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“You’re moving to where?” asked Amber, as they walked out of the grocery store together.


“Bangkok,” repeated Crystal. “You know, the capital of Thailand, in Asia.”


“That’s the end of the world! Are all of you going?”


“Yes, the whole family. Brian is going ahead soon, and then I’ll go over with Tim and Lisa in June.”


“I don’t believe it. I don’t think anyone from Pico City has ever moved to Thailand. How will you live? What will you do? Are you just going to leave your job here? How will the kids go to school? Isn’t there a war going on over there? What will I do without being able to talk to you?”


“Look, it’s five thirty. I’ve got to run to pick up Lisa from her softball practice. I promise I’ll tell you all about it before I leave and write to you regularly while I’m gone. Just to say now … the Vietnam War is about to end. And I think Firstgas will help us get set up. I’m pretty excited, but also a bit apprehensive. It certainly is a long way away—and from the little I know about it, it seems very, very different.”


Crystal waved good-bye to Amber and ran into the parking lot. Her friend Mary spotted her and shouted, “Hey, Crystal, how’s the job?”


Not wanting to be delayed, Crystal shouted back, “Love it!” and hurried to drive off.


That evening, Brian cooked hamburgers on the grill. After they ate, the family sat in the living room to talk about Bangkok. Brian began, “My boss told me today that I have to leave for Bangkok very soon, by the beginning of May. That’s pretty sudden, I know, but I’m sure you can all manage with that.”


Tim and Lisa both stared wide-eyed at their father. Then Lisa piped up, “Wait! We can’t leave in the middle of the semester!”


“Your father and I agreed that he’d go ahead, and we’d stay in Pico City until school finishes in June,” Crystal said. She kept her tone even, but she was roiling inside. Brian had come home yesterday and told her that the company needed him in Thailand immediately. He was just going to walk out with his suitcases. All the household packing, all the arrangements about what to take and what to leave, what to do with the house and cars, all the shopping for things they would need to take to Bangkok, she suspected that all that would fall to her to accomplish. At this point, she couldn’t even imagine what that would entail. But it did occur to her that Brian had never asked her if she would be willing to go, or if she would be willing to take up the responsibility for making the arrangements for the move. He had just assumed that she would be a good wife, following her husband and doing what was necessary. And she was going along with it, she thought, so she guessed she was.


Lisa, who was ten and beginning to look a lot like Crystal, was full of questions. “What do they speak in Thailand? Will we have to go to school in another language?”


Tim, two years younger, chimed in, “Can I bring my books and toys? What about my train set? Will we have a TV there? Will I be able to watch The Jetsons?”


Brian sighed. “They speak the Thai language in Thailand. I’m told it’s pretty difficult to learn. But there is an American school there—and Firstgas will pay the tuition. So, you guys will be going to school in English. Shouldn’t be a problem. And Tim, I don’t know the answer to your questions. I think the electricity works differently there. And I have no idea if they have TV or not. I guess we’ll find out when we get there.”


Still puzzled about what their life would be like in Thailand, Lisa and Tim went upstairs to do their homework.


Crystal told Brian that she was planning to tell her boss about the move tomorrow, before he heard rumors. “I hope you understand that giving up the job I love is going to be very hard. You know how important it is to me.” Crystal’s voice cracked, and she paused to gain control. Then she asked, “Do you know if spouses of employees of foreign companies are allowed to work there? Do you think there will be opportunities for me? I don’t see how I can work in radio if I can’t speak the language. But radio is what I know. Do you think there is an English-language radio station?”


Brian said, “So many questions! We’ll just have to wait and see.”


Thanks a bunch for the comforting words, Brian, she thought, but she said nothing.
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Crystal got up early the next morning. She showered, washed her hair, and carefully styled it. Looking in a mirror at her shoulder-length blond hair, she thought, That’s pretty good. She put on a black empire-waist dress that made her five-foot, six-inch body look even taller than it was. She needed that extra bit of confidence that morning.


At eight thirty, Crystal pushed open the door to the squat white building that housed WOKP radio. She paused at the door to her office and looked wistfully at the “Assistant News Director” engraved under Crystal Carrol. She put down her briefcase and purse and went looking for her boss.


Crystal blurted out the news as fast as she could. “Hello, Joe. I don’t know how to tell you this after you have been so kind to encourage me to major in journalism in college, to teach me the ropes here, and to let me work flexible hours so I can keep up with my kids. Not many bosses would do that, and I am grateful. And I love my job. But I have to tell you. I am moving with my family to Bangkok, Thailand, in June. There, I’ve said it.” She gulped a deep breath.


Joe stared at her, running his hands through his hair several times. He took out his pack of cigarettes, offered one to Crystal, and lit hers and then his own. Having gained that bit of time to recover, he said, “Bangkok? You’re kidding! Isn’t it dangerous there?”


“I really don’t know, but I guess I’ll find out. I don’t think Brian’s company would send us somewhere dangerous. There’s a lot I have to find out before we go. My biggest question is, what will I do there? The past seven years, I’ve gotten so used to juggling this sometimes-intense job with raising the children, taking care of the house, and taking care of myself. I wonder if it’s all going to come to a full stop. And I don’t know what might be next.”


“You’re very talented,” Joe said. “I’m sure you will find something good to do.”


“Thanks! Those words mean a lot to me.”


“In the meantime, we have to find someone to do your job. I’d like there to be an overlap so you can train the new person.”


“Of course.”


That evening, after the children had gone to bed, Crystal began another conversation with her husband. “Brian, I need to understand more of what I’m getting into. What do you know about the person you’ll be replacing? Did he have a wife and family? And why did he leave Bangkok so suddenly that you have to go out there right away and can’t even wait until June?”


Brian promised to look into the matter, and came home the next evening with the telephone number of his predecessor in Bangkok, whose wife’s name was Jan. But no one had been willing to tell him why they had come home before their time was up.


The next day around one o’clock, Crystal closed the door to her office, took out a fresh yellow pad, lit a cigarette, and dialed the Texas number Brian had given her. She heard the phone ring five times before it was picked up.


“Hello, is this Jan?”


“Yes,” was the wary answer. “Who’s calling?”


“My name is Crystal Carrol, and my husband, Brian, will be going out to Bangkok for Firstgas. I’m planning to go out in June with our children to join him. We were told to expect to stay there for a few years. I have no idea what I’m getting into, so I’m hoping that I can get some information and advice from you, Jan.”


“I guess so. Where do you want me to start?”


“How do people live there? What is it like?”


“Most expats live in rented houses in the area called Sukhumvit. Sukhumvit is a long street with a lot of smaller lanes called sois that branch off it. The sois along Sukhumvit are numbered. The ones closer to the center of the city have lower numbers. The houses are on the sois.”


“So how do we find a house to rent? What’s the most important thing to look for in a house?”


“There are real estate rental agents, just like here. The administrator at the company can probably recommend someone. I think the one we used no longer is in business.


“The most important thing to look for,” Jan continued, “is security. Is the wall around the compound high and secure? Next is comfort. Are there air conditioners in all the rooms or a ready place to put them, with electrical outlets? Does the water pump work well? Does—”


“Excuse me. Could we go back to security? Could you tell me a little more about that?”


“Oh, sure. Most houses have second-floor balconies, sometimes a balcony off each bedroom. When you rent a house, make sure there are no trees or large tree limbs up against the balconies. And put new, good locks on the balcony doors.”


How worried should I be? Crystal wondered. Aloud, she asked, “Is security a big concern there?”


Jan answered, “It’s just a precaution.”


Crystal thought, I doubt Jan is giving me the straight story. There must be some underlying reason she’s saying that. She asked, “A precaution against what, if you don’t mind explaining?”


“It’s just better to be safe. You know, like you lock your door here.”


Crystal obviously wasn’t going to get any more out of Jan on that topic, so she said, “Okay. Please continue about the living arrangements if you have time now. If not, we could arrange another time.”


“Now is okay.” Jan continued, speaking rapid fire. “Once you have a house, you’ll need servants to run it. Usually you get a head servant who shops for food and cooks and does something else such as look after the children or clean the first floor of the house. Depending on the age of your children, you may want a maid whose sole job is to look after them. Bangkok can be a dangerous place for children to play unsupervised—lots of water, lots of insects and snakes. Moving right along, you also will need a servant to do the laundry. There’s no such thing as a washing machine in Thailand—laundry is done by hand. In the heat, most people change clothes a number of times in a day. A maid does the laundry every day, including the sheets, in plastic tubs set on the floor. If you have a garden area around your house, you will need a gardener. Finally, assuming you are planning on buying a car to use there, you may want a driver. Traffic jams are common and it’s hard to find parking. I think the company may be in the process of changing its policy on cars, so they may provide you with a car and driver. I’m not sure.”


“Whew, that’s a lot of information,” Crystal said, feeling the beginnings of a headache with thoughts swirling in her brain. Servants! I can’t imagine me having a houseful of servants, she thought. Not sure I feel great about that! Aloud she said, “I don’t know anything about hiring Thai servants. Do they speak English? How would I go about setting up a household like that?”


“There’s an American women’s organization that runs a servant exchange, employment service, or whatever you want to call it. It’s on the grounds of the US Embassy. They suggest that at least your head servant should speak English.” Jan paused. Crystal wondered if she was going to continue. Then Jan said, with a quiet, choked-up voice, “Look, I’ve got to go now. I wish you luck.”


“I really appreciate it,” Crystal said, wondering about the teary sound of the wish you luck. “Thank you so much.”


Crystal thought, I have so many more questions. But that certainly was a final sign-off from Jan.
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That evening she told Brian about the conversation with Jan and asked him if he knew why she was talking about balconies, trees, and doors. “Not specifically,” said Brian, “but I know that the family left in a hurry. That’s why I have to leave in two weeks. Maybe they had a break-in or something like that. I’ll try to find out, but as I mentioned, no one is really talking about it. John is on some kind of extended leave from the company. He’ll be back at work next month. But I’ll be gone by then.”


“Not very comforting,” mumbled Crystal. “What are we getting into?”


“There are a lot of expatriates living in Bangkok. It has a reputation as a very good place to live. Maybe John and Jan were just unlucky.”


There is that word again, “luck,” thought Crystal. Do we have enough of that?


“Brian, I have so many unanswered questions. For example, I don’t know what we should bring and what we shouldn’t. And I’m sure Jan is finished talking to me. Any thoughts?”


“Crystal, I don’t know any more than you do. And I’m a bit overwhelmed having to learn everything about the company’s Thai business in just a couple of weeks. You’re a reporter, right? Can’t you use your skills to figure this out?”


“Oh sure, it’s exactly like interviewing Jeb at the hardware store about his missing inventory. No problem at all. I guess I don’t need any help from you.”


“I know you’re upset about the move,” Brian continued—ignoring Crystal’s sarcasm. “But remember, it’s an amazing opportunity for my career. An oil field with commercial potential was discovered offshore in the Gulf of Thailand in 1973, just two years ago. While Firstgas can’t compete with the giants like Exxon and Chevron that are operating in Thailand, we have some opportunities to get a significant piece of the pie. And they’re making me the manager of the entire operation in the country. That’s quite a responsibility and a big vote of confidence for someone my age, isn’t it?”


Crystal dutifully said, “Sure,” and started up the stairs. “I’m going to make sure Lisa and Tim are doing their homework,” she said over her shoulder.


Instead, feeling the start of tears, she went into her room and closed the door. How had her life gotten to this point, where she felt she had to follow her husband someplace she didn’t want to go? Perhaps it had been preordained. After all, she had met Brian right after college, when she’d returned to live in Pico City. She’d felt very insecure about her life back then. She remembered how difficult it was to make new friends at the university, and how withdrawn and alone she had felt. Since she had come back to Pico City, she’d resumed living with her older sister, Jean, and her husband and family. They had taken her in when their parents had died suddenly in a car crash one night when Crystal was sixteen. She was grateful to Jean, but she had always felt like a bit of an unwelcome guest, an intruder into their family. Then Brian showed up at her church one day. She had noticed him as he walked into the service, because he was so much taller than almost anyone else, but he sat down a few pews behind her and she didn’t pay any more attention to him. But he must have been watching her, because he was waiting near the path to the parking lot when she came out.


He said, “Excuse me. My name is Brian Carrol and I’m new in town. I’m an engineer with Firstgas. I noticed that you’ve greeted many of the people here and seem comfortable in this church. And I admit I asked the pastor about you as I walked out, and he told me that you’re single. I am as well. Could I take you to lunch now so you could tell me about the church and help me learn about the town?”


Crystal thought, Wow! He seems interested in me. He asked the pastor about me. A handsome guy with a good job. Could he be what I’ve been hoping for?


“My sister is expecting me for lunch,” Crystal replied. “But I would be happy to help you. Perhaps another time?”


“How about dinner tonight?”


Crystal agreed. Over dinner, they told each other about their lives, and Crystal told Brian about Pico City. Toward the end of the dinner, Brian took her hand and said, “You’re a remarkable woman. You have had to overcome so much, but you seem so bright and organized. I hope we can continue to see each other.”


Crystal squeezed his hand and said, “I hope so too.”


Crystal began to see Brian frequently—and because she was so eager to find a way to move out of Jean’s house, she married him after knowing him fewer than six months. Up until now, she had felt fine letting him make most of the decisions for the family. She had her work, a few old friends with whom she felt comfortable, and her children. She didn’t mind ceding control over the finances, purchasing decisions, and the like. But this decision, to move the family across the world, was in a different category. Nevertheless, Brian had assumed he could make it himself. Brian was so used to calling the shots that Crystal was certain he would ignore any objections she might raise.


The next morning, she sat in her office smoking a cigarette and thinking about the problem. This is the situation I’m in now, so how can I find someone to help me out?


On her lunch break she went to the Pico City library. She knew the librarian well; Barbara had often helped her out with background for her news stories.


“Barbara, I have a big problem. The family needs to move to Bangkok, Thailand. Soon. And I have lots of questions about what to bring or not to bring, what life will be like there, that sort of thing. Do you have any ideas for resources?”


“There might be some travel guides that tell you a bit, although they certainly aren’t written for people who are going to stay a long time. I don’t think we have any for Thailand, but you might ask the bookstore to order one for you.” And after some thought, Barbara added, “You know, I think the State Department puts out some guidance for its employees about living in various countries. You could call or write them.”


“What a good idea. Do you have any guide to federal offices, or a Washington, DC, phone book? I’d like to call them. Maybe they could give me the name of a family who was at the embassy and has recently returned.”


“I do have a guide to federal offices. It just has a general number for the State Department, but at least it would be a place to start. Here it is. I’ve heard that they call the sections that work on different countries ‘desks,’ so you might try asking for the Thailand desk.”


“Thanks. I’ll try calling this afternoon.”


Back at her office, Crystal dialed the number Barbara had given her. An operator sounding somewhere between bored and harried answered the phone.


“Hello,” Crystal said. “Could you please connect me to the desk that works on Thailand?”


After much clicking on the phone, a man answered. “May I help you?”


Crystal explained her situation, and finally, after being transferred three times, she was sent to the political department.


“Hello. This is Mrs. Mayberry. May I help you?”


“I hope so. My husband works for Firstgas, and we are about to be posted to Thailand. I’m hoping to get some information about the country, and perhaps contact information for someone who has lived there recently. Could you help me with that?”


“Let me think. Oh yes. The Darvins—Peter and Judy—came back from a posting in the Embassy’s political section a couple of months ago. What kind of questions do you have?”


“I mostly want to know what we should or should not bring, what life will be like there, what opportunities there may be for me to find work, and things like that.”


“If you give me your name and phone number, I’ll contact Judy and ask her if she’d be willing to call you.”


“Sure, my name is Crystal Carrol. I really appreciate your help, Mrs. Mayberry.” Crystal gave her home and work phone numbers, and then continued, “Would you happen to have a written summary of the current political situation in Thailand?” Crystal imagined that Firstgas would at some point be briefing Brian on the situation, but given the way he had been dismissing her questions, and his unhelpful suggestion that she use her reporter skills to figure things out for herself, she hoped that Mrs. Mayberry could give her some information.


“I’m afraid we don’t have anything public. But I could give you the three-minute version over the phone. After decades of military rule, a successful election for parliament and prime minister was held in January of this year. The current prime minister, Kukrit Pramoj, took office in March—just last month. He is well liked by the intelligentsia and liberals in Bangkok, and he is planning some steps to bind the rural population to him. A lot of well-educated Thais who were living in other countries are going back to take up positions in the government. It remains to be seen how well Khun Kukrit will do. He probably will have the military breathing down his neck, anxious to regain power. But the US is very happy with the turn toward democracy. You also should know that Thailand is a kingdom and the King of Thailand is revered as a god. You will have to be very careful never to say anything about the king that can be construed as negative. The lèse majesté laws are very strong there, and people who criticize the king usually land in prison. That’s about all I can tell you right now.”


“Thank you, that’s so helpful,” said Crystal. “I really appreciate the information and your willingness to contact Judy Darvin.”


“You’re welcome. Good luck to you.”


There it is again, “luck,” thought Crystal, putting down the phone. I certainly hope Judy Darvin calls me. In the meantime, let me see what I can learn.


The next day at lunchtime, Crystal went back to the library to look up more information on the political situation.


The Pico City library did receive the New York Times—about three days late—but only kept two months’ worth of the paper. Anyone who wanted to research further back had to go to Tulsa or Oklahoma City and use the microfilm archives. She didn’t have time for that right now. But going through the copies that were in the library, she realized how little attention she had been paying to world affairs. Even at her radio station, they only subscribed to national news from AP and UPI.


She knew that the Vietnam War was nearly over, but she didn’t know any details. Reading the articles, she found that the few remaining United States’ troops were planning on leaving Vietnam in mid-April. But how did Thailand fit into that war? She knew the country was occasionally mentioned in connection with the war but couldn’t remember what the connection was. Until Brian sprang his news, it really hadn’t mattered to her. One of the articles mentioned that US troops would continue to be stationed in Thailand. Was Thailand one of the countries that the communists were trying to take over? Mrs. Mayberry at the State Department said that Thailand just recently had a democratic election. But just how safe a place was Thailand to bring a family? Is it unsafe? Is that why everyone is wishing me “luck”?


Back at her office, she stared at her calendar and picked up a red pen. She circled April 1, the day Brian told her they were moving. Didn’t ask her, just told her it was necessary. Then she circled May 1, the day Brian was leaving. Finally, she circled June 27, the day she and the children would leave for Thailand. Finally she put a heavy black circle around 1975, knowing it was a year she never would forget, for better or for worse.


That evening, Brian asked her to write down everything she would need to do before she and the children left in June. He said that because he had to leave so soon and had so much to do at work before he left, she would have to make most of the arrangements.


Brian began to rattle off the list of tasks. Talking to a real estate agent about the possibility of renting their house to someone and, if that was not possible, finding someone to take care of the house fairly inexpensively. Deciding what they would take on the plane with them, what they would have shipped by sea, and what they would leave here in storage. Finding out about anything special they should buy and bring. Buying appropriate clothes for herself and the children. Getting the children’s school and health records to bring along. Getting all the immunizations required to enter Thailand for herself and the children. There was still smallpox in Thailand, so the children would have to be vaccinated even though it no longer was needed in the US. The list just kept growing and growing.


Crystal was near tears again.


“Maybe the children and I should just stay here in Pico City, and you could come back once a year to visit us. I don’t see why we have to go to Thailand just because you’ve decided that you’re going to work there.”


“Crystal!”


“What?”


“Many people love living in Thailand. It is a beautiful country, and they say the people there are very nice. With my salary and all the special allowances, you won’t have to work. And you won’t have to do housework or cook. What’s not to like?”


“I thought you understood that I love working at my job. What are you talking about? Are you talking about me, Crystal, your wife? Or some imaginary wife? Besides, I have a bad feeling about this move. People I’ve talked to keep wishing us ‘luck’ in the most ominous way.”


Brian approached Crystal and put his arms around her. “I promise you that it will be a good adventure. It just will take some work to get ready for it.”


Crystal shrugged her shoulders. “If you say so.”
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About a week later, Crystal’s work phone rang. When she picked up and heard it was Judy Darvin calling, she said, “Oh, thank you for calling, Judy. Could you hold on just a moment?” Crystal got up, closed the door to her office, took out a fresh yellow pad, and picked up her favorite pen. Then she said into the phone, “I’m here.”


“I’m so sorry not to have called you sooner, Crystal,” Judy gushed. “My husband and I took a short golfing vacation in Palm Springs. But now we’re back, so I’m at your service. What questions can I try to answer? It’s so exciting that you’re moving to Thailand!”


“I’m afraid I’m more overwhelmed than excited right now. But that’s beside the point. I need help figuring out what we should or should not bring. Also, we have two young children, so I’d like to know how safe we’ll be. And what I might be doing with my time there. If you don’t mind, let’s start with those.”


“Let me start with your question about safety. There are two potential concerns: safety from crime and safety from political upheaval. Even though the houses are surrounded by walls with locked gates, you need to guard against break-ins or burglaries—what the locals call kamoy. You may want to have a guard at night. A lot of people also keep large dogs in the compound to discourage break-ins. But they sometimes happen anyway. Well-off expats make a tempting target.”


Now I guess I understand about keeping tree branches away from balconies and the need for good locks, thought Crystal. It seems to be a lot more than a precaution. It’s not my imagination; I do have reason to worry.


“Thanks for being honest about that danger,” Crystal said aloud. “Some people I’ve talked to have used euphemisms around the issue of security, but now I understand. What else should I know?”


“There is a risk of political upheaval, but it’s hard to assess. The new government isn’t particularly stable, but if there is a coup d’état, it would be likely that the army would protect the foreign residents. I lived through a coup when my husband was posted in an African country, and it just meant staying indoors for a few days. Always a good idea to keep some reserve supplies of food and necessities.”


Crystal picked up the snow globe on her desk and shook it violently, watching the white specks fall onto the red roof of the house inside the globe, synchronizing with the pounding in her temples. This is getting worse and worse, she thought. Might as well get all the bad news out. “What about communist insurgency? I’ve been reading that the US is pulling out of Vietnam and the communists are still strong in Laos and Cambodia. Do you know if that’s also true in Thailand?”


“Well, there may be some communist groups in the jungles in the countryside, but I don’t think there’s any worry about that in Bangkok. The bottom line is that you should be careful, but most expats who live there don’t spend a lot of time worrying about safety.”


“Okay. Thanks. I’ve just been a little spooked by things people have said to me. Let’s go to an easier topic.”


Crystal realized she was still tightly gripping the snow globe. She put it down and leaned back in her desk chair.


“Sure. How about clothes? Thailand is hotter and more humid than you can imagine. Cotton and silk are the best fabrics to wear. You’ll feel like you are encased in a plastic bag and sweating if you wear nylon or polyester. You should bring some things, but it’s easy and inexpensive to have clothes made there that suit the climate.”


“Oh, that’s very helpful. Thanks. What about appliances and kitchen equipment?”


“The servants will be doing the cooking, and they’re not accustomed to using appliances. The food there is quite different,” she continued. “If there is some nonperishable food that your children feel they can’t live without, such as peanut butter, it is a good idea to put a case of it in your sea shipment. It may make them feel more at home.”


“Thanks so much, Judy. This gives me a good start on what to do.” Crystal had a thought. “By the way, did you enjoy living there?”


“It was an easier place to live than some foreign postings, easier than Africa. But it definitely took some getting used to. The family had some difficulty adjusting to the germs there, which often happens in a new country. If you can, I’d suggest you learn to speak some Thai. It makes life more interesting, and also easier. And there is a group that volunteers with the National Museum that takes great trips around the country. Participating in that also makes living there more enjoyable.”


“What great advice! Thanks a million.”
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On May 1, the whole family piled in the car to drive Brian the three hours to Oklahoma City. From there he could fly to Los Angeles and then on to Bangkok. He took two suitcases filled with clothes and toiletries, and a briefcase full of work papers—leaving all the household goods for Crystal to organize.


On the way to the airport, Brian repeated information he had told Crystal before they left the house. “I’ll be staying at the Siam Intercontinental Hotel until you get there, as I told you. I understand that it’s difficult to make or receive phone calls. If there’s an emergency I need to know about, you should send a cable.”


Hmm, thought Crystal. “I need to know about” is interesting wording. I guess he would rather not know.


Brian continued, “Remember, I won’t be in Bangkok all the time. I’ll have to go periodically to Southern Thailand to look at our exploration activities and wells. Don’t worry if you don’t get an immediate response from me. I’ll try to write you regularly, but I’m told that letters can take a week or two to be delivered. For most purposes, you’ll have to make decisions and take care of any problems on your own.”


“Oh, I’ll remember that,” Crystal replied.


“Daddy, will you write to me too?” asked Tim.


“And me too?” Lisa chimed in.


“I will, kids. But Daddy is going to have a lot of work to do, so maybe not too often. But I’ll be looking forward to seeing you again in a couple of months.”


“Us too, Daddy,” they chorused. “We’ll miss you.”


“Oh, no! Crystal, did I forget to tell you about the passports and visas?”


“You must have too much on your mind, Brian. You did tell me. It’s part of my endless to-do list. I have to get passports for myself and the children, and then take them to Henry in your office, who will send them to the Thai Consulate in Los Angeles to put in our temporary resident visas.”


“Whew! I don’t remember telling you all that. It’s a good thing you’re well organized.”


“Well, it will be a miracle if I get everything done in time. You’ve left me with way too much to do.”


“I’m sure you’ll manage. You always do.”


Yes, she thought, I always do. But it takes a toll.


They pulled into the parking lot near the TWA terminal at Will Rogers World Airport. Crystal carried Brian’s briefcase while he managed the suitcases.


They walked up to the TWA counter, and Brian handed his ticket to the agent. Crystal watched as the agent looked at the ticket with her mouth open. “Flying to Los Angeles today and then on to Don Muang Airport in Bangkok, Thailand, with a refueling stop in Hawaii,” the agent practically gasped. “First class! Wow. We don’t see many tickets like this.”


Crystal watched as the agent looked Brian up and down as if he were some celebrity she couldn’t place. Crystal remembered other times women had had that reaction to his six-foot, three-inch height, his athletic body, his blond, close-cropped hair, and his movie star–handsome face. At times in the past, Crystal thought, she had viewed that reaction as a compliment to her for having such a handsome husband. Today, she realized, she just felt annoyed at how easily Brian could charm strangers.


The family had arrived a few hours early for the flight, and it was already lunchtime. The four of them sat down in the small airport restaurant and ordered sandwiches.


“Can I also have a chocolate milk shake?” asked Tim.


“Me too,” said Lisa.


“Sure,” said Brian. “It’s a special day.”


Crystal interrupted, “It’s ‘may I,’ not ‘can I,’ Tim. You know that, don’t you?”


“Yes, ma’am,” he said.


When the time came for Brian to get on the plane, his family walked with him to the gate. After brief hugs all around, Brian tousled the children’s hair and gave Crystal a brief kiss on the lips. Then he turned around and waved as he walked along the tarmac toward the plane, saying, “See you later.” As if he would be back tomorrow or the next week.


Crystal felt her shoulders sag as she watched him go. The huge burdens she had to carry alone for the next two months circled around and around in her mind. Then she straightened up at her next thought: But now I don’t have to see him every day! For once, I can do as I please, without him trying to control me, without always pretending to be a good wife.


It was very quiet in the car on the drive back to Pico City. Crystal was still worriedly sequencing her to-do list over and over in her mind, trying to figure out how it would all get done. Tim and Lisa were each thinking about all the questions they had about what their lives would be like after they moved but knew they couldn’t ask because their mother had made it clear that she didn’t know either. After a little while, they fell asleep, exhausted from the tension of the morning.


It was too late when they got back to Pico City to go to work that day, but early the next day Crystal walked into her boss’s office.


“Joe, would it be all right with you if I take leave a few hours at a time over the next several weeks? I have lots of errands to do and arrangements to make. I’ll try to make up what time I can, but I also have my kids to take care of.”


“You do what you have to, Crystal. I’m going to start looking for your replacement, and the most important thing will be for you to train that person.”


“Thanks so much. Of course, I’ll be sure to be available to do the training. And Joe, I’m not sure I’ve ever told you how grateful I am, not just for your flexibility now, but for everything you’ve done for me over the years. This is a good time to do it. You were so kind to me after my parents died, and I became so sad and withdrawn.”


Joe held his hand up as if to stop her from talking. “Aw, come on. You’re embarrassing me.”


Crystal ignored him and said, “No, really. I want to tell you. You improbably suggested that I come by the radio station after school, and showed me how everything worked. I became quite excited about the idea of working here eventually. You urged me to major in journalism and said you would hire me after college. I really wasn’t able to figure things out for myself at that time, so you were a lifeline.”


Joe became a little teary, and answered gruffly, “I got a great, competent employee out of that deal, so it wasn’t all altruistic. And your father was a good friend to me.” Then he smiled, walked around his desk, and drew Crystal to him to give her a hug, which she returned.


Crystal went back to her office briefly to regain her composure, and then began to tick off items on her list.


She went to the post office, got the passport forms, found a time that all three of them could get their pictures taken for the passports and visas, and mailed off the passport applications.


She talked to a real estate agent about the possibility of renting out their home. He wasn’t too optimistic, because there had been a lot of new home building in town over the last few years. Some homes that weren’t selling well were being offered for rental.


Brian had mentioned that someone named Bob, in the Houston office, handled company moves, so Crystal called him to try to find out what they should take with them and what they should ship. Bob told her that the sea shipment would take up to two months to arrive, and then it could take more time to clear Thai customs. She certainly should not put in anything they would need immediately. Crystal asked what kind of things it made sense to ship. Bob said, “It depends. Firstgas is still paying rent on the house that your predecessors, the Henleys, lived in. And they bought furniture, so it’s pretty fully furnished. I’m told it’s in a great location, although I’ve never been to Bangkok. If you’re willing to take over that house, there would be no need for you to bring much furniture. You could, of course, replace anything you hate locally, and the company would pay for that. You’ll have a housing allowance that includes money for furnishings and things like kitchen equipment. If you do that, you just need to ship personal items, perhaps some artwork you would like to have there, books, and things like that. I’m told it’s hard to come by English-language books there, so you may want to bring a variety of books for yourselves and your children.”


“I see,” said Crystal. “Are there any problems with the house that you know of? Did living conditions play any role in the Henleys’ unexpected return?”


“Nobody has told me why they came back so soon. Guess they just didn’t like it.”


“Uh-huh.”


“You could ask your husband to take a look at the house. The address is Sukhumvit Soi four number eleven.” He spelled it for her.


“I think I’ll do that,” said Crystal. “Thank you. I’ll get back to you as soon as I hear from him. I still have a few questions for you, but I think we should get this settled first.”


Crystal drove to the Western Union office not far from the radio station and asked the clerk for help sending an international cable to the Siam Intercontinental Hotel in Bangkok, Thailand.


Crystal tried various wordings on the scratch paper that was available at the counter, and finally handed over to the clerk a version with which she was reasonably happy.




To Brian Carrol, Siam Intercontinental Hotel, Bangkok, Thailand


BOB IN HOUSTON SUGGESTS TAKING HENLEYS’ HOUSE STOP PLEASE LOOK IN AND OUT AND ADVISE ASAP STOP SUKHUMVIT SOI 4 NUMBER 11 STOP CRYSTAL STOP





The clerk said that would be fine and the cost was twelve dollars. Crystal paid and left, unsure if she were doing the right thing. That evening Crystal called to Tim and Lisa to come down for a discussion. She asked them to think about their toys, books, and other possessions and tell her what they really wanted to take with them to Thailand. She explained that a very few things could be taken in their suitcases, and the rest might take two months or so to get there. And what they were not taking could be left here in storage if that made sense.


She also asked them to think about what they might want to buy to use over the next few years, such as books, puzzles, or games. “We definitely need a shopping expedition, including new clothes. Maybe we should go to Oklahoma City and also see a movie and have lunch or dinner there.” The reply was enthusiastic. They planned the trip for the coming Saturday.


Brian must have gone immediately to look at the house, because she received a return cable on Friday.




HOUSE GOOD IDEA STOP FOUR BEDROOMS THREE BATHROOMS STOP NICE FURNITURE STOP GREAT LOCATION STOP





Okay, that’s settled. Crystal called Bob and told him they would take the house. On a whim, she asked if he had any ideas about how she could rent their house in Pico City. Bob said he would ask the family coming to take Brian’s job if they were interested.


Progress! Crystal was beginning to think the to-do list might get done. And the next day Bob called to say the family moving to Pico City was indeed interested in renting their house, at least for a while.


Ultimately, all the buying and the choosing and the selling were finished. Crystal decided to ship by sea some kitchen equipment, dishes, silverware, the children’s toys and possessions that wouldn’t fit in the suitcases, books and games to give to them in the future, and little else. The visas were in their passports, both her and Brian’s cars had been sold, the school year had come to a close, and the packers from the moving company were scheduled to come on June 24. That evening their friends were throwing a going-away party for them. There had already been one at her office, and she had allowed Tim and Lisa to invite a few friends for a special outing. After tonight’s party, the three of them would spend the night at Amber’s house. On the morning of the twenty-fifth, Amber would drive them to Oklahoma City, where they would spend two nights in a hotel and leave on the morning of June 27.


Amber’s small living room felt crowded with the twenty people who had come to the party. There were people she had known all her life, classmates from first grade onward, as well as people from her church whom she had met later in life. Many of them came up to her with the questions to which she had recently become accustomed. “How will you live in Thailand? What will you do there? Isn’t there a war there? Is it dangerous?” Crystal certainly didn’t want to tell the whole town how she really was feeling, so she answered all the questions the same way: “We have a nice house to move into, there will be some people to help take care of it, and the children will go to the American school. Anything beyond that, we’ll have to see. I guess it will be an adventure.”


Crystal didn’t sleep much that night. She felt as if she’d been playacting at the party, deceiving her friends. Is there a chance that it will all work out well? she wondered over and over again as she tossed and turned. But each time, her doubts overwhelmed that hopeful thought.


In the car the next morning, Tim and Lisa were also brimming with questions and comments. “We’ve never stayed in a hotel before,” Lisa chirped. “Will it be fun?”


“I think the hotel has a swimming pool,” answered Crystal. “And you won’t have to make your own bed.”


“Yeah!” they said in unison.


“How long will the airplane ride be?” asked Tim.


“We’ll take two different planes, one from Oklahoma City to Los Angeles, and one from Los Angeles to Bangkok. The second flight will be about eighteen hours. With time waiting for the plane and changing planes and a refueling stop, it becomes more than a twenty-four-hour trip—or so I’m told. We’ll just have to relax and see how long it takes.”


“What will we do on the plane all that time?”


“I hope you’ll be able to sleep some of the time. Maybe we can play cards or do something like that when you’re awake.”


“Okay.”


They pulled up to the hotel, and Crystal asked Amber if she would like to hang out a while and have some lunch with them. Amber said she had to get back. Crystal said a somewhat-tearful good-bye to her, with heartfelt promises to be a frequent letter writer.


She and the children went up to the desk to register and were taken to a large hotel room with two double beds. Tim and Lisa immediately started bouncing on the beds and exploring all the small toiletries in the bathroom, all the while asking what’s this and what’s that.


“Hey, guys. That’s enough. We’ll take a quick swim in the hotel pool now. Then we’ll go to the National Cowboy Museum, have dinner at McDonalds, and then just relax and watch TV.”


After all that, the children were soon asleep, but Crystal remained awake with many worries.


The next day they swam again in the morning, went to a Disney Winnie the Pooh movie in the afternoon, and began to get organized to leave the next morning.


When they got to the airport, wrestling six suitcases to check and three carry-ons, the TWA ticket agent stared at their tickets and called over some other agents to look at them. “First class all the way to Bangkok!” a few of them exclaimed. “We don’t get many people going from Oklahoma to Bangkok.”


“I can imagine,” said Crystal dryly. “We’re moving there for a few years.”


“Wow. We wish you luck. Have a good trip,” the agent said, tagging the bags to transfer in Los Angeles to the Bangkok flight.





Chapter 2


[image: Image]


Brian gazed out the window as the plane began to descend into Bangkok’s Don Muang Airport, which he had been told was some distance north of the city. The land below was intensely green. There was a Thai man sitting next to him to whom he had spoken a bit during the flight, and Brian asked, “Wow, what is that incredible green color?” The man explained that it was the dry season rice crop, ready to be harvested in the next couple of weeks. Brian promised himself that he would learn something about Thai crops.


Brian had been on this plane for about eighteen hours, after leaving Thursday on a three-hour flight to Los Angeles and experiencing a six-hour layover there due to mechanical problems. It was early morning on Saturday in Bangkok, but it felt like evening to Brian’s biological clock. He had tried to wash and shave on the plane, but he still felt tired and stiff and rumpled and not at all ready to present himself to new people. It had been chilly on the plane, so he was wearing khakis and a dark green, long-sleeved polo shirt. As he stepped out the plane’s door, he staggered. The heat rose up from the tarmac as if to slap him in the face. The smell of the fuel and the sweating bodies of the baggage handlers rose into his nose. He grabbed the railing to steady himself going down the stairs.


Brian noticed a Thai man, dressed in black pants and a white, round-necked, loose-fitting shirt with embroidery down the front, who was approaching the plane carrying flowers. When Brian reached the bottom of the stairs, the man deftly placed the flower garland around his neck and said, “Welcome, Brian. I am Chuachai, the office administrator.” Brian took a step back and hunched his shoulders as the flowers went over his head. He felt blood rushing to his cheeks. He certainly had never worn flowers before. But he quickly realized he couldn’t be rude, so he leaned forward, smiled, and shook hands with the man. Brian had heard that Chuachai was very knowledgeable and efficient.


Chuachai helped Brian with his luggage and led him to a car in the parking lot in which a driver waited. As they maneuvered everything into the car, Chuachai asked Brian if he would like a little tour of the city before going to the hotel. “Could I have a rain check?” Brian asked. “I’m so exhausted from the long trip. I wasn’t able to sleep very much on the plane.”


Chuachai said, “Sure. We’ll take you to your hotel. You have today and tomorrow to recover. Your driver will pick you up at eight o’clock Monday morning and take you to the office.”


When Chuachai dropped him off at the Siam Intercontinental, Brian thanked him and gratefully went inside. The lobby was large with a high ceiling and a gleaming tile floor. As Brian checked in, he thought, It feels great in here. The air conditioning really works well. You’d never know it is ninety degrees and ninety percent humidity outside. I hope it’s this comfortable in the rooms. He examined his surroundings. The furniture was a combination of Chinese-style wooden chairs with intricate carvings and Scandinavian modern couches with spare, clean lines. As Brian walked to the elevator, he glimpsed extensive gardens behind the hotel. He also peeked into the hotel restaurant and checked out the menu posted outside the room, which combined Western and Thai food.


Brian took the elevator to his room on the third floor. It was spacious and decorated with textiles that Brian assumed were traditional Thai patterns. Brian thought there could be a lot worse places to spend a few months. He was sure Crystal would like it if they had to stay a while before moving into a house.
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