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She was late.

I smoothed the fold of the manila envelope I had brought for her, wondering why I remained instead of walking away and never looking back. It was one of the many things I knew that I would never know. I knew her, better than I thought I would, and I knew myself now, better than before. Yet regardless of the depth of detail there are always parts of the whole that remain blurred. Even the most intricate plans and determined paths can be destroyed by something as fickle as affection for one woman. And I knew that this hold she had on me would never change. Nothing ever did.

Still I stayed, waiting for her. It was the only choice I had.

*  *  *

It took six weeks of planning, secret from almost everyone until my room, job, and ticket had been confirmed, but it finally happened. If nothing else, the effort was easily worth the disbelief on the faces of my friends when I told them that I’d be spending three months, possibly more if I enjoyed it, living in Thailand. It was a radical break for me, someone always so focused, two years removed from college and never living outside of Hawaii or travelling outside of America, to split with only a few days’ notice to any of them. It was an apparent unpredictability I’d always wished to possess but never demonstrated. Yet as I sat in a dank pub with someone I’d known my entire life, who treated me like his little brother, and two strange women that I had no interest in knowing, my giddy excitement died. The infinite, shining possibilities grew faded and limited; dull reality arose to take their place. I wasn’t sure it if I actually wanted to be here, or only liked the idea of being here.

I could see a face staring at me, beyond the thick ropes of a makeshift boxing ring in the center of the bar. I couldn’t tell if the face was male or female. She – I assumed – stood with a dozen others, watching the pedestrian traffic on Khao San Road, an area of Bangkok famous among foreigners and the taxi drivers who take them there. The face was angular, the nose flat and wide, the shoulders and neck broad, and the chest small. She waved to me and mouthed the word “farang”.

The wooden bar was built into the bottom floor of a three-story concrete structure. It smelled of too many heated nights wasted on vice. A dark man dressed in denim from head to toe and topped with a crooked cowboy hat, strummed an acoustic guitar and warbled a weak rendition of “Satisfaction.”

Ken sat across from me with a big grin spread across on his face. He’d started wearing glasses in the three years since I’d last seen him, shortly after his graduation from college and subsequent move to the mainland with his then-girlfriend Julieta for a tech job. The glasses were small and square and matched the sharp angles of his cheeks and jaw. He also lost some of his surfer build and tan and shaved his hair down to little more than a dark brown skullcap, an extra layer of shading on the top of his head.

A pair of bar girls sat with us, small Thai women wearing low-cut tops and short skirts. They spoke among themselves and laughed. Ken extended his long arm over the back of the bench, behind the woman next to him. “Welcome to Thailand,” he said with that grin, for the second time that day.

The street outside was overrun with white tourists, locals watching the white tourists, and merchants catering to white tourists. Their wares ranged from bootleg CDs and DVDs to t-shirts with misspelled designer names, fake tattoos and braided hair extensions. The buildings on either side held bars, dance clubs, and 7-Elevens.

“There’s nothing like this back home!” Ken hollered over a labored imitation of Mick Jagger’s howl.

I shook my head. He wouldn’t notice or care if it was approval or not. The woman next to me inched closer. She said something I couldn’t understand while running her hand over my knee. I inched away.

“Gems,” I heard Ken project, leaning toward the woman next to him. “I sell gems.” A narrow gap between his fingers indicated small things, and a bursting motion indicated shiny. “Very pretty,” he said. “Suai maak.”

The woman nodded and smiled, throwing a glance at the one next to me.

“How long are you planning on staying here?” I yelled to him.

The woman next to me said something again.

“You wanna leave already?”

“I’m kinda tired. 20-hour flight, you know?”

“She ask what your name,” said the woman next to Ken.

“Ethan,” I shouted to her.

“Sleep later. You’ll have to adjust sometime. It’s still early.”

I felt the hand run over my knee again.

“Her name Toi,” said the woman across the table.

“I’m not so sure about this,” I said.

“You can go if you want. It’s easy, just walk to either end of the road and wave for a taxi. Tell the driver ‘Wendy House, 100 baht.’”

“You’re staying?” Toi rubbed my shoulder.

“This is my vacation! Just remember, Wendy House, 100 baht. If you have trouble, find a phone and call my cell. You have the number?”

I slid almost off the bench to avoid Toi, and felt for the torn paper in my pocket. “Got it.”

“Have a good sleep, then. We’re off tomorrow at around 10.”

Toi narrowed the distance between us as I ducked away and wished them all goodnight. Through an emotionless “Paint It Black”, I heard Ken explaining that I’d just arrived and was tired and that we had a long ride to Chanthaburi the next day.

I stepped beyond the edges of the boxing ring, an inch-thick mat covered in brown leather, and continued toward the pack of women patrolling the bar’s entrance. “Hello,” said the one with the masculine face. “Where you go?” I felt hands on my arms, shoulders and back, but pressed on through until the streetlights cast a long, lean shadow from my feet onto a sign advertising “Twenty Pretty Girls and One Fat One”.

The neon lights of bars and hotels mixed green, blue and red with the dull yellow of street lamps. Even now the grime of the buildings was clearly visible; dusty gray on the bottom floors rising to almost black at the top. None of the buildings went over four floors. I joined a sea of people looking exactly like me: white skin, yellowish hair, light eyes; males with the look of military leave – tight haircuts and trim builds – or backpackers in well-worn slippers and patchy beards. I dodged vendors and customers, bar girls and the men pivoting to stare at them. I focused on my next step until a trio of barricades stretched across the street. Small groups of people, some barely able to stand, waved at the line of taxis slowly passing by.

I leaned out to look for an empty cab. A tall man was standing next to a rack of tie-dyed clothes. I felt his stare on me as I waved at each taxi, car, motorbike, tuk tuk, rickshaw, anything.

“Where you go?” the man said.

“To sleep.”

“Where you from?”

“Canada.”

“You like Thailand?” he asked, smiling through a stringy goatee.

“Just got here,” I replied. His black hair was flat on his head. He had a large dark spot under his left eye that could have been a birthmark or an injury.

“You come here for Thai girl?”

“No.” I waved at another taxi already occupied by three passengers.

“You no like Thai girl?”

I looked back to the rows of bars, the gaggles of gathered women petting the arms of strange men. I drew the scene in my mind, fingers tracing out the lines on my leg, a mass of cookie-cutter shapes, their faces abstracted to only the most basic features: two oval eyes, curved line for a nose, straight line forming a mouth. Some were prettier than others, some had pudgy little bellies, some wore thick, whitening make-up, but in an ocean of sameness it was hard to make waves. It was likely that way for them toward us – one foreigner was as good as any other. We all look the same anyway.

“They are beautiful,” the man said.

“I’m sure some are.” I waved at another pink cab.

“You want Thai girl, I can get for you.”

“No thanks.”

“You want Thai boy?”

“No.”

“Okay, okay,” he nodded and slipped a hand into his pocket. “Here,” thrusting a business card at me, “You want Thai girl or Thai boy, I help you.” Then he disappeared behind the shirt rack.

The logo on the card read “Bangkok Police Department”.

A green cab pulled to the curb. A group of foreigners, two men and one woman, barely got out before I fell into the backseat. “Wendy House, 150 baht,” I said, and we were gone.

I felt a flash of sadness, disappointment that every rumor and stereotype I have heard of this country could be true. The sex and drug markets so prevalent that they were accepted, practically encouraged, for all who visited. I’d ignored the suggestive nods and elbow nudges of friends when their initial shock faded. The reputation couldn’t have been true; they were false images and labels, the stuff of crude caricature. I didn’t want them to be true. I wanted so much more, but from what I’d seen so far on my first day abroad, there was no reason to expect anything else.

Perhaps the next morning, when we traveled south to the little town where Ken kept his business, and where I’d be living for the next three months – maybe less if I hated it – I would know if I wanted to be here, or only wanted the idea of being here.
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Our office building in Chanthaburi stood out as a vibrant sky blue among the surrounding gray hues. The first floor, with a ceiling two levels high and a metal gate large enough to fit a truck through, was a restaurant that never progressed beyond steel kitchen fixtures. The floor above contained the apartment of the owner and his family, a common living arrangement in Thailand. The staircase to the third and last floor lead to one door locked behind a heavy metal gate and another after a small kitchen area, both bearing signs reading “SEA Gems.”

I strode through the mostly empty space, approaching the three girls at the computer stations in the far back, toward the glass wall of the main office. I nodded to each of the girls as they processed, registered, and packaged gems for shipping and tracking. They were around my age and spoke little English. Two of them had children at home. I slid the glass door open and the air conditioning engulfed me like water. “How was lunch?” Ken asked as I sat at my computer.

“Noodles, the usual. I still need to learn how to use chopsticks though.”

“You’ve been in Hawaii your whole life and you never learned to use chopsticks?” He looked over to Natt who continued to bob her head and lip-sync to the music audible from her headphones.

“I eat haole food.” I said in a quasi-pidgin accent, “Use da kine fork ladat.”

He shook his head, chuckling. “How’s the work coming? Getting the hang of your job?”

“I think so.” I moved the computer’s mouse to shoo away the flying toasters on the screen. “Almost done with the mail that came in overnight and,” I scrolled down the screen, “looks like only a few came in while I was gone.”

Ken turned back to his screen. “Shouldn’t be much more since it’s night in America and Europe. We’ll check out the gem market when I’m done with this if you want.”

“Sounds good.”

My job, as Ken explained it on my first day in the office, was easy. Southeast Asian Gems (incorrectly abbreviated by its founder) was an online gem seller run through a website and an eBay account. By the time I arrived it had become the highest rated of the twenty-five gem sellers on the site. Thirty gems were posted each day, everything from amethyst to zircon, except emeralds and diamonds which were rare outside of the Middle East and Israel, at the rate of one every half-hour between 10 am and 10 pm GMT, and one every two hours after that. The late-night additions were usually the lower quality goods, dirty garnets and tiny spinels. Each of these listings needed a title of up to sixty characters. That’s where I came in.

I kept a running list of adjectives to use in these titles: AMAZING, STUNNING, TANTALIZING, or a lesser degree of enthusiasm like GREAT and SPLENDID, using each word only once per day. The rules were to be honest but never mention a gem’s flaws, use as many characters as possible, write in capitals and exclamation points (because of the OH MY GOD LOOK AT THIS! feel) and always write “NR” (no reserve) at the end. I’d find the one trait that stood out in the picture, be it color, shine, clarity or size; whatever made the gem unique. Anything over 15 carats was HUGE and over 30 was GIGANTIC. Since we never sold synthetic gems NATURAL was always acceptable but UNTREATED could only be used on those gems which hadn’t been “cooked” (heat treated) – essentially anything other than a sapphire.

After the first week the gem lists took only about an hour a day.

My second task, the more time-intensive one, was to e-mail responses to customers. We typically received between 25 and 30 e-mails over a night with a few trickling in during the day. The expectation was that, as the business grew, the amount of mail would become too much for Ken to handle in addition to his system administrator duties. Over my first week he’d helped with this mailing. He guided me step-by-step on the first day and created templates for the common questions: where we bought our items, how long it took to ship, when their purchase would arrive, if they could visit our office, and handled those inquiries which didn’t fit into any general response category. He offered only the information that was asked for and volunteered nothing extra, a skill familiar from my pre-law classes. By the second week, John, the name we gave to our “customer service guy,” would be solely my responsibility.

I spent half the time in the office working and the other half reading news sites, looking at other people’s on-line artwork, and wondering why I never posted any of my own. Generally our chilled quarter was quiet except for discussions of meals and how auctions were finishing. I’d arrive around nine and leave at five, going home to sketch a little or familiarize myself with the few cable channels available in English.

Enter Reynard. He was pale and fleshy, a thirty-something from Frankfurt with a stocky shape who wore his usual thin, collared shirt, open to two buttons, khaki shorts and brown sandals. He began SEA Gems the previous August and ran the financial side while Ken controlled the tech. As co-owner his duties included all purchasing of gems and scheduling of sales. His girlfriend Natt, a native of Chiang Mai, served as assistant and translator for visiting dealers and the three girls on the other side of the glass. This couple also created a two-thirds majority in all business decisions.

On my first day, before the others arrived, Ken confided that part of the reason he’d offered to let me join the business was not only to have a friend to hang around with, someone he’d known forever to make the place feel less foreign, but also to watch his back. Not that he had any reason to be leery of his partner, but it was always good to have a back-up plan. In retrospect, perhaps I wasn’t the best choice for this job.

“Ah, air conditioning,” Reynard said with a deep breath, fanning his collar. Ken and Natt said nothing. I nodded a response. He latched onto this reply. “How goes the mailing?”

“Great,” I said. “Finished last night’s and moving on to today.”

“Yes, yes, and how is the listing?”

“Done through the weekend. I’ll probably come in tomorrow to get Monday’s finished and check for new messages so I’m not overwhelmed by two day’s worth.”

He nodded and strode around his large, L-shaped duo of desks fronting a bookshelf filled with volumes on gemology, business strategies and English grammar. “We should have an official welcome dinner for you,” he looked at his computer screen, “sometime.” He flipped his hand as though brushing away a fly.

“We still haven’t had my welcome dinner yet,” Ken said, spinning in his chair to face the other co-owner, “and I’ve been here six months.”

“Maybe you are not welcome,” Reynard replied with a half-smile and a delivery so dry it drained out any humor.

Ken gaped in faux shock.

“Natt!” Reynard yelled from his large chair, the throne of the office. “Natt!” He muttered something under his breath.

I reached over and tapped his girlfriend’s desk, pointing her toward him. She removed the headphones.

“That man didn’t sell citrine,” he said. “He sell tourmaline.”

“Reynard,” Natt said, rolling out both R’s like a purr. Her shoulder-length black hair framed a thin face with small eyes and her cheeks were unlined except for creases on both sides of her mouth like parentheses. “That man he tell me he sell citrine, two thousand baht.”

“No, he had fake citrine for two thousand, only real gem was tourmaline. We have enough tourmaline, everyone has tourmaline.”

She made a noise like a wounded feline. “He tell me citrine!”

“It’s okay,” he said as dismissal, “but we can’t just buy everything.”

She put her headphones back on.

“I think Ethan and I are gonna hit the market for a while,” Ken said. “It’s the first day since he arrived that it’s open.”

“Are the e-mails done?”

“Just a few more from this afternoon,” I answered.

“Don’t worry about it,” Ken said to Reynard. “We can come in tomorrow to finish it up.” Then to me, “Are you ready?”

As long as I can remember there has been an image in my mind of the man I would one day become: smart, strong, independent, handsome, focused, one who can walk into a room, any room anywhere, and without effort make everyone aware of his presence and his dignity, and, above everything else – good. Perhaps it’s an antiquated or naïve notion shaped through too many superhero comics and after-school cartoons, but I still always wanted to be the good guy, not by condemning others, but by embodying the highest standards and, of course, not doing anything bad. As the oft-cited Gandhi quote goes, “Be the change you want to see in the world”. Everything I’d tried in school, and in my desired career, I believed was meant to make me better. While this goal may never have been possible, I must honestly acknowledge that at times I have fallen well short of becoming this man.

The first intersection after the bridge crossing Chanthaburi River overflowed with traffic. The four connecting blocks, including the one with the guesthouse where Ken and I stayed on the top floor, were the central location of the three-day gem market. Pedestrians spilled out from the edges of stores and into the street, slowing the cars to a crawl. Police officers in gray and black uniforms directed travelers, drivers as well as pedestrians, through the busy area with whistles and hand signals. Shops on each corner, whose gates had been lowered and locked the rest of the week, were choked with gem traders and dealers, visitors and locals, all gathered at this small crossroads, in this small town, looking for one thing.

At over six feet tall Ken was easy to find in a crowd. I was five inches shorter, but still on the tall end of the group. They parted for him, the towering farang, despite the nerd glasses, while I had to push my way through as they moved back in place after he passed. He stopped and stood in front of one glass case.

There were two levels of gems contained in it, divided into five piles, each on a square of black cloth. The smallest pile was blue, reflecting light like ocean waves. Another was a mix of colors, forming a shimmering plaid. The third was yellow and bright as the sun and for the first time I noticed the stuffy odor of the market, a hundred people crammed into one place with only four slow-moving fans battling the heat. It was not even April and already the city was an oven, even hotter than back home. The largest pile was orange, all square stones larger than the others. Finally, a green pile – dark green like forest trees, my favorite color although I can’t think of any reason why.

“Nice, huh?” Ken asked.

I nodded, staring at the green pile, the light on one side of each little rock and the dark on the other, picturing how it would look without the color, if it were only lines. My fingers came together at my side and through minute movements I mimicked the layout of overlap and shadow on the cloth.

Ken tapped the glass. The man behind it, his short hair slick with sweat, slid out the blue pile from the lower level. He placed it on the glass top. He picked up one gem. “This is what the treatment does,” Ken said. “Sapphire is usually dug up as a dull gray rock but heat brings out minerals that make the gem yellow, orange, purple, green, or in this case, bright blue. A red sapphire is a ruby. A natural sapphire this color is about a grand per carat.” Ken bent to examine them closer and I did the same. It was a blue so deep you could almost swim in it, the color of noon sun on calm water.

One afternoon, when I thought surfing would be my new hobby, I sat with a couple of high school friends at Sherwoods in Waimanalo. They complained that there were supposed to be five-foot swells while I marveled at the momentary flick of light off each wave, blinding bits of my vision. Light traveling millions of miles hitting that exact point at the exact angle to strike my eye exactly. A staggering amount of variables coinciding to create one flashing moment.

“These are no good,” Ken said. “You can see the cracks. Look at this one.” He held one on his palm for me. “See the bubble in it?” I saw the Pacific. “This is junk.” He placed the stone back with the rest of the pile. The man withdrew the cloth behind the glass. He put his palms together and bowed as we stepped away.

The streets emptied the further we ventured from the central intersection. We turned down the first road on the right where a uniformed police officer sat at a wooden podium under an umbrella to keep cars from entering. The one-way street was used as a parking lot by visitors to our guesthouse. Vendors camped out on the sidewalk, filling the air with smoke and the scent of gold-brown strips of barbecue. A woman in a yellow and red apron with the words “Kiss the Chef” dumped syrupy water and a chunk of watermelon into a blender of crushed ice. She mixed it, poured the whole thing into a plastic bag, stuck a straw in and handed it to a man in a pink shirt. I turned as Ken walked into a near-empty gem shop, one of only three lining that side of the street.

A very dark-skinned African man in a t-shirt and shorts stood in one corner of the room with several Indian men in dark slacks and white shirts covered in sweat stains. The suited men smelled like rotten flowers. Ken moved to the case in the center of the shop.

The Thai man behind the case slid an item onto the glass cover. The gem was flat, rectangular, blue as a clear afternoon, and when Ken picked it up it filled his entire palm. A bright, blue brick, like something stuck behind bulletproof glass.

Ken said something to the man behind the case. I caught the word “baht”, Thai currency. Ken placed the blue block on the case. The man put back the stone, this being the first gem I’d seen that afternoon that truly was a stone, and did the palms-together bow. “Khawp khun khrap,” he said.

Ken did the same.

“That’s a Buddhist sign of respect,” he said as the man walked to one of the Indian traders tapping the glass. “The wai. Usually for hello, goodbye, thank you, anything gracious like that. The higher the hands, the higher the respect.” He demonstrated. “Khawp khun khrap,” he said, “Thank you.”

“Ooh he speak Thai,” said a light voice behind me.

“Sawatdii, Som,” Ken said.

On the edge between the store tiles and the sidewalk stood a young woman with large eyes, an upturned nose, and small blemishes dotting cute, chubby cheeks, like a squirrel or a Japanese cartoon character. She pointed at Ken. “I angry you.”

“Here we go,” he whispered as he stepped even with me, then spoke to her, “Okay, why are you angry with me?” There was mock annoyance in his tone.

“Your friend?”

“Yes, this is my friend Ethan.”

“Eaten!”

“E-than,” I said.

“E-than.” She pointed to herself. “Som.”

“Som?”

“Yes. It like,” she peered around to the glass cases and pointed to a pile of orange gems, citrine. “Orange, but the fruit.” She motioned to another woman looking into a case on the opposite side of the shop, her face downcast. “She my friend. Her name Gin.” Som spun her look to Ken, pointed. “I angry you!”

“What have I done this time?”

“You go to Bangkok for your girlfriend.”

“I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“You do! She live Bangkok. People tell me you go see her.”

He rolled his eyes. “Crazy,” he said, pointing at her. “Baa! Baa maak!”

Som hollered across the store to her friend. Ken leaned closer to me. “I went to Bangkok a couple weeks ago to see one of Natt’s friends,” he slurred. “I have no idea how she found out.”

Som’s gaze bounced between us. She echoed his stunted sounds. “Don’t undastan.”

“Good!”

“Mai! Mai khao jai!” She narrowed her eyes at him, stuck a finger at me. “Your friend?”

“Yes. I have known him since he was a baby.” His speech was slow and clear.

“You lie.”

“I don’t lie.”

“You lie about your girlfriend in Bangkok!” She waved to the other woman, Gin.

Ken laughed. “No girlfriend.”

“My friend,” she said as Gin stood next to her. “You know.”

“Chai, I know.”

He said something else in Thai. Som responded and motioned toward me. I bowed as Ken had shown. Gin did the same.

Som put her arm around Gin. She was the smaller and darker of the two. Her long, jet-black hair shined in a way I’d never learned to draw. Her face curved to a soft jaw line that my pictures couldn’t capture no matter how many times I erased and altered previous impressions. Perfect symmetry, both sides of her face an exact duplicate of each other. Her deep, brown-to-black eyes reflected the overhead lights as sliver moons. A straight and slight nose led to rose-pink lips. She had no lines or marks or shadows. Clean as a blank canvas. She was abstract.

“My friend is lovely?” Som said to me. “Suai mai?” Then she smirked and pointed to herself. “But I am more lovely.”

Gin turned away, spoke quietly, and walked to the far wall.

Som said to me, “She call her mom.” Then to Ken, “Your friend, how old?”

“Ask him yourself, he’s right here.”

She narrowed her eyes, stabbed an accusing finger in the air.

“Yii-sip saam,” I said, trying my best to pronounce the words correctly and not the way my phrasebook spelled them. “Twenty-three, right?”

“Same like us!” To Ken, “How old you?”

“Thirty-two,” he said. “Saam-sip … Saam-sip soong?”

“Her boyfriend,” Som said, indicating Gin, who glanced in our direction holding a silver cell phone to her ear. “Ha-sip sii,” she paused a second. “Fifty-two.”

Gin shook her head, hair shimmering in motion.

“She has two boyfriend.”

Gin mouthed, “I no boyfriend.”

“Are you selling here?” Ken asked.

“Sell already. Gin help me. Today have chrysoberyl, very good. My father send to me. We sell everything.” Gin rejoined us, nodded to Som, and continued. “Okay, she have to go home.” A sharp finger jabbed at Ken’s face, “I don’t like you. You lie to me.”

He shrugged and laughed.

She pressed her palms together. “La-kawn,” she said. “Goodbye, E-than.”

Som started down the street away from us, with Gin several steps ahead of her.

“She’s crazy,” Ken said when they were gone. “Entertaining, though, and a good person to know. Kinda cute too. Her dad is big around the market, spends half the year in Africa. Tanzania, Madagascar, places like that. Gin though – goddamn, she’s beautiful, but seems kinda snobbish. I heard her dad owns a few factories outside town, most of the shops around here sell his stuff – noodles, bottled water.” He paused for a moment. “But girls like them have too much baggage. They aren’t for guys like us.”

“Guys like us?”

“You know, transients,” he said. He pinched his voice. “Farang,” Then he went back to normal. “Trust me. It’s best to keep away from the proper types.”

“Proper?”

He didn’t respond. I assumed he meant women who couldn’t be picked up with a smile and an empty compliment or bar girls who rub the legs of strangers for a drink. Complicated, I figured, exactly what he didn’t want at this point and what I couldn’t have. It would be too hard to leave when the time came. And the time would come.

We wandered back toward the corner stores. “That stone back there,” Ken said, “the blue topaz, probably about 100 carats. Really nice, but it had a big line right down the middle.”

“They all look pretty good to me.”

“I was once a novice too. Don’t worry, in a couple months you’ll be able to distinguish the plain rocks from the real gems.”

“A couple months is most of the time I have.”

We roamed around the edges of the crowd, along the sidewalk, under clothes-lines, around a trio of street dogs, and onto the path under the bridge. Ken ducked to fit beneath the road. We stopped at the blue motorcycle he’d packed me on coming from the office. “I’m heading back,” he said. “You can stay here if you want.”

“Still have a couple of e-mails left, plus whatever came in while we were here.”

He lowered himself onto his motorcycle seat. “Finish those tomorrow. Stay here, unpack, and watch canceled American TV shows on channel 42.”

“I’d like to get some drawing done. Haven’t had the chance to do anything serious since I got here.”

“Well, I’ll be in the office basically all day everyday, if you want to do some drawing there I’m fine with it. It’s too damn hot to do anything outside anyway, but it’ll probably be best if Reynard isn’t around. I don’t care what you do as long as the work gets done, but it wouldn’t be good if he thinks you’re unproductive. You know how Germans are with efficiency.”

I didn’t, but I knew the stereotype, and I didn’t want to believe it.

His knees stuck out from his bike like a teenager on a tricycle. “Anyway, take it easy. I’ll be done around seven or so, the usual time. We can grab dinner after. Maybe tomorrow we’ll hang out with Razman again.” He started the engine.

“Shoots,” I said, loud enough to be sure he’d hear.

“Man, haven’t hard anyone say that in a while. I’m glad you’re finally here. This is gonna be fun.”
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The singer’s voice was high and hollow, echoing through the bar’s amplification and off the wooden walls, melodic over the distortion of the guitar and bass behind her. The green and blue lights cast her shadow across the room and blacked her into a trim, feminine silhouette. She swung her tight hips in time to the snare; a sash around her narrow waist traced her movement. Three other figures accompanied her on stage, hidden by their instruments.

“She’s the reason I come here,” Ken yelled. “She’s not a bad singer, and her face is kinda eh, but she has a great body.”

The four of us sat at a square table in the center row closest to the stage. Ken, who nearly ran to this spot the moment we entered, sat facing the performer directly. Razman and I sat on either side of him, half-turned to watch. Benz sat opposite Ken, leaning to one side with an arm over the back of his chair, scanning the far end of the lengthy bar and peeking at the stage during high notes.

“I see why you like,” Razman said, the lights flashing across his face as the singer moved through them.

Razman, a middle-aged Malaysian man with a balding head, always shining from sweat, and sagging eyes and cheeks with permanent red tint, was considered friendly competition in the gem industry. His company, Temple Jewels, opened the week Ken arrived in Chanthaburi, and after SEA Gems had stockpiled items for its original website which Ken created while still living in San Francisco with Julieta. At first the two businesses were considered even by user feedback, the sign of quality and trustworthiness in an eBay seller. The higher the user feedback the higher the success of the company, at least in theory. However, while SEA maintained its 100% rating with over 2000 comments, Temple Jewels had faltered in the previous month. Ken believed it meant he and Reynard were on the right course to higher profits.

Benz, who I’d known only by name before that night, hadn’t said a word since entering. He had only nodded hello. The stage lights placed gold shafts into his spiked, black hair and shallow pools over his narrow cheeks, the skin like hardened plaster over bone. Even in that darkness I could see his black eyes roaming the bar, as though suspect of who might enter. He built and maintained Razman’s on-line selling and, since Razman couldn’t speak any Thai, dealt with both sellers and other employees. His father was also one of Temple Jewel’s chief investors, which earned him a job and freedom in that job.simultaneously. We all clapped as the song ended.

The singer, with a thin smile on her lips, spoke a few quiet words into the microphone as the rest of the band stepped off stage. Ken whistled and cheered. She gave a wai and moved away. “Here we go,” Ken said, pushing his chair back.

“Good luck,” I offered, although I doubted he’d need it. He never did.

He joined the singer and the rest at the side door, the three male band members breathing off glowing cigarettes. The singer smiled, close-lipped and shy, as he strode toward them. He shook the hands of the others. I could hear his praise over the stereo.

“Ken was in a band in Hawaii?” Razman asked, his voice deep and distant.

“Yeah, back in the early 90’s. They were pretty big actually. Theirs was the first concert I ever went to. I even got to hang out backstage before the show.” Semi-Automatic PEZ, the most popular local indie-punk band at the time and perhaps even now; I remembered seeing their stickers and patches on the lockers and backpacks of the girls in my high school. They went to all their shows, bought both of their released albums, and when they heard that I was friends with Ken, the lead guitarist, they asked if I could get him to meet them.

“Maybe he is talking about music.”

I smirked, feeling almost proud at that moment. “I doubt it.”

*  *  *

For the semester and a half that Ken and I attended the University of Hawaii together, him studying computer science and me following the pre-law tract through a history major, he was seeing two women before becoming serious with Julieta, a former model from Brazil whom he met in a women’s studies class. They later married and moved away. During this time I was interested in Natalie, a hapa Chinese-Portuguese woman from my Psych 102 class who had a flat nose and a mole on her left cheek, a slim waist and large breasts.

We were sitting on a bench once between periods, about a week after a date where we kissed but nothing more. Ken stopped to say hello. He was broader then and tanner, still surfing every weekend, and without the glasses.

“Didn’t you play guitar for Semi-Auto?” Natalie asked with her pierced eyebrow raised.

“That was a long time ago,” he answered.

“God, I loved you guys. My friends and I were such wannabe groupies!”

“Thanks,” he said with a nod. “Anyway, gotta go. Say hi to your dad for me.”

“All right,” I replied without looking.

“Bye,” yelled Natalie, throwing a wide wave in the air. “You never told me you knew Ken.”

“Yeah. I kinda grew up around him.”

“Damn, he’s still so fucking hot.”

Natalie and I never had that second date. But, of course, I didn’t blame Ken.

*  *  *

Benz stood up from the table and walked towards the bartender in the rear. The man nodded like they were old friends and motioned for him to pull up a stool.

A high, loud laugh burst from near the exit. Ken gestured wildly as the singer covered giggles behind hands. Ken shook his head and lifted his palms as if not knowing what was so funny. It was something I’d seen many times before and would see again and again depending on how long I remained in Thailand, now that Ken was “free.”

On the opposite side of the room Benz chatted with the bartender and another man who’d joined their conversation. I honed in on their speech, blanking out the music and half dozen other patrons spread throughout the bar, but couldn’t understand as they rapid-fire chattered in a language I knew maybe twenty words of.

“How long will you stay here?” Razman asked.

“I’m not sure,” I said. “The visa officially lasts two months with a renewal of one more. But Ken says it’s easy to just renew forever.”

Razman nodded, his movements anchored by the hand around his sweaty beer. “You cross over the border and come back. I do that every month. Ken too.”

Ken and the singer moved within the walls of the bar, leaving the rest of the band behind. I could hear his voice over the noise but not his words. She stood with a hand on her hip, cocked enough to notice, and stared at him with that look of annoyed amusement, similar to the one he gave Som. He pointed to our table and I read my name on his lips. The singer waved, the light striking her face for the first time. Her cheeks and chin appeared pressed forward and her eyelids hung at the sides. Her attention landed back on Ken.

Thick laughter bellowed from Benz’s group in rear. A fourth man dressed in a dark suit had joined them. They spoke louder. The wall behind them contained a short hall ending in a door, I assumed for the bathroom.

“I’ll be back,” I said.

The bartender’s eyes focused on me as I approached. He leaned onto his elbows and gestured with his head at my question. Benz watched but continued on at full volume.

The bathroom had only a sink and a toilet that was a porcelain hole in the floor with a box of tissue paper next to it. No mirror, no paper towels. I slapped some water on my face and left.

As I returned to the table, the rest of the band was stepping onto the stage, calling out to the singer. She bowed deeply to Ken, a closed smile stretching the bottom of her face. He bowed back and rejoined our party.

“Going well?” I asked while the singer took her place behind the microphone.

Ken shrugged and grinned. “I wouldn’t have needed to talk to her tonight if Razman had brought any of his other employees.”

Razman took a long sip from his bottle.

“He has three girls in his office,” Ken said to me, “and all of them are really cute. I asked Reynard once why none of ours are. He said he knew if we had a good-looking staff I’d never get any work done.” He laughed. The drumsticks counted out the beat and guitar and bass filled the room. “He’s probably right.”

I nodded to the rhythm and watched the singer wrap both hands around the mic, tapping her foot, waiting for her chance.

“Maybe one of them would like my friend,” Ken said, turning to Razman.

“He will have no problem finding one of his own.”

“That’s not why I came here,” I said.

“I know, I know, I’m just teasing,” Ken said. He slapped a heavy hand on my shoulder. “Lighten up, man. This is Thailand, not law school.”

The voice refilled the room with a shaky start before easing into a solid confidence. A shadow drifted across the floor and onto the table as Benz returned.

“She said I should call her,” Ken said over the singer’s crooning. “Have lunch sometime.”

I nodded.

“Great body. Not such a great face.”

Razman grunted and downed the rest of his beer. Ken continued speaking as Razman waved to the waiter and pointed at each of us in order. I shook my head and hands in front of me. Three new bottles of Chang Beer appeared before the next song.

“So those neutral reviews,” Ken said, “they ever coming down?”

“I don’t know,” Razman’s words ran together. “I talk to them and they say okay but they still never remove.”

“If your rating gets too low people will just buy from another –”

“You are very quiet.”

“What?” I said.

Benz’s eyes caught mine. “You do not speak much.” The guitarist stepped to center stage for a solo, banging his head with the riff.

“I think that you are very smart,” Benz said effortlessly in English. “Sometimes it is more intelligent to listen than speak.”

We all applauded as the song ended, with Ken whistling loud enough to hurt my ears. Benz turned to watch over his shoulder, the light hiding his face.

Ken leaned next to me. He whispered, “What’d he say?”

“He said I’m very smart.”

“He was talking to those guys in the corner most of the time, yeah?”

“The whole time you were with the singer.”

He sat back in his seat. I looked at him, hands out to show I wanted to know more. He waved me off and focused on the swaying hips.
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The window at Ken’s side of the office looked out on the town from the car dealership and noodle shop on the corner to the bridge across the river, where the gem market and guesthouse where we both slept were. The largest building in sight was nine storeys high, just beyond the Lexus dealer, with a massive poster of an elephant’s ass running down half its height. The elephant had a looping, cursive “TG” branded on its right butt cheek. It was the headquarters of Thailand Gems, the biggest exporter of semi-precious stones in all of Southeast Asia, begun only five years before with a seven-thousand-dollar loan by a guy from Portland, Oregon, now with over 300 employees and a worth of over 15 million, selling in one week what SEA Gems had since its first. Or as Ken put it, “Those are the big guys; we are one fly at their picnic.” Still, their logo was an elephant’s ass, and that made us feel better about ourselves.

Three more gem titles and I’d be set until Wednesday. I stared at the image of a .56 carat yellow sapphire, a sunny stone, but nothing spectacular. The VS clarity, the second highest ranking to VVS (which I liked to think of as “very, very shiny”), was nice but neither inspiring nor memorable. Something to look at once and perhaps not again. I wrote “STUNNING SAPPHIRE” because the lack of anything specific left me stunned.

“Som is curious if you’d like to meet up with them at one for lunch,” Ken said, reading off his phone.

“You going?”

He shook his head. “Too much work to do. Plus, I’d like to put a little distance between me and her. She’s fun though, you should go.”

“Who’s ‘they’?”

“Som and Gin.”

Her eyes came to mind first, shining black spheres like fine onyx. Her flawless face, worth remembering, was she truly that way or did it only seem so because I’d seen her once briefly and didn’t notice the details? It’d be nice to see her again. “Tell her I’ll be there.”

“How is the e-mail?” I heard Reynard’s rough voice over my shoulder.

“Good,” I said, still a little unsure on my first day as the sole controller of everything “John” said to customers. “Usually I just need to tweak the templates a little, add the right name, and send.”

“Okay, 1 o’clock at the restaurant outside,” Ken said. “Here.” He stood and pointed out the window to a little place across the six-lane road from the noodle shop, hidden behind saplings. A line of people in blue uniforms trailed from under the roof. “Just do me one favor, keep Som from calling me.”

I nodded and sat back down. “How long do I have? Normal lunch hour or corporate lunch hour?”

“Corporate lunch hour?” Reynard said.

“30 minutes,” I said. Ken nodded.

“How are the gem titles?” Reynard asked.

“Two more left for tomorrow.”

“Very good,” he said. “We will have to find more for you to do here.”

“The work’s done or will be done so don’t sweat it,” Ken said. “Just keep Som from calling me for today.”

I went back to my screen and looked at the last gems for the next two days, a 1.8-carat bright red-orange citrine. Easy.

“I messaged her back,” Ken said, pulling me from this final piece of work. “Said you’ll be there and asking her to get you a phone because I’m not your damn secretary.”

“Cool,” I replied, typing “GORGEOUS ORANGE” as a starting point, the rest of the title coming automatically to mind. “Be sure to take down any calls while I’m gone.”

The restaurant had only one wall and several wooden columns to hold up the roof. The front side faced the street while the rear was lined with faded yellow wallpaper and pictures of the king and queen of Thailand spanning from the black and white of their youth to more recent color. I remembered reading in art books that every line was an overlap, a gap or fold in the skin, and add ten years to the image. The king, with the same round glasses and gold sash, aged little beyond hair color and an increased number of lines. The queen changed from a lean, fresh beauty, kneeling next to children presenting flowers, to a round-faced monarch in thick white gowns, waving without expression.

The dozen tables enclosed beneath the roof, with hanging fans shaking and creaking as they spun, were filled by young Thais, mostly women, made identical by those powder-blue uniforms with no pockets and a red-stitched “TG” on the right breast.

Som and Gin stood out among the homogenized crowd almost as much as I did. We sat at a round table in the rear corner, my back against stray leaves and my seat under a picture of the young queen greeting a foreign diplomat.

“Ken very busy,” Som said as I spooned another load of chicken fried rice (khaw phat gai, they made me repeat). “He no eat?”

“He’ll eat something,” I replied, gathering the little food remaining on the plate into a mound with the fork and spoon I requested, since chopsticks made me look like a monkey using a typewriter.

“You like?” Gin asked. Her eyes came to meet mine, shining even in the dim light from between the leaves. Her eyebrows arched like the asymmetrical break of wave crests. She had a light look on her face, pleasant and easy, friendly and kind. Her dark hair fell in even strands down slender shoulders, shown off in a red tanktop with straps dissecting the delicate dual lines of her collarbone and the smooth skin of her neck and upper chest. There was a small, round scar on her right arm, the only stray mark visible.

“Yes,” I said, “I like very much.” I felt a bead of sweat trickle down my neck.

“Good,” she said quickly, a smile warming her pink lips.

“Why you come Thailand?” Som almost shouted.

“Ken invited me. And I had nothing better to do.”

Gin’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“Actually, I thought I’d spend the next two years in law school. But two of them rejected me and the last one has me on the waitlist, together with maybe fifty other people, so there isn’t much of a chance. Instead of staying with my old part-time job and waiting until next year to apply, I decided to come here.” That was all they needed to know.

“Why do you go law school?” Som asked.

“I’m not sure. It always seemed like what I would do. Since I was little, people said I should be a lawyer. It seemed like a good thing to do. Does that make sense?”

Gin nodded; her flawless face devoid of expression yet full of understanding.

“What about you?” I asked. “What do you do?”

“I sell gems for my dad,” Som answered.

“Yeah I know about you already.”

“Go school,” Gin said, “for business.”

“How long you stay here?” Som asked.

“Not sure. Maybe I never leave.”

Gin straightened. “You want to stay?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Nothing to do back home except reapply to schools.”

Som leaned onto the table, her eyes narrowing. “You have girlfriend in Ha-Why?”

“No, no girlfriend.”

“I don’t believe,” she said skeptically. “Ken say he no girlfriend but I know he have.”

“I’m sure he doesn’t. And I know him pretty well.”

“Why you no girlfriend?”

“If I knew that then I’d probably have one.”

Som looked confused for a moment, then shook it off. “You like Thai girl?”

“Depends on the girl.”

“Maybe you stay here. Teach English. Don’t go back Ha-why.”

“I think girls your home,” Gin said with a grin and one raised eyebrow, “very bad.”

I felt a pull to lean out on the table, and see if she’d follow me there. Ken’s words came to mind, “girls like them” and “guys like us.” He’d always been a guide of sorts, a few steps ahead telling me what was next. But he’d led me wrong before and over the years our paths have diverged quite a bit. I looked at Gin and felt my mouth curl at each end. “Why is that?”

“Because you no girlfriend, so they very bad.”

“I hear Ken have wife in California,” Som said dismissively.

I tried not to look annoyed but wasn’t sure if it worked. “No. He has an ex-wife. They divorced a year ago.”

Gin stood and walked to another table. The place had cleared out a little. There was the noise of lunch-break chatter, clacking dishes, frying meat and boiling soup. I hadn’t noticed any of it before. She returned with a cloudy plastic pitcher of water.

I reached for it but she refused. “Thai girl like to do,” she said, pulling my empty neon-pink cup from next to the plate, the last grains of rice and stains of grease remaining on it. “You want more?”

“No. But thank you. Um … Khawp khun khrap. Right?”

“Yes!” she said with a big smile and one quick nod. “Very good. Dii mak!”

“Ken say you need phone,” Som said. “My friend have many, I can get for you.”

“Great.” I glanced from her to Gin, our eyes meeting again. They were black with brown flecks, like sparks.

“Okay,” Som continued, “I get for you, you pay for card, as much as you need.”

“Gotcha,” I said. My memory was right. Gin’s face was free of lines. If I were to draw beyond the borders of her features, the shadows cast by the contours around her eyes, nose and mouth, there would be only blank space.

“Friday,” Gin said, a new shadow forming from the movement of her lips, “you have dinner with us?”

“Of course,” I answered. “Anytime.”
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A loud knock preceded Ken’s voice. “Want some dinner?”

“When?” I yelled through my room’s thin door.

“I’m meeting Som downstairs right now if you want to come.”

I stood up, putting down the mechanical pencil given to me as an elementary school graduation gift by my sixth grade art teacher. She’d attached a note to it reading “You will do great things.” Three years of classes and she always loved my pictures. I opened the door.

“A couple days ago you were trying to put her at a distance.”

He shrugged. “She’s cute. Better her than no one. If you’re interested, come join us.” He started through the narrow hall.

I stood over the image I’d been fiddling with for almost an hour. The chin just wasn’t right; it was either too strong or too weak, and neither were the eyes. They never matched the picture in my head. It looked like a bad attempt at Gin, although I didn’t intend for it to be. I added two cheekbones which were more like slivers and soft shadows beneath them, to make it someone else. I placed the thick binder I kept my drawings in on the table, each image inside separated by plastic sheets, and stacked the pencil safely on top. I grabbed my key from the bed and hustled out.

The three steps from our guesthouse lobby led to a deck stretching over the hill that descended into the Chanthaburi River, its thick water resembling the pattern of wood grain, churning more than flowing. Ken and Som sat at a table along the railing. A small performance area occupied the far end of the restaurant, a bar built at its border. The female singer, half British and half Thai with defined features that looked almost Native American, sang in a pleasant voice as a pair of farang men watched from a bench in the middle of the restaurant. In the far corner, obscured by the stage and the shadow of a tree cut to arch over the deck, a Thai man sat with two white women in tight dresses.
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