    The first security guard checks my passport and boarding pass. The second checks it again and lays my bag flat on the conveyor belt. The third x-rays my belongings. The fourth stands by with a machine gun. The fifth waves an electronic wand over my body. Beep, beep, beep. I wish I'd taken my belt off. "Please step to the side, sir. Arms up. Legs spread. Lift your left foot, now the right. Remove your shoes. Remove your belt. Is this your bag? Open it. Fingernail files are not permitted in carry-on luggage. I'm going to need to confiscate this. Okay, you can go."




    The sixth leads a German Shepard to sniff my luggage. The airline clerk at the gate calls my name for a random baggage check. The seventh security guard repeats the search routine of the fifth. I'm sure that someone feels safer because of this rigmarole, but a sharp pencil is deadlier than a fingernail file, and who says my water bottle isn't filled with napalm? I don't feel any safer; I just feel annoyed. Two more passport checks to get on the plane and the War on Terror is over. We lost.




    The digital map on the seat back hypnotizes me into tranquility. Every pixel the plane icon moves is evidence of progress, though not many of us are progressing; the plane is half empty. We pass Oregon, Washington, then Vancouver Island. I wait for the pilot to turn left and head across the Pacific, but he never does. I look at my ticket to make sure I'm on the right flight and then out the window at the Alaskan peninsula. Snow-capped mountains plunge into the icy waters of Bristol Bay.




    I pick up my newspaper, as much to block the view of the vacant first class seats mocking me, as to read. If the point of this trip is to get away from reality, I may as well know what I'm fleeing. Among today's headlines: "More SARS Outbreaks in South East Asia" and "State Department Issues Terrorist Alert for Thailand." No wonder there's so many empty seats; all the worrywarts are staying home. Nowhere does it announce, "Divorced Man Runs Away."




    Given the choice between stewing in the wreckage of divorce, dating my best friend's ex-wife, or the reverse evolution of the online personals, running away seemed a better choice. As if I’m flying away from my own reflection, freeing myself from my own identity. There's no reflection on the Pacific when the pilot announces the International Date Line. The ocean a blank slate as today becomes yesterday and we cross into tomorrow. It's the closest I'll ever get to time travel. I like the idea of going into the future and am already lamenting my imminent return to the past. But when today's gone, where does it go? And where does the big dufus in the red sports jersey think he's going?




    He saunters into first class and slides into a leather recliner. He doesn't look the part: shaved head, sailor's earring, neck tattoo, baggy satin shorts, and plastic sandals with socks. A fashion statement no one wants to hear. What kind of jersey is that anyways? It has a big white 7 and says Beckham across his shoulders. The leather creaks as he leans back and pretends to be asleep. Damn, that looks good. Maybe I should try it.




    A passing flight attendant stops next to him, looks down, and then waves to someone at the front of the plane. She taps his shoulder. "Excuse me, sir." He keeps the charade up, but she doesn't buy it. "Excuse me, sir, I need to ask you to please return to your seat."




    He opens his eyes and coos, "C'mon love, I’s just getting comfortable."




    He's English. Must be a soccer jersey.




    "These seats are for paying first-class customers only, sir."




    His attitude changes in a flash. "So the lot of me aren't good enough?"




    "That's not what I'm saying, sir. It's airline policy…"




    "Bollocks! This seat's empty, why can't I sit here?"




    "Sir, please calm down, I don't want to make this difficult."




    Beckham crosses his arms. "Then piss off. I'm not moving."




    "Sir, the other passengers would appreciate it if you lowered your voice and returned to your seat."




    "Tell the other passengers to kiss my hairy arse!"




    The flight attendant shakes her head and strides toward the front of the plane. Beckham settles back into fictitious slumber—victorious—for the moment. He's got nerve, I'll give him that, but this battle isn’t over. Reinforcements arrive in an officer's uniform. "What seems to be the problem here, sir?"




    Beckham reverts to sweet-talk. "No problem guv'nor. Just catching a wee nap."




    "Sir, I need you to return to your assigned seat, right now."




    "I'm not going."




    The pilot’s eyes widen in disbelief. "I'd advise you to reconsider, sir."




    "Or what? You going to boot me off? Huh?"




    A hush falls over the plane, heads pop into the aisle to hear the response.




    "No, sir. What I am going to do is return to the cockpit and do the job I was trained to do. And if Miss Scott reports to me that we have an unruly passenger on board who refuses to cooperate, that job entails notifying the airport police at our destination. They will also do their job, which means they will most likely detain the troublemaker for questioning, and quite possibly send him back to wherever he came from under police custody. Now if you'll excuse me I need to get back to the cockpit. Enjoy the rest of your flight, sir. Miss Scott, please report to me in five minutes."




    The pilot walks toward the front of the plane and the flight attendant toward the back, but Beckham stays put. He's lost, and unless he's incredibly stupid, he'll know. He sits, and sits, and sits—then curls slowly out of leather luxury, and strolls back into livestock class. He disappears behind me and I'm sorry to see him go; if nothing else, he was entertaining.




    The food-carts make the rounds and the anticipation of being fed settles the cabin down. I peel back the pre-fab meal's foil cover and try to figure out what it is. Two rows back a familiar voice says, "Ello, luv. What have we got here then?"




    "Would you like a meal, sir?"




    "It's about fookin’ time. What are me choices then?"




    "Your choices are yes, or no."




    ***




    From thirty thousand feet, Japan looks just like California, only on the wrong side of the plane. From one thousand feet, only the telephone poles look different. I've wanted to visit Japan since making origami swans in the third grade. I doubt I'll have a chance to leverage my paper-folding skills on this two-hour stopover, but I'm still excited to experience whatever bit of culture Narita International Airport can provide.




    On the runway, the airport support vehicles look futuristic, or maybe just small. The ground staff wear neatly pressed uniforms and plastic helmets. The guy waving glow sticks has perfect posture. Everyone seems very serious: transporting luggage, driving buses, digging ditches, all with the urgency and precision of an aircraft carrier crew. Tora! Tora! Tora!




    Down the escalator to connecting flights, a glass mural of dancing people doesn't look particularly Japanese; it could just as easily be in Cleveland or Des Moines. A young Japanese woman in a blue skirt holds a sign as if it was a game-show prize: This bus to Terminal 2. There isn't anywhere else to go, so I get on the bus. The driver follows the sweep of his wristwatch's second hand. At the appointed moment, he closes the door and drives off. Beckham runs out of the terminal. "Hold the bleedin’ bus, Tugger." The driver pays him no mind, and we drive off without him. Japanese precision has its merits.




    Terminal Two is a big shopping mall, and the shoppers are all Japanese. None have cameras. They are well-dressed, business men in business suits, women in well-coordinated ensembles, and retirees in track suits—a caricature of western style instead of kimonos. A shop girl arranges and rearranges a display of tourist knick-knacks. She notices my attention and flashes a bright smile. It catches me off guard, and I look away. I'm not used to strangers smiling at me, least of all attractive young women.




    I head for the currency exchange with dollars in hand. Inside the glass booth, an elderly woman points to a small table behind me. "Fill form please." I wonder why I have to fill out a form to exchange twenty dollars, but I fill it out anyways.




    A girl with a Canada backpack walks past me, taking my place in line. She says to the woman, "How many yen for one-thousand Singapore dollars?"




    The woman behind the glass points to the table. "Fill form please."




    Canada explains, "I don't want to change the money. I just want to know how many yen for one-thousand Singapore dollars."




    "Fill form please."




    I've already filled my form please and am ready to go, but Canada wants to try again, this time slower and louder. "How…many…yen…for…one-thousand Singapore dollars?"




    The Japanese woman blinks, and then leans toward the glass. "Fill form please."




    They stare at each other in confrontational silence. Canada waits for an answer, glass woman waits for her to leave, and I wait for the stalemate to break. A wiry supervisor pops up from his desk and walks toward the window. Canada launches into her speech. "How many yen…" He shakes his head and points to the table. Canada waves her arms in disgust. "I can't believe this."




    I say, "I don't think they can understand you."




    "You'd think these people would speak English."




    "Well, this is Japan…"




    "All I want…"




    "Yeah, yeah, I know. Where are you from?"




    "What?"




    I point to her Canada patch, and say, "I have family in Canada. Where are you from?"




    "Oh, that's just camouflage from terrorists. I'm from Chicago."




    ***




    I memorize how to say “Eel over rice” in Japanese from the little sign next to the plastic-toy-food example in the display case and head for the cashier. I put a bottle of water on the counter and say, "Unagi don."




    The spiky-haired teen behind the cash register shows me his calculator, and says, "One dollar, fifty cents".




    I guess I didn't need yen after all, but the price is too low. He must think I just want the water, so I speak louder and with my best Japanese accent, "Unagi don."




    He looks at me as if I'm speaking a foreign language. I think he thinks I'm speaking English. We stare at each other in uncomfortable silence. I don't know how to tell him I'm speaking Japanese. I stop myself short from saying unagi don louder and say, "Eel?"




    He nods quickly, punches the keys, and shows me a new price, still in dollars. I pull a couple of Nippon Ginko's finest from my wallet and say, "Yen?" He looks annoyed, recalculates, takes my order, my yen, and gives me a plastic number.




    I find a seat at the end of the counter between a group of homely schoolgirls in blue pleated skirts and some German speaking backpackers. Why do backpackers, no matter where they're from or where they're going, always look the same? Tri-color knit caps, army surplus pants, beaded necklaces, too many bracelets, and something that says Bob Marley on it—the international uniform of traveling young rebels—reflective of neither their origin nor destination.




    Spike calls a number out. I don't know what it is. I only know how to count to four in Japanese, but I'm number eighty-seven. I head for the counter, leaving my carry-on behind—unattended—to save my place, less worried about it being stolen, or tampered with, than an over-zealous security guard confiscating it.




    I admire the shiny glaze and sesame seeds briefly before digging in. The Fraulein Rastafarians hoist their heavy bags and something about their tone makes me think they're talking about me. When one taps my shoulder, I know it. "Scusen, you speck English?"




    I swallow hard and nod that I do.




    "Is smell vonderful, is fish?"




    "It is wonderful, but I’m not sure if it’s a fish."




    "Vat is?"




    "It's eel."




    She translates for her friend, and they shudder at the thought of it. I hold the plastic plate up and say, "Would you like to try it?"




    They shake their heads in unison. "Nein, nein, nein."




    ***




    The next flight’s passengers file on board: Japanese families with too much carry-on luggage, businessmen, retirees with a grandson, and an unusual number of goofy looking single men. A tall skinny guy with a bad perm and a slight limp, a big black guy in a light blue suit that doesn't quite fit, a fifty-ish man with two locks of black hair combed over his head and held in place by his glasses—all traveling alone.




    The All Nippon Airways flight attendants are cute in their pin striped suits and pink shirt collars. All smiles as they hand me a Thai Customs and Immigration form. I set it aside for later and stare out my exit row window. The sun has set in the land of the rising sun; all I can see is the neon sign on the control tower: Narita International Airport, in English, and only in English. So much for a cultural experience.




    I review my Thailand guide book’s chapter on Bangkok and check off the places I want to see: The Grand Palace, The National Museum, The Giant Swing, Jim Thompson's House, The Reclining Buddha, Lumpini Kickboxing Stadium, The Floating Market, Wat Saket, and Wat Pra Keo. Bangkok, here I come. I wonder what I'll do on day two.




    Language study next. I've already learned how to say: Hello, thank you, what is your name? Where is the restroom? How much does it cost? I don't understand, and I can count from one to ten. That should get me through the day, so I work on some phrases for the night: May I buy you a drink? Would you like to dance? You have beautiful eyes. I study Thai phrases until 3 a.m., California time.




    I've never been able to sleep in a moving vehicle, but envy of the unconscious, encourages me to try. I swallow a Melatonin capsule and an Ambian sleeping pill, remove my shoes, put a pillow under each elbow, position my inflatable neck brace, insert earplugs, and cover my eyes with a black sleeping mask. It still lets a little light in, so I drape a blanket over my head. I'm sure I look ridiculous, but since everyone's sleeping, no one will see me. The drugs kick in and I can barely support my head, yet sleep evades me. Stuck in a semi-conscious state of stupor: hoping, wishing, waiting for nothingness.




    A familiar voice pierces the haze. "Bloody hell! Where's my drink then?"




    Maybe I'm dreaming. No. If I was dreaming I would be able to see something, and I wouldn't be wondering if I’m dreaming. Now closer, "Oy! Where is everyone?" I pull the blanket off my head. It’s Beckham, standing in the aisle, drunk, supporting himself with the bulkhead wall. One of the cute little flight attendants rushes up the aisle and whispers, "Yes, please, may help you?"




    "Yes, you can bloody help, I want me bloody drink."




    "Yes sir, please sit, I bring drink."




    He reaches up and adjusts her breasts, as if turning the dials of an old-fashioned radio. Her face turns red, and she shakes. "Sir, return seat please."




    "I haven't taken me bloody seat anywhere. How about you help me find it, then I'll bloody return it?"




    She backs away from him. "Please sit, sir, I come back," then disappears through the first class cabin’s night curtain.




    He stumbles up the aisle, gripping the seat tops to maintain his balance. "It's too hot, it's too bloody hot in here." The few passengers that aren't asleep exchange nervous glances. He doesn't seem to be a threat to anything but breast tissue, his own dignity, and peace and quiet. He leans against the emergency door and notices my attention. "What are you bloody looking at?"




    "Just watching the show."




    He looks through the window into the blackness. "It's too bloody hot in here."




    I reach up to spin the little air vent above my seat, hoping he'll get the hint. Instead he starts fiddling with the safety release on the door.




    "I don't think you're supposed to be playing with that."




    He grabs the silver handle and starts pulling.




    "Hey! Let go of that!"




    He pulls on it again. "Bollocks, I'm leaving."




    I unsnap my seat belt and bolt forward, planting my shoulder into his flabby midsection. We slam into the seat backs of the next row and then to the floor. I scramble to sit on top of him and struggle to keep his flailing arms from slapping me. At least I don't have to worry about him pulling a finger nail file on me. He's more confused than angry. "Who the bloody hell are you?"




    "Airplane security."




    Heads pop up over the seats to see the soccer riot in progress. The flight attendant’s feet appear next to me, and I see she’s brought company. The Japanese flight officer’s nametag says Lt. Kobayshi. The flustered flight attendant is at a loss to explain, so the lieutenant asks in perfect English, "What's going on here?"




    Beckham slurs, "All I want's a bloody drink, and this piker jumped me."




    "Why are you sitting on this passenger?"




    "He was trying to open the emergency door. He wouldn't stop, so I stopped him."




    The flight attendant adds something in Japanese, and then Kobayashi-san points to me. "Okay, stand up." I get up with the help of a shove from Beckham. Kobayashi-san grabs Beckham’s wrist and snaps a set of plastic handcuffs on him.




    "Bloody hell, I'm the victim here."




    The lieutenant escorts Beckham back to his seat and seatbelts him in place. "I don't want to hear from you for the rest of this flight."




    "Bollocks, I'm going to sue your bloody arse."




    "We will take a statement from you after we land."




    Beckham shouts toward me over the seat tops, "And I haven't forgotten about you, Tugger. I'll see you later!"




    Kobayashi-san stops by on his way back to the cabin. I'm expecting a thank you, but that's not what I get. "Do I need to restrain you as well?"




    "No, I don't think so. As long as no one tries to open the door, I'm not going anywhere."




    "If someone causes a disturbance, ask one of the attendants for assistance. Do not take matters into your own hands. Do not attack the other passengers under any circumstances."




    "But he was trying to open the door."




    "The door will not open when the cabin is pressurized."




    "Well, I didn't know that. Have you ever tried it?"




    "No sir," he smiles like he knows he's not supposed to and walks away.




    Sleep is now out of the question, so I pick up the Thai Customs and Immigration form. Lightning flashes between clouds outside my window when I get to the line that asks: Do you have anything to declare? I don't know the answer. I agreed to deliver a package for the woman who suggested I make this trip, in exchange for her brother-in-law picking me up at the airport. I could just check the box Nothing to declare, but what if there is something in there that should be declared: cigarettes, alcohol, marijuana, heroin, plutonium? No. The sleeping pills have made me paranoid, but what if? After all, I am king of the random baggage search.




    A little further down, the form says: Failure to declare may result in fines or imprisonment, and then: Check "Items to Declare" if you are not sure. Okay, that’s me, so I check that box. But then it wants me to list the items, which I can't do. My phrase book doesn't have anything for: This bag is not mine, please don't take me to jail. I could say: You have beautiful eyes, but I don't think flattery is going to help, so I piece together the words grabpow dam Thai puan pee chai norng chai. I think it means black bag Thai friend's brother.




    From the night sky, Bangkok is indistinguishable from any other metropolitan area. It might as well be Tokyo or Chicago. I've been flying nineteen hours, and it’s been over twenty-four since I've slept. The plane touches down and I make a silent prayer, to no deity in particular, that I'll soon be in a hotel bed. The passengers start filing off, and I jot down notes for: I don't know, and I don't understand. In the absence of any reasonable explanation, I'll plead ignorance.




    I expect to hear from Beckham when I stand, but there's not a sound. I shuffle into the musty terminal, following the crowd. A frowning Customs and Immigration officer, beneath a Land of Smiles poster, stamps my passport. So far, so good. I escalate down to the luggage level and am tempted to open the mysterious black bag I am delivering. If there's something incriminating inside, I could get rid of it before I reach the Customs checkpoint. But if I get caught trying to flush a bag of heroin down the toilet, it's going to be even worse. I adhere to my strategy of ignorance.




    The horde at the Nothing to Declare line fans out in all directions. Little old ladies with luggage carts, families of six, and tourists of one, they all jockey for position as the line squeezes to single file somewhere across the room. There's no waiting at Items to Declare: just one guy with a computer, and I'm next.




    The Customs agent is a stern little man with shoulder boards. He watches my lips as I read my pieced-together explanation. His squint says, What the heck are you talking about? But his lips say, "Open bag."




    I notice his holstered pistol as I rummage through my pocket for the key and hope his sidearm stays there. The zipper slides open and I wish I knew how to say, We are both seeing the contents for the first time. Shoes, books, compact discs, and a coffeemaker in an unopened box, the inspector keeps digging. But he doesn't find anything of interest, so he points to the coffeemaker and asks, "How much cost?"




    I guess, "Thirty dollars?"




    The inspector laughs, and says, "You go now."




    ***




    Metal barriers contain the mob at the lobby entrance. People shout for attention and wave signs with names on them. I walk through slowly, looking for someone looking for me, looking for a sign with my name on it. Whenever I make eye contact I'm offered a taxi. I keep looking for the brother-in-law but keep collecting taxi drivers. They swarm around me as I emerge into the open lobby. I keep repeating, "No taxi, I have a ride," until they give up and move on to the next bewildered looking arrival.




    I stand in the middle of the open lobby so I can easily be seen, rows of orange plastic seats on one side and rows of people against the tinted lobby windows on the other. I scan them one by one, some look back, but none show recognition. The night behind them looks like ink, car headlights tiny spots of blue on the dark glass. Apple said he knows what I look like. Maybe he got held up in traffic, so I wait. 10 minutes. 20 minutes.




    A woman with a leather face, and wearing a bright yellow blazer with matching pumps, walks past and looks me over. I try to ignore her, but she appears at my side and offers a stick of gum. I accept and she asks, "You need taxi?"




    I wish I hadn’t taken the gum. “No thanks. Someone is picking me up."




    She says, "You wait long time, no one come."




    "Maybe they're stuck in traffic."




    "Maybe she forget? What she look like?"




    "It's a man."




    Her head jerks back a little, and then she smiles. "Oh, you like boys?"




    "What? No, no, no, I like girls, but a man is supposed to give me a ride."




    She taps her clipboard. "If he no come, I give you ride, okay?"




    "Okay, I'll give him ten more minutes."




    "What you name?"




    Why does she want to know my name? I guess for her taxi list. "My name's Jon."




    She doesn't write it down. She says, "Me Pisamai."




    There is no reason I need to know her name, but all I can say is, "Nice to meet you, Pisamee."




    "No, no, no, not Pisamee, my name Pisamai. You come Thailand before?"




    "First time."




    "Me see you hand?"




    "Why do you want to see my hand?"




    "Tell fortune."




    "You're the great fortune-telling taxi oracle, huh?"




    She nods knowingly, "Yes, yes," takes my hand and traces its lines with her plum colored fingernails. Some of the people against the window look up to watch. Pisamai says, "Four demons wait for you Thailand. One you already know."




    "How can I already know one? This is my first trip."




    I try to take my hand back but she holds firm and explains, "Maybe follow you. Not worry. You safe. Five guardian angel protect you."




    "Five? Will that be enough?"




    "That enough for anyone. Only need one if you smart." She continues studying my palm with her deep brown eyes. "You want something. You have wish."




    "What is it?"




    "Me not know. You not know. Not yet." She looks up and releases my hand. "Your wish be granted, but not right away."




    "How do you know that?"




    "Me Pisamai. Me know everything. Your hand lucky and you have five angel help you."




    "How many angels does Bangkok have?"




    "Ha! More than you can count. Bangkok the City of Angels."




    I wish one would show up now to give me a ride. I ask, "Do you know where a pay phone is?"




    She twists her head and smirks. "Why? You call angel?"




    “Something like that.”




    A machine picks up and I try to sound calm. "Apple, it’s Jon, I'm at the airport in Bangkok and no one's here. I'm dead tired, so I'm taking a taxi. Tell your brother-in-law to call my hotel. Later."




    "Pisamee, I'm ready to go."




    She crosses her arms and glares. "I am Pisamai."




    "Oops, sorry." I wonder if my mispronunciation is a bad word in Thai.




    Pisamai leads me to a service garage on the side of the terminal, delaying my exposure to the outside world. She asks, "Where you go vacation?"




    "First Bangkok, then Koh Samet."




    "Samet very beautiful." She slips her arm in mine, and waves a finger between us. "Me go vacation with you, okay?"




    I laugh at her joke. "Okay, we go."




    She doesn't laugh. She's serious. I don't have the heart to break it to her, so I pretend to go along with the idea. She scrawls out her name and phone number on a piece of paper. "You remember call me?"




    I get into the back seat of a waiting red and blue minivan and reply, "Okay, I’ll call you in a few days."




    She peers in at me, holding her clipboard tight. Before the driver swings his door shut, she asks, "What you call me?"




    "Umm, Pisamai?"




    "Yes, yes, very good."




    ***




    A freeway is a freeway. Except for unusually large billboards and driving on the wrong side of the road, I can barely tell I'm in another country. When we exit the freeway—then I can tell. A chicken crosses the road. I have no idea why. I thought it was only a riddle, I didn't know chickens actually crossed roads, least of all in the City of Angels. Perhaps it's running from the woman cooking on the sidewalk.




    Boiling pots steam on top of a small cart lit by a single bulb. Foldout chairs sit next to a vacant lot fenced with barbed wire. My driver pulls into oncoming traffic and then swerves into a dark alley. Our progress lit only by the glisten of headlights off the rain-slicked street. The buildings, three and four story walk-ups, are old and crumbling, with peeling paint and boarded up windows. And everywhere, stray dogs: running, sleeping, waiting—for a chicken perhaps.




    We swerve through a maze of back streets and I wonder if my driver knows how to get to the hotel, or if we are going to the hotel at all. Our route seems to be completely random. I lean forward. "Excuse me…"




    The car lurches to a stop and he says, "Hotel, sah."




    My hotel is on this street? The driver opens my door and the night air envelops me like a hot towel, scented with a complex blend of exhaust fumes, sewer gas, barbecue chicken, fish sauce, garbage and flowers. The rotting air fills my lungs and burns me from the inside. Two-stroke scooters blow blue clouds of smoke and crackle as they pass. Loitering teenagers in soiled t-shirts flick their cigarettes into the gutter and watch as the cabbie unloads my suitcase. Sight, smell, taste, sound, and touch—every sense overloaded with unfamiliarity, but more than anything it's the heat. I’ve got to get out of here.




    A uniformed doorman relieves me of my luggage before my first step into the lobby. The polished marble floors and a gleaming chandelier shockingly extravagant after my brief excursion through the third world. I check in, and then the bellhop leads me back under the gleaming chandelier, across the marble floor, toward the furnace door.




    "No, no, no, I'm checking in, not checking out."




    He smiles. "Your room on other side, sah."




    Into the fire, I follow him toward a black hole on the other side of the already dark street. Only the promise of a nice bed keeps me on his tail. Traffic doesn't slow, but he strolls across the street casually. I sprint between a delivery truck and a moped to avoid being left behind. The alley is like a tunnel, a glass wall on one side and the dark silhouette of trees wrapping overhead like a giant black wave. The only light comes from a distant doorway—more like an apartment entrance than a hotel.




    The room's a mix of modern upgrades and low budget decay: painted plywood and cut-rate construction in the kitchenette, marble counters and gleaming fixtures in the bathroom. The bed is surrounded by mirrors. The bellhop leaves the door open and demonstrates the room's features, apparently unaware that I already know how to operate a television.




    A uniformed policeman appears in the doorway. His starched uniform has a crisp military quality to it; a totalitarian dictator, and he frowns like the Customs agent. What could he want? I haven't been here long enough to do anything wrong. He watches with interest as I tip the bellhop twenty baht. Does he want a tip as well? He speaks to the bellhop, who then translates, "Police want look in suitcase."




    Unbelievable. I lift my suitcase onto the bed. He searches every seam and pocket, and I feel like he's going to find something incriminating, though I have no idea what. I don't have anything to hide, unless there's a law against importing condoms. A loosely bundled dozen fall onto the bed. The bellhop and policeman look at each other. I wanted to be prepared if the occasion arises—maybe I've been a little optimistic in how often it might arise.




    The bellhop smiles, the policeman does not. He stands, salutes, and marches out. The bellhop follows him, looking disappointed there wasn't a bigger spectacle. The door clicks closed and for the first time in twenty-four hours—silence. My watch says it's lunchtime yesterday, but sleep deprivation has made me sympathetic to the local time zone. Vacation starts tomorrow, whatever day that is.


  




  

    2 - King of the Chao Praya




    A man should first direct himself in the way he should go, before he directs others.




    There's no appointment, no rush, no good reason for me to be awake, yet I'm staring at the ceiling after only four hours sleep. I get ready to go—but I don't. I hang my shirts and slacks, find a drawer for my shorts, and even fold my socks. What is wrong with me? Why does it seem like a good idea to organize my vitamins all of a sudden? Cut my toenails? I am on vacation now—I can do whatever I want—is this all I want? I grasp the doorknob and freeze in a moment of understanding.




    I'm afraid. Afraid to leave the confines of this small room, clinging to the only familiarity I have. I don't want to go back to the strange street. The thought of spending the next two weeks in this room is alarmingly appealing. No, I can’t do that. I’ve got to get out of here. I just need to focus. My guidebook suggests the red-line tour, ending at the Grand Palace. If I can just get to the red-line’s beginning I’ll be all right.




    I step in the elevator and press G, my mouth bone dry as the numbers count down. The door slides open like the front of an amphibious landing craft. I steel myself into battle and the lobby. Rain pours beyond the heavily fogged windows, and I feel a wave of relief. Mission aborted due to weather. I slink off to the hotel's breakfast buffet, a mix of familiarity and the unknown: scrambled eggs, fried tomatoes, steamed ham and bologna, Thai veggie-and-meat curries, corn flakes, toast with jam, and mysterious green goop. Outside, the sun begins to shine. I have seconds, then thirds; the goop isn’t bad.




    Full, and out of excuses, I cross from the arctic lobby into the day's liquid fire. Beads of moisture ooze from within me, as the hotel door swings shut behind me. The street that was dark, chaotic and frightening last night has changed—it isn't dark anymore. Traffic is loud and flows in both directions despite the road being too narrow for the task. Encampments of sidewalk vendors huddle under makeshift shelters of plastic tarpaulin and steel pipes on each curb. Steam rises from manhole covers and the pots of portable kitchens. Smoke billows from backfiring scooters and the cigarettes of scruffy punks on the corner. One walks toward me. I try to ignore him but sense that he intends to block my path. I brace myself for hostility, but his face lights up in a wide smile. "You need taxi, sah?"




    "Uhh, no thanks, I'm going to walk."




    "Taxi better, sah, where you go?"




    "The Grand Palace."




    "Is very far. I take you."




    Perhaps the street isn't hostile, perhaps my fear was only of the unknown, curable by direct experience. An air-conditioned ride has some appeal, but seems a cowardly escape now, a half step back to folding socks. Watching the world go by through a car window like watching television, only partly real, detached from the moment. If I’m going to venture into the City of Angels, then I want to be part of it, a part of the show, a part of its reality. I gesture to the snarled traffic. "I think walking faster."




    He points to a three-wheeled golf cart covered with Christmas lights. "We go tuk-tuk, sah, traffic no probem."




    I look at his windowless vehicle. Another tuk-tuk putters loudly past, slipping between cars and pedestrians like water through cracks. I don't think I'm ready for Bangkok’s motorized reality just yet. I wonder if he’s one of the demons Pisamai warned of; he certainly doesn't look like an angel.




    I walk away, keeping a tight line between stationary food carts and moving traffic. Street vendors smile and gaze hopefully as I stroll by, their foods unrecognizable. A little old lady throws something onto her grill, and whoosh!—a wave of heat freezes me in momentary blindness. But it's the smell of scalding hot chili pepper oil that burns my eyes, rather than the heat. I stand there stunned, more than a foreign visitor on this street, but an alien, what the Thai call farang. Even the simple task of walking the obstacle-strewn street is a challenge, but I no longer feel threatened—only bewildered. I open my eyes to see a legless man dragging his belly down the sidewalk, pushing his alms bowl forward with the top of his head—the collective apathy around him more astounding than his mode of transport.




    The sight of a Seven-Eleven store oddly excites me, an oasis of familiarity in a sea of strangeness. The staff welcomes me, as they do every customer that comes through the door with, "Sawadee kha." The over air-conditioned atmosphere gives me the shivers as the beads of moisture on my body begin to freeze. The shelves are packed with unusual junk food: deep-fried peas, and almonds with shrimp. I pick up a bottle of water for nine baht—twenty-two cents—and wonder why water is a dollar per bottle back home. The clerk puts the change in my hand, puts my bottle in a bag, includes a straw, puts the receipt in the bag, hands the bag to me, and thanks me. The logo may be familiar, but the service is definitely foreign.




    A policeman, wearing a white surgical mask, steps from the curb with one hand up. Cars stop thirty feet back from the crosswalk at a thin white line. Hundreds of small displacement motorcycles and scooters filter through the gaps to fill the empty space at the front. Two-stroke engines rev in anticipation of the green light, and their blue exhaust fills the air when it turns. I hold my breath, waiting for the toxic cloud to disperse, but it never does, not entirely.




    Food carts give way to more varied merchandise on the main street: clothing, watches, sunglasses, luggage and handicrafts. Any interest shown, even a glance, begins the sales process. "Take a look, sah, you can buy, sah, shirt for you, sah." I maneuver through impromptu storefronts and a filthy brown dog sleeping on the sidewalk, oblivious to the crowd walking around and over him.




    An attractive young woman's calves capture my attention, but her hand confuses me. It's attached to the hand of an elderly, bald, fat, white guy—another farang. I've seen older men with younger women before, but this is ridiculous. He must be forty years her senior. They make a very odd couple. If it’s a monetary relationship, they make no effort to conceal the arrangement. They seem genuinely happy, teasing and laughing like teenagers. My life was like that, once upon a time ago, I think.




    No one pays them notice, until a western couple walking the other direction appears. I've never seen this couple before, but I know them: the wife out shopping with the husband in tow. My life was like that too. I've been that shopping dummy, mind-numbingly bored. And, for the first time, I'm happy to be divorced. Well, almost divorced.




    Hubby sees the babe first, but only his eyeballs move, scanning her top to bottom and back again. Hubby is like a trapped animal, seeing food just out of reach. The wife's attention bounces between the old man and the young woman like she's watching a tennis game in fast forward. She looks at their joined hands and seethes, “That’s disgusting.” She glares at the old farang, trying to melt a hole in his skull with concentrated disgust. The odd couple is oblivious, or perhaps simply expert at ignoring unwanted attention. They pass by and the wife's glare follows them until she sees hubby's smile. She slaps his shoulder. "Did you see that?"




    He feigns ignorance. "See what?"




    She motions down the sidewalk to the departing couple. "It's disgusting." She stares at her husband’s face, coercing an answer.




    He wisely echoes, "Yeah, disgusting."




    It's slow going as the sidewalk overflows with people and merchandise, but over the crowd’s heads, I see a gap developing and position myself to take advantage of it. When the crowd parts I find myself face to face with a baby elephant. Six hundred pounds of animal momentum with no sign of stopping—I need to get out of the way. Right now.




    I push up against the farang next to me, who is already pushing up against the man next to him. I hold my breath, and hope my feet won't be crushed. I can't see them as the elephant's coarse gray hide lumbers by, its fine hairs grazing my arm. The crowd rebounds into place, concealing the saggy grey buttocks, and erasing any evidence of what just happened. I watch the circular gap's progress and wonder if the sleeping dog will be turned into a dog pancake.




    Old women in straw hats bend and clip the center meridian’s shrubs with garden shears, while taxis and BMWs rush past, inches away. Neither the car drivers nor the women pay attention to the other. A group of men stand nearby, smoking with one hand, holding a rope with the other. The rope curves over a tree branch and into the belt loops of a man balanced precariously over the rushing traffic below. He works furiously to saw through a dead branch with a handsaw. When it starts to break away, he yells to his compatriots on the ground. They divert traffic just long enough to let the branch fall, and drag it to a waiting pickup.




    In Lumpini Park, a young man practices a martial art. I give him a wide berth. An old man sings horribly into a microphone, I give him an even wider berth. Across the street, into the bustle of a business district, the women stunning in their little business suits, but none smiling in the Land of Smiles this morning.




    Shiny glass and metal give way to rotten wood, exposed power lines and clothes hanging from balconies. The crowd thins until I'm walking alone. Silom Road ends at a T-intersection. Traffic pauses and pulses with the signal light on my side, but there's no signal for the cars flowing across the top of the "T." The light turns red. I step off the curb and take three steps. Cross traffic doesn't slow, the drivers don't even acknowledge me. Now what? I step back to the curb and look for a cross walk or a pedestrian bridge. None.




    A smiling old lady in black baggy garments steps beside me with hands clasped behind her back. She steps gingerly from the curb when the signal changes. The cars don't slow, not even for a little old lady, but she doesn't slow either. Is she blind and deaf? Suicidal? Should I run out and grab her? It's too late to stop her from walking into traffic, but she passes through them, like a gear meshing perfectly with its match, emerging on the other side unscathed. I don't know how she did it. I didn't know it was something doable. More importantly, I don't know how I'm going to do it.




    The signal changes again, and I look for my spot. Now? No. Now? No. Now? Not yet. The signal changes back, and I haven't moved. The little old lady is half way down the next block, and I, a grown man, am afraid to cross the street. Perhaps the chicken crossed the road simply because it could.




    An attractive young woman with hair pulled back tight, wearing a smart little business suit, appears next to me. Now I have to cross, traffic or no traffic, fear or no fear. I've got to look cool for the babe, though I suppose I won't look very cool if I get run over.




    The signal changes and I match her stride for stride, looking for an opening big enough to sprint through, but seeing none. I wonder how many tourists have died trying to impress girls crossing the street. She steps into a gap between a taxi and a black Mercedes. I step into the same gap a millisecond later. The impersonal tinted windows and propeller logo bear down on us like an ME109. Two steps later, the Benz’ bumper ruffles her skirt as she steps to the curb. She doesn't notice. I feel abandoned and jump to the curb abruptly. Not very cool, but relieved and exhilarated to be alive. She doesn't notice that either.




    ***




    Open sky beyond the buildings and the smell of water suggest that the Chao Praya River, and the beginning of the tour-guide's red-line, is nearby. A man in a pink Ralph Lauren shirt bounces down a wooden plank and confirms it, "Hello, sah, you need boat today? Go Grand Palace, four hundred baht, sah."




    Hmm, about ten dollars, seems a little steep, but what do I know about boat fares on the Chao Praya? I walk the plank to an office made of discarded lumber and pay a toothless woman who pockets the money. A hybrid tugboat/golf cart pulls up to the dock, painted every color imaginable in no logical pattern and driven by another toothless old woman.




    I don't know what I was expecting, but this isn't it. The driver flashes her gums, and the boat bobs under my weight as I step on board. I hold my breath until we break through the outboard motor’s smoke, bracing myself for the boat to accelerate, but it doesn't. I look at my captain expectantly, she nods, but we don't speed up. We barely outpace the oncoming current.




    The Oriental, sometimes referred to as the best hotel in the world, looks like a run-down government housing project from here. Newer glass and steel competitors spring up around it, as well as unpainted wooden shacks on bare concrete foundations with open plumbing. Third world squalor side-by-side with purported luxury.




    A brightly colored sliver of a boat with a pink canopy and an oversized car engine mounted to its stern blasts past us. A beetle shaped barge, made of beautiful dark wood, carries unknown cargo towards the sea, rocking us in its wake. Tour boats of all shapes and sizes pass us in all directions. Past the remnants of a star-shaped fortress, I ask, "What is it?" My driver smiles her toothless grin and nods. We pass five shimmering spires, the most beautiful temple I’ve ever seen. I point and ask, "What are they?" She smiles and nods. Okay. She's not a tour guide. I flip though my guidebook and find that the first was a fort built by the French a couple hundred years ago, and the second, Wat Arun: Temple of the Dawn. The sputtering engine echoes as we go beneath a metal bridge.




    My driver points up and says, "Memorial Bridge." The way she raises her eyebrows tells me she thinks this is important information. It's a plain metal truss bridge. I can't imagine what it would be a memorial to. I smile and nod.




    After what seems an eternity, she angles the boat toward shore. Passenger boats load and unload at a labyrinth of protruding piers. We pull up to its furthest corner, next to fishermen repairing their nets. She motions for me to jump onto the decrepit structure while she idles in place. It would be easier, not to mention safer, if she'd pull up to the main pier, but it will be less effort to jump than to explain, so I jump.




    The passengers hanging off the side of an overcrowded boat smile at me. The fishermen tending their nets look up and smile at me. The people I pass on the way up the pier smile at me. Perhaps they think I'm someone important, to have arrived on my own private little boat. I smile back with the benevolence of a king to his loyal subjects.




    ***




    I follow a herd of tourists to what I assume is the Grand Palace's wall. The sun beats down mercilessly and I walk a little closer than comfortable to a woman with an umbrella, hoping to catch a little shade. The tourists pass an open gate, perhaps going somewhere else. I look for a sign that says what the gate leads to, but only see a young man in shirt and tie rushing toward me from within the shaded wall.




    "Hello sah, you need help?"




    "Yes, I want to go to the Grand Palace and Wat Pra Keo."




    "Grand Palace closed until 2:30 for ceremony."




    "Oh, what about Wat Pra Keo?"




    "Same same. Wat and palace together."




    A haggard old man joins us as I ponder how to kill an hour and a half. The kid explains, "This man take you tour other temples, many temples to see, not just Wat Pra Keo. See Wat Indara Vihan Luang Pho To. World's largest standing Buddha, thirty-two meter, you want go?"




    I like the idea of seeing some sights off the tour-guide’s red line. Anyone can see the Grand Palace but how many get to see Wat Indara whatever he said? Besides, I need to do something while I wait for the Grand Palace to reopen. "How about Wat Saket?"




    "No problem, he take you Wat Saket too." He points to the curb. "You go him tuk-tuk."




    The trip sounds good, but the shaded canopy on the tuk-tuk is the deal closer. The only question left is, "How much?"




    "For you, sah, forty baht."




    What a deal! It cost me ten times that to get here by boat. The old guy fires up his tuk-tuk. I climb through the smoke onto a thinly padded vinyl bench. There's no doors or seatbelt, so I brace myself against the metal frame as he swerves around a traffic circle. Back streets whiz by as we fly through traffic, three story walkups above and storefronts beneath, not another farang in sight. The hot breeze has a cooling effect as it wafts over my perspiration, and the feeling of speed itself a thrill. I may not know where I'm going, but at least I'll get there fast.




    My driver stops by a grocery store, and points across the street. "Wat Indara."




    A pointed roof peeks over a low wall. It doesn't look very big. "I'll be back in five minutes. You'll wait for me, right?"




    "I wait."




    The temple is about the size of a detached garage. Small pieces of reflective glass and porcelain trim the windows, and a gracefully curved tile roof caps its white plaster walls. Pretty, in a country-church kind of way. The world's largest standing Buddha towers over the courtyard behind. It might have been impressive if it was truly standing, but it is only a façade. The support beams on either side, give it a portable amusement park quality. Now I understand why it's not on the red-line tour.




    The simple elegance of the garden is more appealing, so I sit in the shade and hope for a Zen moment. An Asian man in a three-piece suit sits next to me. Despite the three-digit temperature and brutal humidity, he doesn't sweat. With a slight British accent he says, "Do you need any help, sir?"




    "No, I'm fine."




    "Very good, sir. My name is Min."




    "Hello Min, I'm Jon."




    "A pleasure to meet you, Mister Jon. What brings you to Bangkok?"




    Why is this guy being so friendly? "Vacation."




    "You are a lucky man. I am always working when I come here."




    "What kind of work do you do?"




    "I'm a jewelry exporter. I buy all my gemstones in Bangkok, the best market in the world, especially this week."




    "Why this week?"




    "The Thai government lowered the tariffs, so you can export gemstones without taxes, but this week only."




    "That sounds like a good deal for you."




    "It is. I'm surprised more people don't take advantage of it."




    "How would they do that?"




    "Buy low, sell high, of course. Basic business."




    Back on the street, I’m relieved to see my tuk-tuk standing by, though without a driver. A young guy pacing the sidewalk asks, "This you tuk-tuk, sah?"




    "Yes."




    "Where driver you?"




    "I don't know."




    He points to a car blocked in the driveway by the tuk-tuk. "Me need go work. Work jewelry center, very busy today, not want boss me mad."




    This jewelry center must be a big deal. I say, "I'm sure he'll be right back."
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