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    Warning




    In the Style of Jenny Joseph




    When I am an old man I shall wear T-shirts




    With baggy shorts and a Singha beer visor.


    And I shall spend my social security on Seng Thip and somtam




    And bar fines, and say we’ve no money for medication.




    I shall sit down on a bar stool when I’m tired




    And eat at birthday parties in bars where I’m not a regular




    And carry lots of things in an old plastic Central bag




    And make up for the attentiveness of my youth.




    I shall go out in my flip flops in the rain




    And give tourists the wrong directions




    And never tip.




    You can argue with bar girls and shout in bad Thai




    And take the newspapers from hotel lobbies




    Or eat for free every noon at the temple




    And hoard mosquito coils and dried squid in your bungalow.




    But now we must have jobs that we despise




    And pay our child support and our taxes




    And rent and car loan and utilities and lawyer bill.




    We must have friends because it’s better than being alone.




    But maybe I ought to practice a little now?




    So people who know me are not too shocked and surprised




    When suddenly I am old, and gone to Siam.


  




  

    My Retirement Plans




    There’s a beach somewhere on the Andaman coast of Thailand. The sand is as white as typing paper and as flat as the Daytona speedway, long enough to walk for miles but not so wide that the coconut trees can’t shade the width of it. When the monsoons push a band of trash to the high tide line there’s no Styrofoam at all. No plastic water bottles. No tar balls. No seafood restaurant plate scrapings. Just coconut fronds, sea shells and beautifully twisted ash-gray driftwood.




    There’s a small tavern right on the sand, really just a thatch roof supported by driftwood logs over a bar knocked together from bamboo. A few old farang men like me gather there at dusk to gossip and argue and trade books. There’s no plumbing so nobody washes the glassware; we regulars have china mugs with our names written on them hung from pegs. There are no shot glasses and no mixers. Drinks are poured straight from the bottle into an unwashed china mug. There are no ash trays, you take four steps down slope and throw your butt in the sea.




    At night the lights of the fish traps offshore compete with the impossibly brilliant stars; when the moon is full it’s like pale blue daylight and the village youth promenade in pairs slowly up and down the strand until well past midnight.




    At the southern end of the beach there’s a market town. A cannery on a rocky promontory attracts to a rickety pier a small fleet of chunky wooden craft. They are brightly painted and their prows are wreathed in massive flower garlands. There’s an old Sino-European hotel two streets off the beach with a fantastic Chinese restaurant that’s open late. I can still smoke tobacco in that restaurant. There are tables outside on a second floor balcony where I can smoke whatever I like and, in dry weather, sit over the street unobserved and watch my neighbors go about their business.




    There’s a small casino on the sixth floor where an ugly man with a scar and an eye patch deals “gang of four” while a slinky sad woman in a sequined dress sings torch songs in Mandarin. There’s a massage parlor without a name on the fifth floor where the girls earn bragging rights if they’ve been with a farang, but the girls in the barber shop off the lobby will give a better neck massage and also clip the hair from a man’s ears and nostrils. Their talcum powder is mentholated and they sweep the brush around inside my collar and down my chest with a giggle.




    In the center of town there’s a fresh market under a galvanized tin roof as big as a football field where young men with bodies like Adonis carry sweating blocks of ice on their backs and young women with faces like Venus whack the heads off monstrous fish on solid chunks of teak as big as automobiles and slick with blood.




    In the market I can buy rambutan and rice, papaya and pineapple. A pharmacist with a pigtail four feet long sells balls of raw opium in the section devoted to traditional medicines. A whole section of the market is devoted to insects, another to religious iconography, another to bladed weapons. There are tables piled high with fireworks from China next to tubs of Indian curry paste in a dozen different shades of ochre. Walking down the aisles you have to push your way through the stink. Around the corner and down an alleyway too narrow for automobile traffic is a small store that caters to the few yachties who know this port and inside its dim shoulder-wide aisles I can buy peanut butter, powdered milk, taco seasoning, goose pâté in cans, ketchup in plastic bags and used copies of Mad magazine.




    There is a bus station where the highway brushes up against the edge of town and at three in the morning the kitchen there serves the best plate of pad Thai in the world. On any night of the week there will be somebody interesting at the table next to mine. One night it’s a sixty-year-old North Korean arachnologist and his SSD minder planning their escape, the next a pair of Vegas show girls taking a year off to circle the world, the next a priest from California who has lost his faith and become addicted to prescription pain killers. Sometimes I’ll stay and talk to a stranger until the sun comes up and his bus rolls on down the road, and our parting is like that of brothers because we know we’ll never meet again in this life.




    There are four cops on the night shift at the brick and stucco police station and I know them all. I am the warden for the American consulate and periodically I am called to translate for Americans who end up behind the bars of the town’s single jail cell. I know the post mistress, the librarian, the principal of the high school and every merchant up and down both sides of the quiet and quaint main street, where the loudest sound you hear is normally the clack of mahjong tiles from the Chinese surname society. I was an honored guest at the wedding of the guy who fixes my motorcycle; I attended the funeral of the mother of my landlord. I tutored the college-bound sons of the mayor, the guy who owns the cannery (the richest man in town) and the guy who owns the karaoke bar (the most dangerous man in town).




    I attend services most mornings at the little temple on the hill. There are three monks and two of them like me. The lay leadership won’t let me cook for the monks but the women who do count on me to wash the pots and pans. I find that hot, soapy water and repetitive manual labor aid meditation, and the temple hides a hot spring and sauna facility where I spend an hour after the kitchen is clean.




    I have a little house on a bluff over the sea upwind of the cannery. Bedroom, living room, and kitchen, everything screened in and shaded by century-old casuarina trees hung with banyan roots as thick as my thigh. The big hardwood deck serves as dining room if the weather is nice, tiny unbelievably swift birds steal sugar from the kitchen and in the evenings the soft red sunlight shoots horizontally through the whole house. An old dog named Yoo-Yee lives under the porch. I’ve never locked the doors. You can drive up the driveway or climb the path from the beach, but call first because I’m not home most of the time. And Yoo-Yee bites.




    I imagine that home is where they’ll find me when it’s over. In a perfect world nobody would die alone, but I would not want some poor woman to have to witness my death mid-coitus, nor would I want it to happen in a bus depot or bowling alley. I’m not lucky enough to check out at sunset on the beach so probably one of the temple people will find my body on the living room floor when I don’t show up to wash pots a couple days in a row. But I hope the funeral will be well attended, and the people of the little town by the sea will be sad to see me go. After all the bullshit and the struggle, after all the opinions and arguments and animosities, after all the missed opportunities and failed ambitions and lost loves, being remembered kindly by a few folk in a quiet town by the ocean is all I desire. In fact, I’m planning on it.


  




  

    Four of Them Died




    Recently my basement flooded, and I was going through some waterlogged boxes, throwing away what was ruined, when I found an envelope of old newspaper clippings. They were dry, and the top clipping was an obituary I wrote in 1995 for a man named Peter Lander.




    I made a lot of good friends during my years in Thailand. Four of them died while I was there.




    T.D. Morin walked into the Cat Balou bar one afternoon, ordered a beer, laid his head down on the bar, and he was dead by the time the bartender brought him his drink. Nobody knows what killed him.




    After sailing across the Atlantic alone a handful of times, sailing a boat around the world alone once, and sailing a small boat down from Lake Titicaca to the sea, after writing seventeen books about his life, Tristan Jones died friendless and broke in a squalid room miles from the ocean.




    Peter Gonzalves was one of the happiest people I ever knew. Then he took his Thai bride and new baby home to London, and after months of not being able to find work he somehow fell in front of an Underground train.




    And then there was Peter Lander.




    Peter and I met while we were teaching youth English classes at Phuket Community College. We both taught adult classes during the week, but on Sunday we’d each teach two classes of children. We had 8- to 10-year-olds from 8 a.m. to 10 a.m., then 10- to 12-year-olds from 10 a.m. to noon. We both had about a dozen kids in each class.




    Between classes we had twenty minutes of free time. We were the only teachers in the building on Sundays and we’d take our breaks in the deserted teachers’ lounge, which was between Peter’s classroom and mine on the third floor. We’d sit on a window sill, holding our cigarettes outside and blowing smoke from the outboard corners of our mouths. There was a soda machine in the lounge that offered six flavors of beverage, served in wax paper cups with finely crushed ice. Only one flavor ever had syrup loaded, so unless you wanted a cup of ice and plain soda water you had to settle for a red substance that I always assumed was meant to remind the drinker of either cherries or strawberries.




    As jobs go, it was the bottom of the barrel for farang on Phuket at that time. Even the shabby unwashed European women who “crewed” their way around the world on yachts were above English teachers in farang society. The Thai teachers held us in very low esteem, as we had no degrees and no training. The adult students we taught during the week were working toward degrees in various trades; they hated being forced to take English. The children we taught on Sunday thought we were clowns at best, servants at worst. The parents of our weekend students considered us very expensive baby sitters; English lessons were just status symbols like fast cars or young mistresses. When one of the parents complained to the administration that his children were being taught two completely different languages, because his youngest was in with me and my Midwestern American nasal staccato, and the oldest was in with Peter and his soft Scottish lilt, we were elated because finally a parent was talking about us like we were real teachers.




    So Peter and I bonded. We were cellmates in a very odd prison. We’d sit on that window sill, trying to smoke four cigarettes in twenty minutes, and we’d give each other moral support. We were both trying to launch careers as writers. We’d bat around story ideas on our window sill, read each other’s drafts, trade the names and fax numbers of sympathetic editors. Those twenty minutes on the window sill were the high points of my Sundays, and I think they were the best times of Peter’s Sundays too.




    Peter had come to Phuket as the entertainment director on a big cruise ship. He had fallen in love with a Filipina singer on the Lido deck, and when the company threatened to send her to another boat they jumped ship on Phuket. When I met Peter they’d just had a baby boy. All three were on tourist visas and the visa trips to Penang kept them in constant poverty. But even so, Peter was certain that there was a fortune to be made on Phuket and he had a bright future on the island.




    In this, Peter was like everybody else on the island except me. At that time everybody had a scheme in the works and a twelve-month plan to become wealthy in Asia.




    “You see all these new golf courses? Well the machines they cut their grass with are assembled in Japan but the parts are made here in Thailand. I’m going to open a factory to assemble the machines right here…”




    “You see all this empty land? I’m going to open an amusement park with roller coasters and water slides…”




    “You see all these Thais drinking yoghurt? I’m going to bring in some dairy cows from Australia…”




    I never believed in any of these dreams, and the fact that half of them have since made their dreamers rich proves that I’m no good at predicting the future. I came to Phuket from New York City because I wanted to live in a sleepy little backwater, and I refused to accept that the place I chose to put down roots would ever be anything else. I remember stopping my motorcycle in the middle of a busy intersection, staring in disbelief at the golden arches of a new McDonald’s restaurant, and thinking, “What? Here? Are they crazy?”
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