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    Chapter 1




    Quang Ngai Viet Nam, 1972




    The air hung hot and sultry across the foothills of South Vietnam’s Truong Son mountain range, pressed down mercilessly by the dreary, gray clouds that darkened the landscape and periodically jettisoned their pent-up rain in sheets driving across the flooded fields of thick dark-green rice. The ghostly stillness, which hovered over the countryside, created a deceptive sense that all life had disappeared and only sunless emptiness remained.




    A squad of soldiers trudged wearily through the knee-deep water of the rice paddies, their waterlogged uniforms and boots pulling them even deeper into the soft, unforgiving mud. It had been a long, nerve-wracking day and there was a silence of desperation among the group. Few people love war, and in this group there was not even one man glad to be in this strange country, or happy to be fighting against an obscure enemy, rarely seen but affecting every minute of their lives, awake or asleep. Their goal was to get through the day’s patrol safely and back to camp. There they diligently ticked off on their calendars the days left before they could at last pack up their bags and go back to America.




    The constant rain and heavy air had not made this day any easier. Every face they saw, even those that smiled a friendly greeting, was suspected of being the enemy. Knowing that other patrols in the area had experienced high casualties during the day had kept their nerves on edge. The enemy were definitely out there - but where were they and, more important, who were they?




    As they approached a small village resting against the base of a low hill, the sun suddenly stabbed through a narrow break in the clouds and brought the color of the countryside back to life. The exhausted soldiers stopped almost immediately and raised their unshaven faces, savoring the rich sunlight as it massaged their exhausted bodies and bloodshot eyes.




    “Let’s go to that village over there,” the squad leader said wearily to the group. “We can rest for fifteen or twenty minutes before going back to base.”




    Perhaps because they were so tired, or because the long-awaited sun made the countryside seem suddenly so peaceful, they moved toward the village with little concern for caution. As they stepped out of the rice paddy onto the village’s narrow pathway, the crack of an assault rifle from a hidden location somewhere in front of them cut through the heavy silence. The hiss of the bullet passing between them was strangely amplified in the humid atmosphere. They froze only momentarily, but long enough for a second shot to be fired. The squad leader, his right arm raised to send his men back into cover, silently crumpled into a lifeless heap in the mud. The stunned silence among the remaining men lasted for only a second longer and then they flung themselves back into the rice paddy, seeking safety in a shallow ditch beside the pathway.




    “Where’d that come from?”




    “I don’t know! It must have come from the village!”




    “How about the captain?”




    “He’s dead! They killed him!”




    “Are you sure? Maybe he’s just hurt. Someone’s gotta go see!”




    “No! He’s dead I tell you! I saw him get hit right in the head! I’ve got his blood and brains all over me!”




    “Captain! Captain, are you Ok? Captain, can you hear me?”




    “He’s dead, man! I’m telling you he’s dead! The gooks shot him right through the head!”




    “What’ll we do? We’ve got to do something! We can’t just hide here! Who’s in charge now?”




    A brief silence was broken only by the contrasting sounds of the soldiers’ heavy breathing and the songs of nearby birds welcoming the appearance of the sun. One of the soldiers cautiously raised his head to look around. There was no movement anywhere - not in the village or in the surrounding rice fields. Everything was silent. Too silent. There was, in fact, nothing to suggest that anything untoward had taken place except for the body of their captain lying in a grotesque pile on the pathway, the muddy water around him rapidly turning red from the blood spilling out of the bullet hole in his head.




    “He’s dead, man! They shot him right through the head.”




    The soldier lowered himself back into the ditch and covered his eyes with his hands. Soon angry sobs replaced his heavy breathing.




    “They killed him, man! He was my friend! They killed him!”




    The fear, uncertainty and fatigue that had been a part of the men’s lives for so many months erupted into a firestorm.




    “They killed him! They killed the captain! They’ll pay for it!”




    One of the soldiers sprang to his feet and, demented by powers beyond his control, ran toward the village, his rifle spitting fire in random spurts at the unseen enemy. His shouted curses rose and fell in time with the staccato burps of his rifle, and without further hesitation the others followed. They had no plan, no strategy, or even any thought about what they were doing. They were simply reacting to their fear, anger, and frustration. Now the enemy would pay!




    The sounds of shouting and gunfire brought the resting village to life. The screams of frightened villagers mixed with the clatter of the soldiers’ guns. In only a few minutes, houses were burning and villagers were running in terrified chaos, seeking an escape from the carnage. The soldiers shot at everything that moved. Man, woman, or child - it didn’t make any difference because today they were all the enemy. Broken and lifeless bodies soon littered the ground, some in haunting groups of individuals trying to protect each other from the shots fired at point-blank range into their heads and backs; others all alone in lonely contortions of death.




    Some of the soldiers walked among the bodies, kicking one here and there to check for any lingering life. An execution shot brought to an end any movement, any hint of breath, or any plea for compassion. Slowly, the screams of terror, cries of pain, and voices pleading for mercy faded away in a decrescendo until the only sounds remaining were the curses of the crazed soldiers and the crackle of burning bamboo as flames licked through the peasant houses.




    As one of the soldiers neared the far edge of the village, someone in black peasant’s clothing suddenly bolted from a house still untouched by fire. The soldier fired a few angry rounds at a man darting across the village rice-threshing floor in a terrified attempt at survival. The shots missed and the man jumped safely into a bunker near a large shade tree at the far edge of the village. The soldier ran toward the bunker, pulling the pin on a grenade.




    “Fire in the hole!”




    As he shouted the warning to his friends, he tossed the grenade down the hole. Just as it bounced out of sight, a small girl of ten or eleven appeared at the mouth of the bunker. She looked directly at the soldier and gave a slight smile of greeting. He froze, transfixed by the innocence of her face and the realization that the grenade he had just tossed in would destroy her. For the first time that day he didn’t see an enemy; he saw a child with a soft smile on her face. And that face! Was it the face of a Vietnamese child, or the face of his own daughter, born only months before his departure for war? Panic stabbed through his heart.




    “Get out! No, get out of there! Get...”




    The blinding flash of the exploding grenade cut off his shout. The force of the blast threw him violently backward against the trunk of a tree. Dust billowing from the bunker surrounded him like a shroud, and the debris raining down echoed in his ears like the cadence of an aggravated drum.




    He sat motionless as though held firmly to the ground by an unseen force. His rifle lay just outside his reach and his uniform, face, and hands were splattered with blood. He stared at his hands, slowly realizing that some of the blood on them was not his own, but blood once belonging to a small and innocent life. Nothing could have made him feel more unredeemable than he felt at that moment. For the first time in his life, he knew the feeling of self-hate.




    He looked back at the bunker, hoping the impossible - that he would see the girl emerge unharmed into the sunlight.




    “Man, you blasted them to hell! What a sight!”




    One of his comrades was bending over the entrance to the bunker, looking in.




    “You killed the last of them Tony! You’ll go down in history books as the man who saved America.” His malefic laughter cut through the din of the shouts of the other soldiers celebrating their victory over the enemy.




    “Smile,” the soldier suddenly said, aiming a small camera at the man sitting in numb silence against the base of the tree. “Here’s a photo to show your kids and grandkids Tony. We made history today. We got our revenge!”




    Tony sat still for what seemed like an eternity, his senses totally dead to the horror of what he had just done and to the chaotic victory celebration going on around him. He tried to move, but could not. His eyes stared blankly at the mouth of the bunker. The face of the girl still looked out at him through the gaping, splintered hole of the bunker’s entrance. Now it was the face of a Vietnamese child.... now the face of his daughter. Who was it really? Whom had he killed? The image became so firmly etched into his memory that it would remain with him in terrorizing detail for the rest of his life.




    And then he blacked out.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Bangkok, Thailand 1988




    The early morning crowds had not yet invaded the streets of Bangkok as the man maneuvered his weatherworn, bedraggled wheelchair down the sidewalk and around the night’s deposits of refuse. Even though the night air was still cool and passably fresh, he was sweating profusely. The sweat came less from the exertion required to propel his rattling transport forward than from his fear of the city itself. His only goal was to reach his destination, complete his task, and return to the safety of his house before the doors of the city were flung open and the sleepy legions began their journeys from home to work.




    When he tried to avoid a crumpled pile of bricks left over from a sidewalk repair project, his right tire encountered a generous pile of still-warm dog droppings left behind by a neighborhood cur. The manure clung to the rotating wheel and traveled upward. As in a scene in a cheap comedy, the deposit reached the top of the wheel’s revolution just as his hand grasped it to provide another forward thrust. He growled angrily, shook his hand fiercely to rid it of the unwanted smelly dung but without much success, then wiped his hand on his pants leg and continued on.




    Soon he stopped at an ATM machine in front of a bank. He wiped his right hand on his pant leg once again and then inserted his card into the machine. His finger shook unsteadily as he slowly punched in his code, withdrew money, stuffed it quickly into his coat pocket, and turned back toward home.




    His pace was faster now and he was panting heavily. He raised his head only occasionally to make certain he was going in the right direction. After that he promptly looked down again as though terrified he might have to meet the gaze of a passing pedestrian. Anyone who noticed him would see only his long disheveled hair and his not-so-clean army fatigues. They would be unable to guess who he was, where he came from, or what he was so terrified of.




    He was now passing one of the city’s exhibitionistic shopping malls, its display windows garishly lit and filled with plastic humans standing and sitting in impossible poses, vying for the attention only of those passing by insecure enough to believe the sign in the window which said, “Your Clothes Make Your Identity.” He, however, took no notice, having no need or desire to change either his image or his attire.




    Suddenly, the outline of a figure sitting in a patch of light from one of the store’s windows caused him to pull to a stop and push his wheelchair back a few paces. A beggar, in unrelieved contrast to the flashy figures of fashion in the window, had taken her place on the pavement below it. In front of her, a plastic Coca-Cola cup awaited the refreshing tinkle of coins dropped by sympathetic workers on their way to their high-rise offices. A few early morning joggers had already taken pity, and she was confident the day would be a good one.




    As the wheelchair came to a stop in front of her, the irritating squeaks of its worn, unoiled bearings roused her from her early morning aloofness to the world. She looked startled. The occupant was in the shadows, but she could see that he was most certainly no better off than she.




    “Don’t you dare take my money!” she shouted as she grabbed her Coca-Cola cup and held it to her bosom. “You go beg for your own!”




    But the man was too busy fumbling in his pocket to respond. After a short search he stretched out a dirty hand, which she noticed smelled strongly of dung, and dropped a ten-baht coin in her cup.




    “Th-th----thanks,” she stammered in surprise, but the man and his chair were already moving hastily down the street and soon disappeared around the nearby corner.




    By the time he reached the small street market at the entrance to the slum where he lived, the day’s life was returning to Bangkok. Buses began disgorging their loads of starched and yawning office workers, cars honked impatiently at other drivers too timid to push aggressively through the pandemonium, and the air began turning heavy with dust and exhaust fumes.




    At the entrance to the market he hesitated. His right hand rose impatiently and waved back and forth slightly as though to erase the sea of stalls and people in front of him. To get to his house in the slum, he would have to work his way through the narrow market path, avoid all the morning shoppers, and above all, not let anyone touch him. He should have gotten up earlier, he thought to himself, but the night’s drinking had been heavy and he’d had little energy to start the journey when the neighbor’s fighting cock first warned him of the coming sunrise.




    Before easing his wheelchair into the narrow market aisle, he withdrew the bamboo stick that he almost always kept by his side when moving outside his house. He used it often to threaten any human or animal which came too near for comfort, but the stick had never struck anyone or anything. It simply represented one of his security crutches and he felt safer having it in his hand.




    Determined not to be panicked by the nearness of the flimsy tables holding vegetables, meats, and fruits or by the hordes of people looking for the day’s best food bargains, he rolled the chair forward into the market rabble. He kept his head down, his eyes glued to the area of the path immediately in front of his chair.




    Everything was going well until he reached the midway point. Then a figure suddenly stepped in front of him, lost her balance and grabbed his arm for support. Jerking his arm away in a spastic movement meant to rid himself of the gripping hand, he spun the wheelchair around in a half-circle. One of the back wheels caught the leg of a market stall, sending its load of cabbages crashing to the ground. The angry shout of the poor vendor frightened him even more and he thrust his chair forward, crashing into yet another vendor carrying a basket of fresh fish, who fell backward into an upright umbrella shading a small pile of squash from the morning sun. The umbrella, tied with string to several plastic sheets shading other vendors, fell to the ground, pulling down everything attached to it.




    The market was now in a state of full-blown bedlam. Virtually every vendor was shouting abuse at this wheelchair demon gone totally out of control. Some people grabbed at him, but their clutching hands drove him into even more frenzied attempts to escape. A tomato, thrown by a heavyset woman whose fresh vegetables now lay strewn across the muddy ground, caught him on the side of the head. The mushy impact induced him to look up long enough to see the exit just a short distance ahead. With a surge of adrenaline generated by the immediate hope of escape from this madhouse of people and noise, he drove his wheelchair forward. A few seconds later he broke free of the tables, umbrellas, plastic sheets, and clutching hands, and felt the wheels of his chair glide across the wooden planks of the walkway leading down into the slum.




    He didn’t hesitate one second. As though launched from a cannon, he sent his wheelchair down the narrow walkway. The pathway’s gentle downward slope gave him a little added speed and thus probably saved him from being pelted unmercifully with ruined fruits and vegetables thrown by the irate vendors.




    At the bottom of the slope, the walkway made a sudden turn to the left. Deftly he braked the left wheel of his chair and successfully made the turn, avoiding a dive off the end of the walkway into the stagnant swamp on which the slum had been built. As he disappeared from view, a final oath shouted by one of the market vendors known for her loud, acid voice, caught him almost as hard as the tomato thrown earlier.




    “Damn Farang Baa! (Crazy Foreigner) That’s the second time you’ve done that this month! Go home or else learn how to drive!”




    A few more fruits and vegetables were thrown in his direction, but he was safely out of range now.




    He maneuvered his wheelchair through the maze of walkways until he arrived at the door of his small one-room house. Once safely inside he placed his money on the table, entered his bathroom and began pouring water over his head and body while still fully clothed. Only after he had completely washed himself and his clothes did he sit back, take a deep breath and relax.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Nimit unloaded two bags from the tuk-tuk (three-wheeled taxi), paid the driver and headed down the narrow path between the empty stalls of the now quiet market toward the walkway leading down into the slum. He was a young man in his mid to late twenties, slender and slightly muscular in build. His stride was confident, yet openly friendly. While his eyes seemed always to reflect a faintly shy smile, his face was that of an intense and pensive person who had already known much poverty and struggle and consequently took life as a very serious responsibility. He wore a newly purchased police uniform with the fold creases still conspicuous. The uniform did not yet have any insignia attached to it - those were tucked carefully inside one of the bags he carried.




    Although tidied up a bit, the market he was walking through still showed a few scars of the morning’s disaster, and several vendors remained hard at work attempting to nail or tie their stalls sufficiently back together to be ready for the next morning’s business. Nimit nodded a greeting to them as he walked by, but they seemed in no mood to chat, mumbling among themselves instead about a crazy farang who should be locked up some place.




    At the entrance to the community, where the wooden walkway began its journey down into the slum, he paused to look at his new home. The community was small but fairly old, having been established almost forty years earlier. It was made up of perhaps fifty houses at the most. They were built on rickety posts pounded into the mud of a swamp which people called the “Soi (small lane) 4 Swamp” because it abutted a street called Soi 4. This soi created the community’s western boundary, and an old east/west canal called “Soi 4 Canal” bounded it on the south. It was no surprise, therefore, that the community itself was generally referred to as “Soi 4 Community.” It was somewhat congested, but compared to many of the other slums in Bangkok it still had room to grow. There was open swampland to the east, but the northern edge of the community was hemmed in by a housing development project that had been established nearly ten years earlier.




    The walkway on which Nimit was now standing was the only entrance or exit to the community. As houses were built, the walkway was extended until it almost completed a circle. However, the far end of the walkway on the southern side of the community simply came to an abrupt end. A temporary path made of bits and pieces of broken planks linked it to a small hut under the Soi 4 Bridge, which crossed the canal. Had anyone made an effort, they could easily have extended the end of the walkway to come all the way back to the entrance, completing the circle. This would have made access to houses on the southern side of the community much more convenient.




    Nimit set his bags down and watched as the evening sun reflected off the corrugated iron roofs of the shanty houses, making them glow as though on fire. Atop these fiery red roofs an alien forest of television antennas, some homemade from aluminum dishpans, bicycle spokes and assorted metal clothes hangers, grew upward from the closely packed dwellings. As he turned to watch the giant orange orb slowly lying down to rest against the horizon, he thought of similar sunsets in the rural hamlet in northeastern Thailand, which had been his other home.




    There, the setting sun also turned a bright orange red in the evenings, but no tall buildings thrust their spired tops heavenward to stab at its underbelly as it melted down onto the horizon. Instead, like an artist uncovering its soul, there it had gently outlined the sugar palms which dotted the farmlands and highlighted the golden rice fields awaiting harvest. Evening sounds consisted not of honking horns and impatient drivers, but of the soft lowing of cattle, their wooden bells marking the rhythm of their march homeward.




    It had been an idyllic place for a young boy to grow up. He pictured his family’s old wooden house and the surrounding rice paddies where he had so often hunted frogs, lizards and other small animals for his mother to prepare for the evening meal. As a child, he had enjoyed life too much to realize that his family was poor. Most of his days were spent with friends out in the fields playing games and guarding their precious buffalo which grazed contentedly in the sun and now and then was given a bath in the small pond nearby.




    Nimit’s parents were simple, hardworking people who were devoted to each other and to their only son. Together they worked the land, diligently plowing, planting, weeding, and harvesting. Their one wish for Nimit was that he have the opportunity to go to school and grow up to become their pride in the community.




    But even though his parents were kind and supportive to him, the land, the weather, and the local merchant were not so kind to them. The rains didn’t fall regularly and the harvests became leaner and leaner. Each year they borrowed money from the local merchant for food, and each year they went deeper in debt. The time soon came when they, and most of their neighbors, lost all they had to this merchant.




    Losing the land inherited from his parents was too much for Nimit’s father. He simply gave up on life. Soon he turned to the bottle for solace, and never worked again for the rest of his life. Nimit had watched him drink himself to death. It infuriated him that his father would give up so easily, but even more so that the drinking made his mother suffer so much. He started fighting with his father almost daily, trying to force him to stop drinking, but nothing he did could stop his father from sinking ever deeper into hopelessness.




    To keep Nimit in school, food on the table, and his father’s whiskey bottle always full, his mother had to work without rest. Nimit was only ten then, but he also got odd jobs to help with the family finances. The money they earned barely provided sufficient food, yet Nimit’s mother always insisted that he continue in school.




    Four years later, at the age of fourteen, Nimit was an orphan, his father dead from drink, his mother dead from sadness and fatigue. The local temple took Nimit in, and through the kindness of the abbot and the neighbors, Nimit finished school and worked his way through the police academy. Now he had graduated at the top of his class and had been assigned to his first post.




    While such harsh experiences during the tender years of development might make some children grow up resentful and bitter, they only made Nimit more determined to succeed in his endeavors. He would never give up like his father had! He had to be the best in everything he did, whether it was studies, sports, or fights on the temple school grounds. He could not stand to see anyone who was unwilling to keep trying. The image of his mother struggling to provide food and keep him in school, and his father lying on the floor in drunken semiconsciousness drove him to see any obstacle as a challenge which had to be confronted and overcome.




    “I’ll be successful,” he said in a silent prayer to his mother. “You struggled hard to help me get here. Your sacrifices have made it possible. I’ll make you proud. I’ll be the son you always wanted me to be.”




    “Hey! Mr. Policeman!”




    The voice startled him out of his reverie.




    “You’re standing in the way. I need to get past you. I need to get home.”




    Nimit turned around to see a young girl of about twelve. She wore a student uniform, but the dark blue skirt had faded considerably and the blouse was patched and no longer very white. Her face was in need of a good wash but her eyes were clear and bright, reflecting a kind of confidence, which can’t be easily ignored. In her hands she carried two bottles of local rice whiskey.




    “Are you coming here to arrest someone, Mr. Policeman?”




    Her question startled him. Having so recently graduated from the police academy and only today receiving his first assignment at a local police station, Nimit wasn’t used to being called “Mr. Policeman.” But then he was wearing a uniform.




    “No....no,” he responded slowly. “I’m not arresting anyone. I’ve rented a room in the community and am just moving in.”




    “You sure don’t have much stuff if that’s all you got,” she said, looking at the backpack and duffel bag he was carrying. “Are you sure you’re not coming to arrest someone? It happens all the time here.”




    “I guess I don’t have that much stuff, do I?” he replied. “Anyway, I haven’t had time or money to buy much, so this will have to do for now.” He laughed lightly. “It’s enough. If I had more it would be harder to move, wouldn’t it?”




    “Some day I’ll be rich,” she said with an intensity that surprised him. “Then I can be like the rest of them,” indicating the office workers, dressed in their new fashions and lined up to get on the evening buses for home.




    “So, what house are you staying in?”




    “I rented a room from Auntie Phrom. She said it was number 46. Do you have any idea where it is?”




    “Of course,” the girl said matter-of-factly. “I know every house in the community. Want me to take you there?”




    “Thanks. I’d appreciate that,” Nimit said as he picked up his bags and stepped out of the way to let her by. “Where do you live?”




    “Oh, near here,” she said as she nudged past him and headed down the walkway, turning left at the bottom.




    Nimit had to move quickly to keep up with her.




    “Be careful at that turn,” she flung over her shoulder. “Almost every night at least one person ends up in the mud down there. Usually they’re drunk and don’t remember that the path turns here. Do you drink?”




    “Only occasionally,” Nimit said, struggling to unhook one of the straps of his backpack that had gotten caught on a nail sticking out of the wall of the house on the corner.




    “Then you shouldn’t have any trouble. The water and mud are really filthy down there. I think if I ever slipped and fell I’d commit suicide before I hit the water.”




    Nimit laughed at her humor.




    “Might be a good idea,” he said, looking over the side of the walkway at the watery black mud below.




    They continued along the walkway, which at places desperately needed some repairs. It wound strangely around the houses, obviously having been built simply to connect the houses as they were put up rather than to get people from one point to another in the shortest distance possible.




    After a short walk the girl turned left down a small side lane that soon ended in a cluster of one-roomed houses around a sort of wooden deck. Most of the houses were in very serious need of repairs, but several still seemed useable.




    “These are Auntie Phrom’s rooms,” the girl said. “Number 46 is that one right there. It’s a good house, but be careful in the bathroom. They found a cobra there last month.”




    “Really?” Nimit said with a laugh. “Where I come from, we find lots of cobras. They make good curry.”




    Nimit pushed the door open and peered inside. It was a small room about five meters long and four meters deep. A door in the back opened into a small kitchen area and the bathroom. Beside the front door, the room’s two windows looked out onto the front deck area. The room was entirely bare except for some dust. When his first pay came he would have to purchase a few household goods, but for now he was happy just to have a place to settle down in.




    “Wait a minute and I’ll be right back,” the girl said as she turned to leave. “I’ll show you where Granny Lek has her noodle shop. She makes the best noodles in Bangkok, and they’re real cheap too.”




    “Never mind....” Nimit began, but the girl was already out the door. He went to the window to see where his little friend was headed in such a hurry. She crossed the open area and went into the house just opposite Nimit’s where she disappeared briefly. When she returned, she was no longer carrying the two bottles of rice whiskey.




    “Is that where you live?” Nimit asked her as she came across the deck.




    “No. That’s Uncle Tony’s house,” she said. “He’s my friend.”




    “Tony? That’s a strange name. I’ve never heard a name like that before.”




    “Oh, he’s not from around here. He’s from America, I think. Most of the people here call him Farang. They even call him ‘Farang Baa’ sometimes, but they only do that when he tears the market down like he did today, or does something else real funny. They don’t mean anything bad by it, though. They feel sorry for him, I think. Granny Lek sometimes gives him extra noodles for 15 baht because she says he doesn’t eat enough good food and she’s afraid he’ll starve to death some day.”




    “So you took those two bottles of whiskey to him, eh? Where do you get the money for that?”




    “Oh, he pays for the whiskey. He puts the money on the table and tells me how many bottles he wants. He’s got money. Every now and then he goes down to the corner bank and gets some from that machine there, but he just hates to go out.”




    Nimit looked out the window at his neighbor’s house again. A light glowed dimly in the room and he could just see a head of long, disheveled hair moving back and forth by the window.




    “He must drink a lot,” Nimit said thoughtfully. “Do you know why?”




    “Because he’s a man, I guess,” the girl said matter-of-factly. “But some people say he’s afraid of something so he drinks to hide. Sometimes when I go in, he’s staring out the window and his hands are shaking and he’s sweating like crazy. I’ve even seen him cry. When he’s that way, I know he wants some more whiskey. He usually drinks only at night. I’ve never seen him drink during the daytime. He’s my friend so I go and buy it for him to help him.”




    “But why doesn’t he go buy it himself? It surely isn’t that difficult to find.”




    “He’s afraid of people, I think. He doesn’t like anyone to touch him. When you get too close to him, he starts shaking and sweating. He can’t walk, you know. Something’s wrong with his legs, so he just sits in his wheelchair all the time.”




    “So why does Auntie Prome rent him the room? Isn’t she afraid he might be crazy or something?”




    “No. She likes him. Every month he puts the rent money on the table and she goes in and picks it up. He never complains about anything. She even cleans up the room for him sometimes. He never does it himself. She cleans and then collects all the empty bottles. She can sell them for a little extra.”




    “Do you ever talk to him?”




    “Oh, sometimes a little bit.”




    “How? Do you speak English?”




    The girl laughed.




    “Of course not. How would I learn English? He speaks Thai. Sometimes it sounds real funny, but I know what he means. But he teaches me some English sometimes when he’s happy. Some day I’ll speak English real good.”




    “What can you say in English?” Nimit asked mischievously.




    “Hey, my man. How’s life?” she said authoritatively.




    “Um...Do you know what it means?”




    “Of course. Uncle Tony said it’s what you say when you meet a friend.”




    “So if you greet me that way, what am I suppose to say?”




    “You don’t have to say nothing. It means you can just visit.”




    She paused briefly and then said,




    “You sure do ask a lot of questions. Are you sure you aren’t here to arrest someone?”




    Nimit laughed. “No, little one, I’m not going to arrest anyone. I’m just curious about my neighbors. I’ll go over some time soon and get acquainted with your friend.”




    She seemed satisfied and walked over to the kitchen area to poke around.




    Nimit looked out the window again at his strange neighbor across the way.




    As soon as I get settled in a bit, I do need to go get acquainted, he thought to himself. It must be lonely living like that.




    The girl, satisfied that there was nothing of interest in the kitchen, came out and headed for the door.




    “I checked for cobras,” she said. “Nothing there. I’ve got to go now. Maybe I’ll be back tomorrow.”




    “Thanks.... Oh, by the way, my name’s Nimit. You didn’t tell me yours.”




    “Mine’s Lil Girl” she said proudly. “You can just call me ‘Girl’ if you like.”




    “That’s another strange name. Who named you that?”




    “That’s what Uncle Tony calls me. He says, ‘Lil Girl, go get me something good to drink.’ No one else has a name like mine,” she said with pride in her voice. “Well, I’ve got to go. I’ll tell Auntie Prome you’re here.”




    Before Nimit could answer, she was out the door and skipping down the walkway.




    He set to work cleaning the small room and unpacking his meager belongings - mostly clothing. Some of these he kept folded as he would have to keep them in his bag until he could buy a cheap plastic closet to hang them in. A few others he hung from nails which a previous renter had hammered into the wooden walls.




    At the bottom of his duffel bag, wrapped in a clean towel, was a small photo in an old wooden frame. It was a picture of his parents, taken shortly after they were married. This was his link back to the village where he grew up and to a happy childhood. He looked at the picture thoughtfully for a few moments and then hung it from a nail near the door leading into the kitchen. Here he could see it clearly from any part of the room and it would always be a reminder to him of the parents who had worked so hard to enable him to finish his education and have hope for a better life.




    He hadn’t made much more progress in his cleaning when Auntie Prome showed up. She was a portly woman with a captivating smile and an infectious laugh. She stood momentarily at the door, hands on her hips, watching him work and then said,




    “I see you’ve arrived. Ti said she had taken care of you already. She seems to be in charge of just about everything in this community.”




    Auntie Prome laughed heartily and when she noticed Nimit’s quizzical look she said,




    “Ti, the young girl who led you here. Did she tell you her name was Lil Girl? She likes that name because that’s what Mr. Tony calls her. Actually her real name is Ti. She has almost nothing, so she’s proud to have something no one else has. That’s why she likes to be called “Lil Girl.”




    Auntie Prome walked over to the side of the deck and spit her betel into the swamp before coming back to continue the conversation.




    “Thanks for letting me have this room,” Nimit said. “I don’t know where I would have stayed otherwise. I’m new to city life.”




    “Ah, it’s nothing. We Isan (northeast) people always help each other out, don’t we? It’s our custom, I guess. Anyway, I’m having trouble renting out my places right now. Of my five rooms around this deck, the only ones occupied now are this one and Tony’s across the way. The others are in terrible disrepair and I don’t have the money to fix them up. So where’s all your stuff?”




    “This is it.” Nimit pointed to his two bags with their contents strewn about.




    “I’ll be buying a few more things when I get my first pay. For now, this will do.”




    “But you have nothing to sleep on. Wait here. I’ll bring you a mat, a blanket and a mosquito net. You can return them to me after you buy your own.”




    Nimit started to refuse her kind offer, but she stopped him.




    “I’ll bring you a few other things as well,” she said looking around the bare room. “Now you just relax.”




    And with that she was gone, her welcoming him to the community complete.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    After leaving Nimit, Ti walked over to Granny Lek’s shop. Only after she arrived did she remember that she had planned to bring Nimit along and introduce him. Well, that could be done later; now she needed to get home.




    Granny Lek’s shop was really just the front of her old wooden house. A large window had been cut into the wall next to the door and covered with a wooden shutter. When the shop was open for business, the shutter could be propped up by two bamboo sticks and thus provide some shade to the merchandise laid out on the table underneath.




    From the shutter itself, Granny Lek had hung small plastic bags of cheap plastic toys, sweets, shrimp chips and other popular snacks. A few tables with low three-legged stools around them crowded into the walkway next to her house. Here people from the community gathered to eat a bowl of Granny’s famous noodle soup, have a cold drink, or just exchange the latest gossip. It was a popular meeting place for the community, and Granny Lek was one of the most loved and respected people in the community. This was not just because her noodle soup was so good, but because she had lived in the community longer than anyone else and her wisdom in solving problems, and even sometimes telling fortunes, was well known to people living both inside and outside the community.




    “Well, little one, did you have a good day today?”




    Ti gave Granny Lek a polite but very quick wai (polite greeting) and said,




    “Good evening, Granny. It was good today. I made some extra money in the market this morning because Uncle Tony broke everything down again. I helped them clean up. The vendors get angry when he does that, but it’s good for me.”




    Granny laughed and gave Ti a grandmotherly hug.




    “Don’t let the vendors hear you say that, or they’ll suspect you and Tony of plotting together. Can I get you a bowl of soup this evening?”




    “Oh no, I’ve got to get home. Grandmother will be waiting for me and now that the rains have started, she’s coughing a lot more again.”




    Ti selected a small packet of traditional cough medicine from the table while Granny Lek disappeared inside her house and came out a few minutes later with a plastic bag filled with cooked rice and another one with a small amount of green curry.




    “Here you go, little one,” she said as she handed the two bags to Ti. “Are you sure this will be enough for today?”




    Ti counted out twenty baht from the coins she had collected during the day and handed them to Granny Lek.




    “Yes, it’s always enough, and see, I even have ten baht left over. Maybe tomorrow I can buy grandmother some special cough medicine to help her feel a little better.”




    As Ti was about to leave she suddenly turned back,




    “Oh yeah, a new man moved into one of Auntie Prome’s rooms. He said he’s a policeman but he’s not here to arrest anyone. I like him. He reminds me of my father.”




    And with that Ti skipped off down the walkway. She followed the path through the community to the far edge where the last bare light bulb was hung on a thin bamboo pole, its yellowish light struggling to illuminate the Soi 4 Canal a short distance away. From here on, a marshy area separated the community from the sluggish, polluted canal. A cement bridge carried city traffic high enough so that drivers and their passengers did not catch the horrible smells that emanated from the canal where city sewers drained and garbage was dumped.




    Ti edged cautiously along the remaining bits and pieces of wooden planks that just barely kept her feet above the water of the marsh. Up ahead, under the bridge, the light from a small homemade lamp flickered, throwing its soft glow against the dirty plastic sheet that served as the door of the hut where she lived. The only substantial part of the hut was the roof, which was the bridge itself.




    “Grandmother, I’m home,” Ti called out.




    She was greeted with a fit of ragged coughing as a thin bony hand pushed aside a piece of the plastic curtain.




    “I’ll fix your cough medicine grandmother, and then we can eat,” Ti said as she began making a fire in a small clay pot.




    The hut was not something most people would believe could serve as human shelter. Although sheltered from heavy rains by the cement bridge above, it could do nothing to protect the inhabitants from the hordes of mosquitoes and other insects which survived in the marsh outside, nor from the westerly winds which often swept along the canal during the rainy season. Much of the wooden flooring was slowly rotting away and when moving around the room great care had to be taken not to fall through.




    A sleeping mat with a ragged mosquito net hanging above it occupied one corner of the hut, and a few pieces of old clothing hung from a string which stretched from one end of the room to the other. The only real piece of furniture was set against the back wall - a low table that held several cups, two plates, and a container of ingredients for preparing betel nut.




    As soon as Ti had heated some water, she poured it into a cracked cup and mixed in the powdered cough medicine. Grandmother needed one of these each night or she couldn’t sleep. Her cough was terrible and had been a part of the house for as long as Ti could remember. Grandmother rarely spoke any more. She just coughed, waited, and then coughed again.




    Once Grandmother was content with her cup of hot herbal medicine, Ti opened the bags of rice and curry and divided them on the two plates, while keeping up a steady chatter about Tony breaking down the market and the arrival of a new man in the community. Grandmother never responded to any of Ti’s chatter, but it broke the boredom and silence of the evening and made time go by a little faster for Ti. She placed one plate of rice in front of her grandmother and took the other outside, found a place to sit on the sagging walkway, and, using her fingers, began to eat under the light of the moon. Tonight she wanted to be alone and away from the coughing. She sat for a while looking over the canal at nothing in particular, but thinking about her parents. She missed them both, but mostly she missed her father, and although she knew she would never see him again, she allowed herself the luxury of dreaming. In that dream her father called down to her from the bridge overhead, and then carried her off in his big car to a wonderful home outside the city. It was getting harder and harder for her to remember exactly what her father looked like, but tonight he looked much like the policeman who had just moved into Auntie Prome’s room.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    The murmur of voices from families enjoying their last meal of the day wafted gently among the crowded houses. A child’s laughter tickled the night air, as he and his father played a game. Occasionally a shout of anger or the raucous laughter of a drinking party could be heard, but they quickly faded away into the night air.




    Tony edged his wheelchair toward the window. An open bottle of rice whiskey rested on the table, ready to sooth his anguished emotions. This was the worst time of day for him, because this was when the nightmare usually started - or maybe when he created it. The nightmare terrorized him, and yet he craved it. It was a punishment he felt he deserved, and would one day somehow help him atone for the terrible deed he had done in Vietnam.




    He glanced out the window at the house facing his. The new tenant who had moved in several days earlier was now sitting on an old wooden chair in front of the door reading a book by the dim light of an uncovered bulb hanging from the ceiling behind. When Ti had brought Tony his whiskey the day before she had said the new neighbor was a policeman. Tony stared at him and felt uncomfortable. What was a policeman doing living in a community like this?




    Suddenly the neighbor looked up and noticed Tony staring at him. He gave a gentle nod of greeting and smiled. In a flash, Tony dropped his eyes and turned his back. The policeman started to get up and introduce himself, but then changed his mind and went back to his reading.




    Tony moved to the small table where the bottle of rice whiskey awaited him. He opened the drawer of the table and brought out a yellowed and ragged newspaper clipping. It had been taped together so many times already that it would soon be impossible to read. He looked at the headline and accompanying photograph as he had done daily for so many years already. “Vietnamese Villagers Slaughtered!” the headline proclaimed, and the photo showed the bodies of Vietnamese peasants scattered among the remains of burned houses. In the background, a soldier could be seen sitting against a tree as though asleep. Silently he studied the article, forcing himself to relive the very experience he was trying to forget through his drinking. The dreaded, yet welcome, nightmare began forming in his mind.




    A small group of people stood beside a bunker in the midst of the smoldering remains of a rural Vietnamese village. Here and there the bodies of other villagers lay in pools of blood, terror carved on their stone-cold faces. The stench of gunpowder and death hung heavily everywhere. Tony sat with his back against a tree, a heavy weight lying across his legs, crushing them into the ground. He couldn’t move! The cluster of people looked at him without emotion. In their midst stood a small girl identical to the one he had seen in the bunker as the grenade bounced out of sight. Silently the villagers pushed her forward and she walked toward Tony, watching him closely. His heart began racing and sweat flowed down his forehead. When she was about halfway to him, he saw the sunlight glint off a piece of polished metal she held at her side. It was a knife! Frantically he looked around for something to protect himself with. His rifle was lying some distance to his left. He reached for it, but it was too far away! The weight on his legs refused him any self-defensive movement.




    The girl moved closer. She wore a conical hat and black peasant’s garb, as did all of the silent villagers. He could see a very slight smile on her face as she neared him. Was she gloating at finding him so defenseless and such an easy target for revenge?




    Tony was afraid to die - afraid to die with guilt wracking his spirit. He had to stop her somehow! He had to get away and save himself! He struggled harder now to reach his rifle. It remained out of reach.




    There was no sound in the village except the crackle of fires still burning in some of the village huts. His breathing became heavier and the beating of his heart rang in his ears like a funeral dirge.




    Again and again he struggled to reach his rifle. The weight pinned his legs so solidly to the ground it felt as though they were part of the very earth he was sitting on. As he reached out again for the rifle he saw that his hand was covered with blood. He looked at his other hand and it, too, was covered with blood. Nausea now mingled with his terror.




    The girl was closer. There was nothing he could do. He was totally defenseless!




    “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to do it!” he shouted in panicked anguish.




    He leaned back, let out a loud, tormented moan and awaited the slash of her knife across his throat.




    Tony’s head jerked back and his eyes opened. His hands were trembling and sweat rolled down his forehead and burned into his eyes. Someone was shaking his shoulder.




    “Are you all right? I heard you shout. Is there something I can do to help?”




    Tony looked up into the eyes of the young policeman.




    “I just moved into the house over there. My name’s Nimit. Do you need something?”




    There was genuine concern in his voice and his eyes. Instinctively Tony responded to the hand on his shoulder by jerking away. Sweat dripped from his chin and his stomach still churned in fear from the nightmare.




    “No! Just....just leave me alone! I’m-----I’m okay!” Tony stammered as he grabbed the open bottle of whiskey and took a long drink. The hot whiskey worked its way down his throat and hit his stomach like a piece of burning coal. He winced in pain and then sat back to allow the alcohol to do its work on his tortured brain.




    With a growing feeling of sympathy, Nimit watched him quietly for a few moments.




    “You look terrible. Are you sure you’re all right? Should I take you to a doctor?”




    Tony looked up at him but said nothing. He took another long drink, quickly returned the newspaper clipping to the drawer and then turned to face the back wall of his room.




    Nimit cringed as he watched Tony take drink after drink. Memories of his father, slowly and painfully being eaten away by drink, flooded his mind. Was he now to see this stranger, whom fate had made his neighbor, go through the same thing? He wanted to speak again, but decided against it. What could he say if he didn’t yet know who this man was or what was so viciously tearing his life apart? Finally Nimit walked toward the door, and turned just before leaving.




    “Take care of yourself, my friend,” he said quietly. He lingered a bit longer, shaking his head sadly as Tony continued to take long hard drinks from his bottle. Then he quietly walked across the deck and disappeared into his small room.




    After a few more drinks from the bottle, Tony’s hands stopped shaking and he slipped once more into the stupor of a man trying to escape from a living hell.
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