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    JUST WILD ABOUT HARRY




    (Note: “Just Wild about Harry,” words by Noble Sissle, Music by Eubie Blake. Originally published 1921, now in public domain.)




    Harry Armbruster stopped for a moment and blinked his eyes. He was about to step into the large hall where people awaited the arriving passengers at Don Muang International Airport. He had been here three years before with Estelle, and the guide from the tour they had signed on to was awaiting them with a big sign with his name on it. Now he was alone, and there was nobody here to greet him.




    The other passengers were rushing past him to meet their friends and relatives and business colleagues and tour guides. One of them jostled Harry’s elbow as he rushed past. Harry took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, tightened his grip on his suitcases, and walked forward.




    Harry had been a bookkeeper. Not an accountant, a bookkeeper. He had worked for twenty-four years in the finance department of a PVC pipe manufacturer, entering the credits and debits and making out the invoices. Then, three years ago, he had retired. To celebrate, he and Estelle went on a tour of Thailand that November. Harry had liked the place; it was warm compared to Topeka, the people were friendly and smiling, the Grand Palace in Bangkok was awesome, and the elephant ride in Ayutthaya was fun. Estelle did not share his enthusiasm; she didn’t like the food, there was something about Buddhism that her Methodist soul cringed at, and elephants frightened her.




    Eighteen months after their return, Harry was hit with one of those double wallops that the psychologists tell us take years off our lives. Estelle died of a cancer that had not been discovered in time for the doctors to save her, and the PVC company found a way to stop paying Harry his pension.




    At sixty-seven Harry was in some ways in very good physical shape. He had no major illnesses, his mind was still sharp, and he retained his good looks, though his face was somewhat seamed and his hair was gray. But he was in no condition to start life all over again, and that was what it looked as though he would have to do.




    A friend suggested that he sign up with H&R Block to do income taxes, and it sounded like a good idea to Harry. But when he got into the course, he discovered that it made him nervous. He had been a bookkeeper, not an accountant, and he was very good at doing what his supervisor told him to do. But he was not good at making decisions, at least those decisions which would affect clients’ taxes, and deciding what was deductible gave him sleepless nights worrying whether he had made a mistake. And that was just in the preparatory course; doing it for real would terrify him.




    The memory of Thailand kept coming back to him. He liked the country, and he remembered how cheap everything was. If he sold his house in Topeka and watched his expenditures, he could live on his Social Security income.




    Harry and Estelle had never had children. Harry’s older sister had died in a car wreck years before. The closest thing Harry had to a living relative was a brother-in-law whom he had never really liked anyway. Harry thought Estelle’s brother was lazy and irresponsible, though he had never used those words to her. So in effect Harry was alone in the world. There were no ties to keep him from going to Thailand.




    He dropped out of the H&R Block course and gave himself up to planning. As a bookkeeper, Harry was good on details. Knowing that air fares were less expensive if you made your reservation early, he held several conversations with a travel agent he knew – they were both in the Silver Circle of the Methodist Church – and came out with a pretty good rate to fly from Kansas City to Bangkok via Chicago and Tokyo. Without telling the agent, he went on the Internet to see if he could get a better deal; he found he could save only about fifteen dollars, so he decided to stick with his friend.




    Harry selected a Bangkok hotel from the Internet, one which looked as though it was neat and clean, and was delighted to learn that the price in baht for a single-occupancy room worked out to forty-three dollars a night. He e-mailed the hotel, explained that he was moving to Thailand, and asked whether he could mail some boxes of personal belongings to the hotel to be held until he arrived. He could. So he made a reservation for the day of his arrival, explaining that his plane got in at 11:45 p.m., and he would go directly from the terminal to the hotel.




    Those details taken care of, Harry had nearly two months before flight time. He spent part of the time boxing up the personal belongings he wanted to take with him, part of the time watching some television shows, including some that Estelle had not wanted him to watch, and part of the time talking with R.G. Benson, a realtor who was also in the Silver Circle, about selling his house. He also arranged with the branch manager of his Topeka bank to maintain his account there and use his ATM card to withdraw money when he needed it; the ATM system the bank subscribed to had thousands of machines all over the world, and surely there would be some in Thailand.




    As time drew near, Harry mailed his boxes to the hotel and arranged to have his Social Security checks direct deposited to his Topeka bank, since the Social Security Administration did not mail checks to Thailand. Then he put one ad in the Auto Bargain Post offering his Plymouth for sale and another in the Topeka Capital announcing a Mammoth Garage Sale. The Plymouth brought him about nine thousand dollars, which he thought would make a good stake to begin his new life with. He sold nearly everything in the house, furniture and appliances and all, and cleared almost seven hundred dollars. What he didn’t sell, he called the Salvation Army to pick up. Then he spent a few days enjoying the hospitality of his realtor, who had a spare room and who agreed to drive him to Kansas City to catch his plane.




    ***




    And now here he was, standing on the sidewalk outside Don Muang International Airport, his wallet stuffed with baht that he had exchanged his dollars for, waving to attract the attention of a taxi driver.




    Driving through the streets of Bangkok can be a harrowing experience, even at midnight, but Harry was so tired from his journey and the various hassles at the airport that he dozed most of the way. The taxi lurched to a halt, awakening him, and he saw the name of his hotel spelled out on the marquee above the door. He paid the cabby in the unfamiliar money and went to the desk.




    Yes, he was told, his reservation was in order, and his packages had arrived and were being held in storage. His room was on the eleventh floor, and a young man carried his bags for him; the young man wore no uniform, but Harry assumed he was a hotel employee. When they reached the room, the young man held out his hand in a gesture that needed no Thai-English translation. Harry searched his wallet, found the smallest bill was for 20 baht, and gave it to him. The young man made a gesture as though he were praying to Harry, bowed, and left.




    Harry awoke late the next morning, at nearly ten-thirty. Looking out the window, he saw that the streets of Bangkok were crowded with people walking faster than they did in Topeka; he shook his head, remembering what the travel brochure had said about the leisurely pace of life in Thailand.




    He needed to open a bank account, so that he could have money transferred into it from his Topeka bank. After what the menu called an American Breakfast, which was pretty good for Asia, Harry sauntered to the desk to ask the clerk to direct him to a bank.




    The clerk, it happened, was an attractive woman of an age which Harry guessed was late teens or early twenties. Like most Thais, she had tan skin, brown eyes, and black hair. She smiled at him dazzlingly and asked, “May I hep you?”




    “Yes, I need to find a bank where I can open an account.”




    The young woman looked over her shoulder at the clock on the wall behind her. “I get off fifteen minutes,” she told him, “You wait, I hep you find it.”




    “Thank you very much,” Harry said. There were comfortable chairs in the lobby, and Harry found one by a table on which a previous occupant had left a copy of the Bangkok Post. Happy to find a publication in his native language, Harry leafed through it, looking for the sports section, and was pleasantly surprised to find a short story about the latest misadventure of the Kansas City Chiefs.




    He looked up from the paper to find the young woman standing silently before him. “You ready?” she asked.




    “Certainly.” He rose and accompanied her through the door to the street. “What’s your name?” he asked, to make conversation.




    “Loot,” she answered. He thought maybe she was trying to say Ruth, and later events proved him correct. “You Mr. Hally Ambuster?” She had evidently figured that out from the hotel register.




    “That’s right.”




    The racket of the city made further conversation impossible.




    The nearest branch of the Bangkok Bank, as it happened, was a block and a half away. There were no traffic lights at the intersection, the traffic was heavy, and Ruth held Harry’s hand as they crossed the street. It gave him a strange feeling, but he did not pull his hand away.




    The New Accounts Officer, a young lady in a purple suit, was busy, and Ruth and Harry sat on benches to await their turn. Harry said, to make conversation, “I’d like to buy a house as soon as possible.”




    He was surprised at Ruth’s answer: “Mei dai,” she said.




    He blinked and paused, trying to formulate what he wanted to say, then: “Of course I may die, but I’ll need a place to live in the meantime.”




    She laughed and shook her head. “No,” she said, “I mean no can do. Farang no can buy house in Thailand.” Harry figured that farang was what he was. “Can buy condo. No can buy house.”




    Well, Harry figured, if all he could do was buy a condominium, then that’s what he would do.




    “I know good condo for sale,” Ruth continued. “I off Saturday. I come show you.”




    “That’s very kind of you,” Harry said.




    The chairs across the desk from the New Accounts Officer were now vacant, and Ruth and Harry occupied them.




    Harry said, “I want to open a checking account.”




    The young lady looked at him vacantly. Evidently she did not understand English.




    Ruth said something in Thai; Harry presumed she was interpreting for him.




    “Mei dai,” the New Accounts Officer responded. She continued in Thai.




    “She say no checking account. Checking account only if you have work permit. Without work permit you get savings account and ATM card, no need for checks.”




    “Then that’s what I’ll do,” Harry said.




    He was relieved to find that instructions on the form he had to fill out were in both Thai and English. The form finished, he gave the New Accounts Officer the money he wanted to open the account with; she went to one of the tellers and returned with a receipt. She said something in Thai which Ruth translated as “She say will take two week to get ATM card. Will mail to hotel.”




    The delay didn’t bother Harry; he could use the ATM card from his bank in Topeka to access funds until the Bangkok Bank card came through. “Tell her thank you,” Harry said, and Ruth said, “Kap khun mak kah.”




    Harry repeated, “Kap khun mak kah,” and both Ruth and the New Accounts Officer laughed. “No,” Ruth explained. “Only woman say kah. You man, you say kap.” It was Harry’s first lesson in Thai.




    Harry corrected himself, and he and Ruth left the bank. It was now nearly one o’clock, and Harry was getting hungry, even after his American Breakfast. He thought that he should treat Ruth to a meal to repay her for her help. “Have you had lunch?” he asked her.




    “No,” she said.




    “Then let’s have lunch together.”




    “Okay,” she said. “Hotel cost too much. I show you good place cheaper.”




    She held his hand again as they crossed the street. They entered a large, dark area filled with shops of all kinds and busy with people jostling each other in the aisles. Harry followed Ruth, who looked back from time to time to see that he was still with her, and she led him to a little area with a dozen tables, at one of which they sat. The menu card was on the wall, in Thai, and Ruth translated it for him. Harry had no idea what most of the dishes were, so he told Ruth to order for him.




    “You like hot?” she asked him.




    Well, Harry thought, he liked Mexican food, and that was pretty hot. “Yes,” he said.




    Ruth gave the order to the middle-aged waitress, who in turn relayed it to a man standing at the back of the restaurant. Harry was amazed to see that the stove was a canister of natural gas with a ring around the top, and the man cooked every order separately in a wok which rested in the ring.




    Harry’s order came first, and he discovered that it consisted of a mound of steamed rice, covered with vegetables, a few of which he recognized, and chunks of what looked like chicken. For utensils there were a fork and a large spoon.




    “Go on,” Ruth encouraged him. “My food coming.”




    Harry took his first bite of the concoction. His reaction caused all the heads in the restaurant, and some in the aisle outside, to turn in his direction.




    Ruth laughed, and then said, “I sorry. Maybe too hot.”




    Harry tried to say, “Maybe,” but his vocal chords were still paralyzed from the assault.




    Ruth took his plate and picked out some shiny, dark red vegetables. “Peppers,” she explained. “Now you try.”




    Harry cautiously tried another bite. This was much more manageable.




    Then Ruth’s order came, and their mouths were too occupied for talking.




    After the meal, they returned to the hotel. Ruth stopped just outside the front door and said, “I go home now. I see you Saturday ten o’clock. Okay?”




    “Okay.” He stood looking after her until she disappeared in the press of pedestrians.




    ***




    Harry decided to go down to the lobby early Saturday morning and walked out of the elevator at exactly nine-forty-five. He saw Ruth waiting for him. Instead of the garb she had worn at the hotel desk, she was attired in jeans and a T-shirt. He could not help noticing that his desk at the PVC company had not had a much flatter surface than Ruth’s chest.




    They greeted each other, and then left the hotel. Ruth flagged down a taxi and gave the driver his instructions.




    “We go Nonthaburi,” she explained to Harry.




    “Is it far?” he asked.




    “No, it right next to Bangkok.”




    “A suburb?”




    Ruth nodded. Harry wasn’t sure whether she knew the word “suburb,” but he decided not to press the point.




    It was a fairly long ride. They crossed the river on a spectacular bridge. Then they went through a maze of little streets until reaching a comparatively wide road flanked on one side by a series of high-rise buildings. The taxi pulled up at the next-to-last, and Harry paid the driver. He noted that compared to Bangkok, the sidewalks were nearly deserted. Flanking the door to the building were a restaurant and a convenience store.




    Ruth led him inside the building to the elevator. Harry noted that the building had twenty-five floors; Ruth stopped the elevator at the nineteenth.




    Harry and Ruth stepped out into a hallway with a door at each end and two doors in the middle. Ruth led him to one of the doors at the end. “I know owner,” she said as she fished in her purse. “He let me have key.”




    Harry found himself in a hallway with a windowed door at the end of it. To his right a broad opening led into what was clearly a living room, with built-in bookcases and space for a television. Beyond that, he found, was another large room, clearly a dining room, with a sideboard and china cabinet built in. The three doors in the dining room led to a balcony, a laundry room, and a kitchen. He went back into the living room and found another hallway; a door on the left opened into a bathroom, one on the right into a bedroom, and the door at the end into another bedroom.




    “You like?” Ruth asked.




    “It’s very nice,” Harry said. He thought he could be very comfortable here, though he wasn’t sure what he would need two bedrooms for.




    Before they left the condo, Harry went down the first hallway to the windowed door at the end and found that it gave access to another balcony. He opened it and went out; the view was panoramic, though not strikingly beautiful.




    Returning to where Ruth awaited him, he said, “I think I could be very happy in a condo like this. How much does this one cost?”




    “Three million baht, but I know owner. I think I talk him down for you.”




    Harry’s bookkeeper brain did a rapid calculation: at the current rate of exchange, that came to about $75,000. Not bad. His house should bring in enough that he could buy it outright.




    Ruth locked the door behind them, and they went down in the elevator together. Ruth smiled up at him. “I glad you like.”




    On the street, Ruth said to him, “My parents, they not far. I want you meet them.”




    They went down the street for nearly three blocks. Harry noticed that the ground floor of every building contained, like his, shops fronting the street. There were laundries, hair salons, restaurants, a computer store, what looked like a hardware store, branch banks – though not Bangkok Bank – and one store advertising “Traditional Thai Massage.”




    Ruth’s parents, it turned out, operated a convenience store. They looked to be a year or two younger than Harry and seemed delighted to meet him. They talked up a hurricane with Ruth, while Harry, not understanding a word, looked from one to the other as the conversation went back and forth.




    “They want you stay for lunch,” Ruth explained.




    Harry trotted out his entire Thai vocabulary: “Kap khun mak kap.”




    The three Thais laughed, and Harry wondered whether he had made a mistake. But Ruth said, “Velly good!” and he felt better.




    A curtain hung at the back of the store, opposite the front door. Harry discovered that it led to a large room, the size of the store itself, a third of which was occupied by a round table and chairs; the remainder was used for storing boxes of merchandise.




    Harry, Ruth, and her mother sat at the table while Ruth’s father went to a nearby restaurant to bring back lunch. Ruth and her mother talked, but every once in a while the front door jingled, and Ruth’s mother got up to wait on a customer.




    Lunch, it turned out, was a large bowl of what looked to Harry like thin gravy with noodles and chunks of meat floating in it. Ruth’s mother got four soup bowls out of a cupboard and ladled the gravy out into them.




    Eating, Harry saw from the example of the others, was performed with a spoon, to dip up the gravy, and chopsticks, to elevate the meat and noodles to the mouth. This was Harry’s first experience with chopsticks, and although Ruth tried to show him how to use them, he was unsuccessful. He ended up using the spoon for everything, utilizing one chopstick to wrap the noodles around the spoon.




    It was strange, Harry thought to himself; he had never met these people before, he couldn’t understand their language at all, but their warmth and friendliness made him feel at home.




    The meal over, Ruth said, “Now we go back to Bangkok. I show you some places.”




    They waited perhaps twenty seconds for a taxi, which took them into the heart of Bangkok. Harry told Ruth that when he had been in Thailand before, he had seen the Grand Palace and didn’t think he needed to see that again.




    Instead she took him to walk around a large park; as they strolled its curving pathways, she held his upper arm, and as they sat on the bench to rest, looking at the swans in the pond, she sat close to him. It made Harry a little nervous, and he wondered what she was up to. He was quite literally old enough to be her father, and they had just met. She seemed very nice, and he had come to like her very much, but it seemed to him impossible that she could really be interested in him.




    After the park, she took him to see the Democracy Monument, and then to a large – well, Harry didn’t quite know what it was, but he enjoyed it. It was a large collection of little shops that sold Thai crafts of various kinds, and while he didn’t buy anything, he was interested in seeing all the different products. One whole end of the building was devoted to a large restaurant, and since by that time it was dinner time, he invited Ruth to join him.




    At one end of the restaurant was a stage, and while he and Ruth ate their Thai meals a little orchestra came on with traditional Thai instruments and played some music; then dancers came on and performed Thai classical and folk dances. It was very pleasant, and Harry and Ruth lingered after the meal to enjoy the entertainment.




    “You want condo?” Ruth asked when they got to the entrance of Harry’s hotel.




    Standing on the sidewalk, Harry stopped and thought for a moment. It was certainly a nice apartment, but he hated to make a serious decision like a place to live without exploring other options.




    “You no find better in Bangkok area,” Ruth said, as if reading his mind. “I talk to condo man. You pay cash?”




    “Well,” Harry temporized, “if I sell my house back home” – as he said that, he realized that he still considered Topeka home, he was not rerooted to Thailand yet – “I’ll have the money to pay cash.” And as he said that, he realized that as a foreigner in Thailand without means of support beyond his Social Security checks, he would be unable to get a Thai bank to lend him the money to buy anything, especially considering his age.




    “Good. I tell him, he come down on price.”




    “Kap khun mak kap,” Harry said.




    Ruth smiled and waved her hand. “Bye bye,” she said and disappeared into the Bangkok night.




    That night he called R.G. in Topeka, wondering for the thousandth time what those initials stood for.




    “Oh, yes, Harry,” the realtor said heartily. “What’s up?”




    “How are we getting along with selling the house?”




    “Well, you know how it is. Things are slow. We’ve had a couple of nibbles, but no bites.”




    “How are you pricing it?”




    “Well, it’s a big house in a good neighborhood, but it’s an old house. I’m asking four hundred thousand.”




    “I need the money to get a house here,” Harry said. “Drop it to three.”




    “Priced for quick sale, huh? I hate to let it go that cheap. How about three-fifty?”




    Harry figured the realtor was concerned about the size of his commission, and he didn’t want to disadvantage a friend. “All right, three-fifty.”




    “Aside from that, how’re things going?”




    They chatted for a while until R.G. said, “Well, I don’t want to run up your phone bill. This is a long long long distance call. So long.”




    “Goodbye.”




    When Harry went downstairs for his American Breakfast the next morning, he found Ruth waiting for him. He invited her to join her in the restaurant, and she agreed. He wondered whether she had talked to the condominium owner; she didn’t mention it, and he didn’t ask her. Instead, she was bubbling enthusiastically about plans she had to show him around Bangkok. There was obviously much to see.




    Sitting on a bus that afternoon, Harry asked Ruth, “How did you learn English?”




    “I go English class six year.”




    Six years of English, and it didn’t help her more than that. He didn’t want to hurt her feelings, but he was so curious that he felt he had to ask: “What grade did you get?”




    “All A’s. I number one in English class. You ask, I tell: noun, werb, adwerb, adjective, proposition, whatewer. I number one. That why they hire me at hotel, so I can talk to farang.”




    Harry could find nothing to say to that, so he said nothing.




    That began the first of several pleasant days Harry and Ruth spent together, in the course of which Harry expanded his Thai vocabulary by some dozen phrases. But it was not long before he began to wonder how she found the time to be away from the hotel desk so often. He asked her one evening after they had attended a musical drama; he had not understood the story but enjoyed the spectacle. They were sharing a table at a bar not far from the theater, drinking Singha Beer.




    “I quit job,” she said.




    “You quit your job? Why?”




    “You need someone take care of you,” she answered.




    It was a stunner. He could not, simply could not, believe that an attractive girl Ruth’s age would be interested in an old relic like him. And yet . . .




    “If you quit your job,” he asked, “how do you live?”




    “I live with parents.”




    Harry nodded. He imagined that the convenience store was making enough money for three people. He stared at his beer for a while, thinking. How did he feel about Ruth? He was very fond of her; she was a nice girl, very likable. Was he in love with her? He didn’t know, and if he couldn’t say yes, maybe the answer was no. Maybe at his age that didn’t matter; maybe love was for younger people. He had come to realize how important she was to him; without much more Thai than he had mastered that far, he would have had a terrible time getting around in Thailand. Maybe he just plain needed her. What would they say in Topeka if he married a girl this young? Well, the hell with what they would say in Topeka. He wasn’t in Topeka any more, and what did it matter to him what they would say in Topeka?




    “What you thinking?” Ruth asked.




    He looked at her. She was certainly a nice girl, very pretty, and she seemed, inexplicably enough, to care for him. “I was thinking that if an old man like me asked a young girl like you to marry him, she’d probably laugh at him.”




    “You no old. I no laugh.”




    “You’d end up nursing a sick old man.”




    “I no mind. Sick old man need nursing, I nurse.”




    “Then, Ruth, will you marry me?”




    She laughed. “Sure thing!”




    When he got back to the hotel that night, he found a message. R.G. had phoned. Harry called him from his room. The house had sold for three hundred fifty thousand dollars. R.G. was depositing the money, less his commission, into Harry’s bank account.




    ***




    The wedding was at ten o’clock one morning in the living room of Ruth’s parents’ home, which was upstairs over the convenience store. Since they were moving into the condominium that afternoon, Harry had checked out of the hotel and had his parents-in-law-to-be store his luggage. In filling out the necessary forms to file at the amphoe [district] office, Harry learned that Ruth was only her nickname, given her by her parents; her real name, which had been given her by a Buddhist monk, was something he never learned how to pronounce.




    At the ceremony Harry learned that Ruth had two brothers and a sister and several aunts and uncles on both sides. Thus there were some twelve or fifteen people in attendance; they kept moving around so that Harry couldn’t count them, though he was introduced to all of them he couldn’t have told you their names five minutes later, and during the ceremony itself they were sitting in back of him.




    Nine monks in yellow robes – Harry had always heard the robes called “saffron,” but he didn’t know what color saffron was, and these robes were a kind of dull yellow – sat along one wall, with a kind of little altar in front of them, while Harry and Ruth sat on the floor, facing them. Harry was sitting cross-legged, and Ruth was sitting with her legs folded to one side of her. Her relatives were in chairs, lined up behind them. Harry was not used to sitting on the floor cross-legged, and his legs were beginning to pain him as the monks chanted in a strange language, as it seemed to him interminably.




    Then the head monk got up and tied one end of a piece of string around Harry’s forehead and the other and of it around Ruth’s. Harry liked the symbolism; a husband and wife should be on the same wavelength.




    And then suddenly he was married. He hadn’t heard anybody say, “I now pronounce you man and wife,” but if anybody had said it, he wouldn’t have understood anyway, because they would have said it in Thai.




    Then the catering staff brought out trays of food and set it before the monks, since they ate first; it was now eleven o’clock, time for the one meal Buddhist monks ate each day. Harry, Ruth, and the guests all got up, Harry somewhat stiffly on sore legs, and mingled. Many told the newly married pair, “Chok dee,” which Ruth told him meant “good luck.” Harry’s new father-in-law took Harry’s right hand between both his and shook it vigorously. Ruth interpreted what he said: “He say he happy have you for son-in-law.”




    Once the monks had eaten and left, the caterer set up tables and served the wedding party. Harry looked at his food carefully for the shiny, dark red peppers that had raised havoc with his mouth on a previous occasion; when he found any, he removed them. That done, the food was excellent – fried rice with shrimp, chicken with cashews, and sweet-and-sour pork over steamed rice. Bottles of whiskey were brought out and poured into glasses at each place. As a Methodist, Harry did not approve, but he made no objection; he raised his glass to his lips occasionally and pretended to drink.




    The dinner over, Ruth’s father brought out a shiny black 78-rpm record and an old wind-up phonograph of a type Harry had seen only in museums. Ruth explained, “That from his grandfather. He keep it in memory of old man.”




    Ruth’s father made a little speech, which Harry did not understand a word of, wound up the phonograph, and placed the record on it. The sound was scratchy and tinny, but the words were unmistakable: “I’m just wild about Harry.” Harry laughed in amazement.




    That afternoon Harry and Ruth had an appointment to meet the condominium’s owner at the Land Office to transfer the deed. Ruth had convinced the owner to accept two and a half million baht, Harry had arranged for his Topeka bank to wire transfer the equivalent amount to Bangkok Bank, and Bangkok Bank had issued a certified check for Bt 2,500,000, which Harry carried with him along with his passport. He had also, as a kind of wedding present, arranged for a second ATM card to give to Ruth.




    Ruth’s father rode with them in the taxi to the Land Office. Harry wondered why, but he thought it would be rude to ask and conjectured that perhaps his father-in-law wanted to give some moral support to the process.




    But in the Land Office he discovered that Ruth’s father was the owner of the condominium. “Surprised” is hardly the word for his emotion. Try “aghast.” A red jet of outrage splashed across his mind as he realized he had been made a monkey of. But then it faded to orange and at last to a yellow “Ah, the hell with it.” After all, it was a nice condominium. He probably couldn’t have done better. So he gave Ruth’s father the certified check, Ruth’s father gave him the deed to the condominium, and the transfer was emblazoned in the archives of the Land Office.




    Next stop was a furniture and appliance store. Ruth had drawn up a list of what they needed and checked it off as she and Harry agreed on each item. At the end, Harry used the ATM card of his Topeka bank to pay for it all, and he and Ruth went to the condominium to await delivery. He used Ruth’s cell phone to arrange for the hotel to send his boxes. They spent their wedding night in their new home.




    ***




    His second marriage agreed with Harry. Ruth was as attentive to his needs as she had been before – more attentive, he had to admit, than Estelle had ever been. She was, so far as he could judge, an excellent cook so far as Thai cuisine was concerned, and she bought three recipe books to enable her to cook the American dishes he liked; though for some the ingredients were hard to find, she was ingenious at finding substitutes. Since she did all the shopping – she was the only one who spoke Thai, and she saved them money by bargaining prices down – Harry let her have his Topeka bank ATM card. She kept the condominium immaculate, and as she swept and mopped, she sang,




    Oh, I juss wide about Hally,




    And Hally wide about me.




    The henry bisses uviss kisses




    Fimmy wid ecstasy.




    He sweet juss rike chockret candy




    Oh juss rike honey fum de bee,




    Oh, I juss wide about Hally,




    An Hally wide about, cannot do widout,




    Hally wide about me.




    For his part, Harry settled down into what was for him a comfortable life. He subscribed to the Bangkok Post and UBC cable television, so that he was able to follow both his professional teams, the Kansas City Royals and the Kansas City Chiefs, as well as the University of Kansas Jayhawks and the Kansas State University Wildcats. His hometown team, Washburn University, was not big enough to be televised, but he had not paid much attention to it even when he lived in Topeka. Unfortunately, ESPN tended to schedule the games he wanted to see at 2 a.m. Thai time, but he had an alarm clock, and Ruth didn’t mind his getting out of bed to watch. UBC carried other English-language channels also, including one from Australia, so there was plenty of entertainment. Harry also was beginning, very tentatively, to develop a mild interest in what Americans call soccer and the rest of the world calls football.




    Occasionally Ruth suggested a trip farther afield than Bangkok and environs, though not out of the immediate Bangkok area. For instance, they hired a taxi to take them to Nakhon Pathom, site of Thailand’s biggest chedi [pagoda], and Ruth introduced him to the pomelo, a fruit like an overgrown grapefruit only sweeter, for which Nakhon Pathom was famous.




    And thus it was, after they had been married a little over eight months, that Ruth suggested that Harry should buy a car.




    “What do we need a car for?” Harry asked. “We can take a taxi everywhere we want to go.”




    “Taxi cost money,” Ruth countered.




    “It would take a lot of taxi fares to add up to the price of a car,” Harry answered. “And I don’t want to drive in Bangkok. Bangkok traffic scares me.”




    “We could take wacation, drive Chiang Mai,” Ruth suggested.




    “There are trains and buses that go to Chiang Mai,” Harry said.




    “Maybe you rike go Angkor Wat.”




    “Oh,” Harry said, “I’ve been to Ayutthaya, and that’s enough ruins for me. I don’t especially want to see Angkor Wat. I’ve seen pictures, and that’s enough. Besides, that would be too far to drive anyway.”




    Ruth was silent.




    And the silence continued for the next two weeks. She spoke only when spoken to, except to announce mealtime. And there was no more singing. Not only that, but she took to going out during the day three or four times a week, never for very long, never for more than an hour. Harry suspected she was going to her parents’ store. She seldom seemed to buy anything, for she rarely brought anything home. He wondered, but he didn’t want to ask her, because he was afraid of what she might answer.




    Harry began to fidget. It was not so much the silence that got on his nerves – if he wanted noise, he could turn on the television – but his awareness that he was being punished for not wanting to buy an automobile. He hoped that probably Ruth was visiting her parents, instead of other possibilities that occurred to him, and a few times, when she got home, he asked her, “How are your folks?”




    “They fine,” she said. End of conversation.




    Finally, one afternoon when the silence was reaching the edge of Harry’s endurance, Ruth came in from one of her excursions smiling broadly. Harry was watching an Australian soap opera. “You come down,” she said. “I have sprise.”




    “Surprise?” Harry repeated. “What is it?”




    “I tell, it no sprise. You come down.”




    A little gruffly, because even though he didn’t care much about the soap opera it irritated him to be interrupted, Harry said, “Oh, all right,” and got up.




    They rode down in the elevator and went out the front door.




    “See?” Ruth said, waving her hand.




    Harry looked around but wasn’t sure what she was waving at.




    She went over to a silver-gray Honda City, clearly not new, parked at the curb. “This our car,” she said, stroking it fondly. “My brother, he sell used cars. He give us good deal. It good car, he guarantee. It took so rong cause ATM give oney twenty thousand baht each time.”




    A red film of anger obscured Harry’s vision. For the second time, now, she had made a monkey out of him. It was – the term came to him – it was embezzlement! She had embezzled the price of the car from his ATM card! He clenched his fists. He understood that this was what his married life was going to be like – one stunt after another. The idea jumped into his mind that he would just leave and go back to Topeka. But gradually the red faded, first to orange, then yellow. His mind’s ear heard Ruth’s voice singing the words: “cannot do widout.” Yes.




    Harry may not have been an accountant, but he was a bookkeeper, and a good one. Maybe he couldn’t decide what was deductible, but he could balance profit and loss as well as the next one. He knew what he would lose if he lost Ruth, and he knew the profit, not in money, that she was bringing him.




    “It’s a nice car,” he said.
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