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ETIQUETTE for travelers to NAMYAN*


1. Do not attempt to wear any footwear or socks (including foot liners) into a Buddhist temple, pagoda, stupa, dharma hall, or na-san (animist spirit house). Note that footwear may also include bandages and casts, at the discretion of the authorities.


2. Do not point your feet at any person.


3. Do not touch your feet to anyone else’s, including a shrine or statue of the Buddha.


4. Never point your feet at a shrine or statue of the Buddha


5. Do not post anything about the Buddha that could be construed as disrespectful on social media, including jokes, cartoons, etc.


Trent & Koss Adventure Tours Guide to Magical Namyan, page 6.


*Ignoring these rules may result in fines or, in rare cases, incarceration.










The Tour Group


Eighteen people have signed on for Trent & Koss Adventure Tours’ high-end trip to Namyan, one of the first after fifty years of quarantine by the West:


Clint and Betsy Hodges. Both are tall, mid-seventies. A retired oilman, Clint is suitably lantern-jawed and steely-eyed. Betsy describes herself as a “homemaker.” They reside in Oklahoma City. Reason for the trip: They won two all-expense-paid tickets at a silent auction at their church. Betsy plans to visit congregations while there. Clint likes that they have some mountains. Clint has been diagnosed with melanoma, Stage IV. Nickname: The Poisons.


Tim and Tammy Steinman. Short, mid-seventies, possibly older. Not particularly fit, but dress as if they are. He’s a retired engineer (mechanical), she’s a retired legal clerk; she has a serious collection of badges, buttons, and pins of travel destinations. One son, troubled (booze), one grandchild with a serious physical handicap. Reason for the trip: They go somewhere new every year. Nickname: Buttons.


Ward and Trudy Wong. Short, trim, and energetic, early eighties. He’s a semi-retired architect (school buildings), she’s a retired school administrator. Reason for trip: To reconnect with members of her extended family who have lived for generations in Namyan for the Chinese New Year. No nickname.


Barton Liu. Single, forties, on the “spectrum” of Asperger’s, forties. A videographer, he is Ward Wong’s nephew, adopted as a child by the Wongs. Reason for trip: Paid for by his uncle and a chance to add to his vlog, “The Undetected.” And, of course, to meet the relatives. No nickname.


Colonel (Ret.) Ken and Sally Lattimore. Well-preserved, seventies. Ken was in the military in the Vietnam War and in some murky military capacity afterwards in Thailand. Sally is rather witty, a shopaholic and likes her cocktails—a lot. Reason for trip: Old Asia hands, curious about the one country they don’t know there. No nickname.


Ed and Ann Boren. Medium height, seventies. Ed refers to himself as a “bug man,” is an entomologist of some standing. Ann is a talker. Reason for trip: Ed’s quest to add exotic insects to his collection, especially killer wasps and Lepidoptera, a.k.a. butterflies, of which Namyan has a rich supply. Nickname: The Bores.


Ted and Franklin Leibitz-Kai. Very good shape, hard to tell their ages, but Ken looks older. Ted is a retired firefighter and EMS, Franklin runs a boutique. Reason for trip: Franklin wants to shop. Nickname: The Boys.


Lars and Catherine Vonderville. Lars is in his late seventies, Catherine (Catty) in her early seventies. He is a retired investment banker and she a retired documentary film producer. Reason for trip: Curiosity about the world. Nickname: The Vonderpoops.




Lidia DeCampos. Early sixties. She is a visual artist undergoing a difficult, if unspecified, time in her life. Reason for trip: Her friends Lars and Catty convince her it would be good to get away. No nickname.


Klaus Haynes. Tall and energetic, seventyish. Born in Germany to a white mother and a Black American serviceman, he has dual citizenship. He moved to New York in his twenties. After working in appliance sales, he studied photography and now focuses on an adventure blog specializing in remote, politically fraught places. Reason for trip: To lay the groundwork for a trip to visit one of Namyan’s many minority groups embroiled in civil war. No nickname.


Mrs. Hills. Carolyn Hills, late eighties, determined but frail, never married officially but partnered from the 1950s to the ’80s with a fellow female teacher, now deceased. Carolyn was a school administrator in Hong Kong for many years before she moved back to the States. Reason for trip: One last hurrah in Asia. No nickname.


Thila. Tall and well educated, early thirties, Namyanese. Tour guide for Trent & Koss Adventure Tours. Family obligations impede fulfillment of her desires. Reason for trip: This is the best job she can hope to find in Namyan. No nickname.
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DESPITE A TOTAL OF sixteen hours of flight time plus several more waiting in airports, Lars Vonderville convinced Catty, his wife, and Lidia DeCampos, their old friend, to visit the old part of Gonyang, the capital of Namyan, once they’d showered and changed.


“But just an hour. One hour,” Catty agreed reluctantly, giving in only because, as she told Lidia, she knew that if they slept now, they’d be wide awake at two in the morning. Plus, visiting the old, shabby part of Gonyang was not on the itinerary, so this was probably their only chance to see it. Most of it had been destroyed in the Japanese invasion in World War II, but some notable architectural blends of the native and Victorian styles had survived.


Lidia came too, figuring she should cram in as much as possible during this trip, which she was thinking of as her reentry into the world.


The traffic on the way to the old part of the city was as terrible as in any big city in the world, even though Namyan, long a pariah state, had only recently rejoined the world economy. Arriving, they found the crumbling streets teeming with the homeless, just like in their own city, New York. Down-on-their-luck drug addicts and/or crazy souls who squatted in the rubble and dank hallways of neglected buildings. Yes, like New York, above all the New York of their youth, the l970s and ’80s. With the difference that, while Lars and Catty had had to walk past the squalor, they’d lived in tony Upper East Side apartments, while Lidia, in classic young artist fashion, had arrived from the Midwest without money or connections and lived in the middle of the chaos.


Her dirt-cheap apartment on 102nd and 2nd Avenue had a claw-foot bathtub in the kitchen, the toilet in a closet, a permanently broken lock on the front door of the building, and a super who drank in his basement lair. But her fifth-floor walkup had great light—a timeless artist’s garret. Lidia accumulated furniture from the street, pots and pans from Salvation Army, and New York stories: a rat she first thought was a stray cat came in the kitchen, a guy in a wife-beater scaled the walls and tried to pry open her window but, on hearing her scream, fell and broke his leg—best possible ending. Old Gonyang reminded all three, but especially Lidia, of that funky time.


And just as there is a rose in Spanish Harlem, so too did old Gonyang have its special funky charms. It was Southeast Asia, after all. A charming little girl with raisin eyes held up tiny bananas for sale. Lidia watched as Lars, who was clearly not yet sure about the exchange rate, forked over some takys for a bunch. The girl’s eyes widened and an instant crowd gathered around the rich white man.


“Isn’t this fantastic?” Lars said after schmoozing with them, if you can schmooze with gestures. He strode on in his naturally exhilarated way with his bananas.


They passed old women sitting easily on their haunches behind piles of oddly shaped, unidentifiable vegetables and silver-black, leathery dried fish. Men minded tables piled with foliage and cones of spices and herbs. “Yoongi, yoongi!” they called shrilly to the foreigners.


“Must be betel nut,” said Lars, who handily knew so many outré things. “Going to give it a try.”


“Lars, no.” Catty’s pale olive skin was pinched with jet lag. “Please don’t, let’s go.”


“In a tick.” Lars enjoyed used outmoded expressions. “It’s supposed to give you energy, and God knows I could use some.”


“What you need is a nap,” Catty snapped.


Lars took on the bewildered expression he always did when Catty opposed him. “No time like the present!” He peered at his watch. “It’s just two thirty. Plenty of time for a snooze later.”


“Then hurry up, and please don’t chitchat,” Catty said—looking defeated, as Lars always chitchatted.


He stopped before a stall and pointed. “How much?” he asked the vendor, seemingly confident that he, like vendors in every part of the globe, would know that much English. “Fif’ takys,” said the delicate-boned man.


Lars nodded agreement. The man made a show for him, spreading a paste on leaves, sprinkling tobacco and bits of the spice cone, and topping it off with a chopped-up chunk of nut in the middle. He rolled the thing up like a taco and voilà, there was the mood and energy enhancer of South Asia, ubiquitously chewed and spat out, nasty, blood-red dregs staining walls and floors like a lurid, nationwide crime scene.


Lidia had read somewhere that betel nut was carcinogenic and lots of South Asians got lip, throat, or tongue cancer. But when did people anywhere pay attention to the hazards of mood-enhancing chemicals? Nowhere that she knew of. She debated trying it too, though she still recalled her deep disappointment after trying coca leaves in the Andes, back in the day. All she’d gotten then was a sore jaw, a mouthful of cud, and only the mildest euphoria. Maybe let Lars be the guinea pig.


Lars had been atypically quick to score the betel nut taco but paying for it was another story. Catty stood to one side, shooting him looks he ignored as he mugged for a growing number of Namyanese. Lars loved to engage with what he called the “salt of the earth” and could go on interminably if Catty would have let him.


“Lars, pay him now or I’m leaving!”


He made a small face—the beleaguered husband—and waved to the bevy of watching betel chewers, who heaved with amusement at the very pale, tall, old foreigner in an octagon-shaped straw hat that only rice peasants wore. He’d picked it up at an airport shop that morning.


The trio walked away, Lars munching stolidly.


“Well?” Catty asked, arms folded.


“Yuck!” He wiped his mouth with his handkerchief. “But there’s something. Probably intensifies as you keep chewing.”


“You can chew and walk at the same time.” Catty sped up, pulling Lidia with her. Over her shoulder, she said, “I insist on getting some rest before dinner!”


Lars made an effort to catch up.


“You’ve got red ooze on your chin. It looks like blood,” Catty told him.


Lars opened his mouth to say something.


“And keep your mouth closed!”


“Oh, buck up,” Lars slurred.


They turned the corner and Lars’s bloody-looking lower face was forgotten at the sight of a group of extremely colorfully dressed women strolling along with their chins poking out from heavy gold coils rigidly encircling their necks and jaws.


“Hinchaks,” Lars enunciated with effort. “Pershecuted Northern eshnic minority. Orishinally from Mongolia.”


“How many ways can men—no offense, Lars—think of to constrain women?” Lidia had been mostly silent until now, just taking it all in, feeling as if she was at a carnival. Gonyang was a Tilt-A-Wheel, and here came the clowns. Jet lag—no, life—was bombarding her. “Bind our feet,” she went on. “Remove our clitorises. Strap us into corsets. Throw burkas over us. Look at them!”


“They don’t shlook unhappy,” Lars slurred.


“Why would they?” Catty asked rhetorically.


Lars stopped walking and regarded her. “Go on.”


“Because they’ve been brainwashed from birth into thinking they’ve got to stretch their necks like a giraffe’s to be beautiful. Lars, don’t do your dim routine!”


“Let me digesh thish.” He hawked and spit into a nearby bush. “Aren’t we all brainwashed from birth? Morals. Religion. Patriotism. Really, Cat, I must say—”


But whatever he must say was lost, as they had now come upon members of their “small, congenial group,” as the brochure from Trent & Koss Adventure Tours described its “guests.” The Vondervilles and Lidia had met several of them already at the airport, but that had been a blur.


“Betsy Hodges,” said a rather large and disheveled woman. “Have you seen the adorable train station? Oh!” She stared at Lars.


Everyone stared at Lars.


“My God, did you get beat up by street thugs?” Ward Wong, small, rather bent but spry, stepped forward.


“You poor thing!” cried Trudy Wong.


“We’ll get you to a doctor. The hotel must have one. Or, where is the guide—Thira?” Barton Liu whisked out his phone.


“Thila,” Catty said. “No! Lars—my husband—is fine. He’s chewing betel nut and the disgusting juice looks like blood.”


They crowded around Lars.


“Was that wise?” breathed Ann Boren.


“Oh, we tried it in Thailand, when Ken was stationed there. Everybody does it,” said Sally Lattimore.


Colonel Ken Lattimore made a deprecating gesture. “It’s legal.”


“I’m going to try it,” said Klaus Haynes.


“There’s a bunsch of vendorsh over there.”


Klaus nodded and headed where Lars pointed.


“So what’s it feel like?” asked Ted Leibitz-Kai.


Franklin Leibitz-Kai tittered. “Are you stoned? Like on weed?”


“Well, I can’t shay what that feels like. Never tried the shtuff.” Lars chewed on. “Short of like schewing shtobacco with this shing to it. Zhing. Pleasant and dishgusting at the same time, with the shtems and woody bitz and goop. But it feels … good. Normally, I’m a beer and wshiskey man,” he added.


Presently, they all went their separate ways. Lars, Catty, and Lidia found the bookstore Lars had enthused over while reading the guidebook; he hoped to stock up on histories of the ancient kingdom there. But the store turned out to be a shack that primarily sold Japanese comic books and used paperbacks in English, German, and French.


“Well, I’m not surprised—and anyway, we have no room for more books in the apartment,” Catty pointed out with obvious satisfaction.


“In my shtudy,” Lars protested.


“Your study is hopelessly crowded,” Catty said, rolling her eyes at Lidia. “Let’s go to the train station. That’s actual history. Ten minutes,” she added.


The station was a much-photographed mash-up of Victorian depot and Namyanese pagoda that managed to be both monumental and charming. Ghosts of British ladies in crinolines and parasols in the stifling heat with little dogs at their sides, husbands tightly suited, a gaggle of slim Namyanese servants trailing behind. The graceful lines and swirls of the native architecture and people as charming effects to the conquerors of the world.


“All right, it’s been thirty-seven minutes,” Catty said. “Let’s go.”


Lars turned. “Where’s Lidia?”


But she had disappeared.
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REALITY, YOU ARE ACTING so coy. Flirting with me, hugging your secrets like a child with her favorite toys. This stuff is wacked. Why did I decide to chew it? And all these people are wearing, like, tablecloths. And those women over there, chained in copper coils from their ears down to their shoulders. What’s up with that? That toothless old lady is chewing in rhythm with me—united we chew, united we spit. She’s probably the same age as me, but no Doctor Slotzman bridges, implants, or root canals for her; nope, she’s a toothless wonder. I am feeling very weird. That time you did so much coke? Pulling an all-nighter back in college, you had to pass the final—botany? Yes, stamens and pistils. You crashed for days after that. Got a 70 on the final, all was well.


Fast train to nowhere. Lars had taken this betel nut stuff in stride, but then, he was Lars. He didn’t have a track record with substances.


What a word. Everything is a substance. I mean drugs. And booze. Well, booze is a drug actually, too. My heart … Am I on speed?


Lidia rocked in place. She’d bought some yoongi from a stall and chewed for a little while, and the stuff came on strong. Now a man had started talking to her. In English. Not a Namyanese man, though he was brown skinned. She glanced at her arm, as if to check that it was still her skin—everything was so tenuous. Coffee with cream, as usual.


“Café con crema.”


She realized she’d said this aloud.


“You all right? You want some coffee? Or water?” He had an accent she couldn’t place. His voice was deep and soothing.


“I don’t think so. Not all right. Do I know you?”


“Klaus Haynes. With the group. T&K Adventures. Man, you’re not all right.”


Her face was pouring with sweat.


He handed her a water bottle. “Drink this.” He pointed at her feet. “What happened to your shoes?”


Lidia bent over. “I took them off. They were so sweaty.” She lifted a bloody foot.


“Shit,” he said, “you cut it on something. You need a bandage.” He removed a wad of Kleenex. “Sit down.”


She sat on the ground with a thump and he wrapped the tissues around her foot. The little crowd was getting their money’s worth. Familiar faces then—Catty in her hat with the big, flipped-down brim, Garboesque, and Lars with knit brows.


“Good God, Lidia, we looked all over for you. Fritz, isn’t it?”


“Klaus. Haynes,” said Haynes. “She’s fucked up, sorry, there’s no other way to put it. Lost her shoes and cut her foot.”


Lidia said with sudden clarity, “It’s supposed to produce a mild, caffeine-like euphoria, but I’m on a fast train to nowhere.”


“Did she buy it from the same guy we did?” Lars asked.


“No,” said Lidia.


“Well, that could be it. I just googled yoongi. Here’s what is says on Wikipedia: ‘yoongi’ … Oh shit. It says sometimes it’s mixed with meth and some other drug they call yibi-yabi. In English: Nazi speed. Or just plain crazy. Big all over Asia. The laborers. And the hippies …”


“Hippies!” Lidia exclaimed, fast-tracking to her youth. “Is it that time again?”


Haynes got her standing up. “We need to get you hydrated and clean that foot,” he said, propelling her forward.


Lars and Catty followed them—holding hands, Lidia managed to notice. They always ended up holding hands, despite their squabbles.


“So now I can start over?” Lidia looked at Haynes for confirmation and found herself staring into his eyes, almost aquamarine in a face the color of polished oak. She hobbled along. “Because this time I won’t use drugs, I won’t drink at all. I’ll just paint.” Her face crumpled. “But I have to be able to have Lily too.”


Haynes shook his head. “Come on, now,” he said.


With difficulty, they all squeezed into an incommodious pedicab.


“Golden Palace,” said Lars.


They fell silent as the motorized rickshaw battled through a sea of movement of all kinds—a sprinkling of cars, hordes of cheap Chinese motorbikes, bicycles, ox carts, pedicabs, rickshaws, and people on foot, including a line of monks of all ages that stopped everything in its tracks as it slowly, serenely, crossed the road.


They arrived coated with dust at the gilded gates of the grand hotel. The liveried doormen tried not to stare at them as they moved Lidia, bloody tissues trailing her bare foot, through the marble halls to the ornate elevator and, at last, to her room.


Lidia fell onto the king-size bed and spread out her arms and legs, proclaiming that she was a snow angel. The counterpane was indeed snowy white.


Lidia added, “Orgy-size,” and then passed out.


She slept for twelve hours.


The message light on her room phone was blinking when Lidia woke up around six the next morning. She had to shower and order coffee before she could think about dealing with anything.


When she got to the phone after that, there were three messages, all asking how she was—one from the tour guide; one from Catty; and one from the intriguing-looking man who had, she recalled, rescued her.


She intended to call them back. An hour later, she woke up in the chair. Whatever had been in that yoongi, she would walk over burning coals before ever ingesting it again.


At breakfast downstairs in the dining room, she felt like a bad-girl minor celebrity as she circled the room, reassuring everyone she was fine now. Fritz—or was it Franz—wasn’t there.


She sat down with her buffet selections; bland food suitable for an invalid. Except also her beloved coffee.


“Tammy Steinman,” the woman next to her said. “You gave us quite a fright!”


Lidia heard reprimand, which always made her bristle—defiance was a trait she kept thinking she’d tamed after many years of sobriety. She murmured, “And myself,” and was immediately distracted by Tammy’s headgear, a fatigues-green Fidel cap covered in buttons and badges proclaiming, “We climbed the Grand Canyon!” and “Pikes Peak or Bust!” and “Magical Machu Picchu!” and so on.


Lars always got the nicknames in first, which made sense given his WASP background, which was stuffed with Midges and Bunnies. There was even a great-aunt Pussy, and aged men still called Chip, Tip, Topper. But she was nailing this one: Tammy Steinman was henceforth to be known as “Buttons.” She couldn’t wait to tell Lars.


“I see you’re looking at my cap!” Tammy said. “Mementos of all the places Tim and I have been to.” She beamed.


Perfect for a sketch! Lidia was glad she’d thrown a sketchbook and assortment of drawing pens and pencils in when she was packing. Minimal supplies, unlike in her youthful travels, when a large and cumbersome assortment of artist’s tools had always weighed down her backpack, but enough to memorialize bits of the trip, like the Steinman cap. Hung over as she was from the yoongi, not to mention jetlagged and generally out of sorts, Lidia was glad that she wanted to sketch again. It had been a while.


Wearing the long piece of cloth Namyanese women and, for that matter, lots of men wore—this one a shimmering silk with a border of soft gold that surely cost more than the average peasant could ever afford—their guide, Thila, was by far the best-dressed among them. She rapped lightly on a table and they listened. Like children to a fairy tale.


The days ahead, as Thila described them, would be an endless array of wonders and delights. The Twelve Days of Christmas, the eight nights of Hannukah, the three days of Eid Al-Fitr, Bodhi Day, and so on. Then Thila had them go around the room, introducing themselves.


Retired professionals, mostly—an engineer, an entomologist, who added that it meant “bug man,” to polite laughter, a legal clerk, “oil man,” teacher, financial planner, principal, colonel, firefighter, documentary film producer, and one woman who described herself as a retired homemaker (did they ever retire?) A few “guests” were still in the game: an architect, a shop owner, extreme political adventure travel blogger (whatever did this intriguing black man who spoke with a German accent, of all things, mean by that? She must remember he was called Klaus), and a vlogger (again, Lidia was unsure of what that was). Lastly, Lidia, who found herself saying, no doubt due to the still-lingering effects of yoongi, that she had had the best job in the world.


There was a pause.


“Tell them what you do,” Catty urged, leaning across the table.


“Did, you mean. Artist. Just a textbook illustrator now,” Lidia said. “That isn’t the best job in the world.”


After a short pause, Thila plunged into the day’s itinerary for the day: heavy on pagodas—three different ones, in fact.


“But do not worry, there will be much else wonderful to see later,” she added. “These are all close together here in Gonyang, so, must-to-see.”


Klaus Haynes—who, as he’d said in his introduction, everybody called Haynes—went to the back of the bus. He was aware of the irony in this, but he wanted to be by himself. There he fell asleep and dreamed that he was having a conversation with Lidia, who fainted in front of him.


It felt like a long time before he grabbed her so she wouldn’t fall and hit her head. As he gripped her, he felt a jolt of masculine competence and attraction to the slightly weather-beaten, sturdy, natural beauty he was holding, with almond-tinged skin, curly hair, and a good dusting of freckles on her nose.


He told her about himself, which felt inexplicably urgent. “Last name Haynes. First names Klaus Edward, a compromise. On my mother’s, the German side, the Kuttners are ancient suck-ups to some Bavarian nobles who still have some land but no money. My father …”


He woke up then, thinking, Aren’t I too old for this?


At lunch, before the first—splendid—golden pagoda, Lidia at first noticed only couples at the tables. Gradually, she recognized the other singles: Very old Mrs. Hills, who’d had to be helped up and down the temple steps, as there were no accoutrements, unsurprisingly, for the decrepit and the disabled in Namyan. Then Thila, a single, at least on this job. Barton Liu, the vlogger. And Klaus, currently in deep conversation, blogger to vlogger.


And me. And I’ve got to get used to this. Being on my own. She hadn’t gone to a party or even out to dinner since—how long had it been? Nothing besides a coffee shop or a grocery store, and occasionally to visit a few friends like Catty and Lars. Now she was in this exotic backwater, surrounded by married strangers, and Catty and Lars had deserted her, were at the other end of the table talking to that colonel and his wife.


Lidia ate fish and rice and vegetables and smiled vaguely. You never imagined being here, you were struggling, just getting by. Then the windfall landed in your lap from Great Aunt Charlotte’s will. And Lily doesn’t need you now much, she’s grown and doing okay by the precarious standards of her age and generation. Ceramicist/waitperson in Cali. And you don’t have any looming deadlines here. You’re free for two weeks. You’re not old yet. Healthy in body and mind, except for that unintended slip into chemical madness—which doesn’t count as a relapse. This awkwardness will pass, don’t you dare feel intimidated by this bunch. You were always the adventurous type. Strapped on your backpack and went off on the cheap, with or without a companion. Backpack, passport, and a fistful of dollars. Back in the day.


People started wandering away from the dining room, as soon it would be time to get on the bus and see the first pagoda. But Lidia dawdled around the pretty courtyard garden and they were all waiting for her when she got on the bus. Some, including Lars and Catty, both with mouths ajar, were already asleep or working on it.


She went to the back, where Klaus was fiddling with a camera.


The back had four seats. She sat at the opposite end from him. “Hey, Klaus, thanks again for yesterday.”


“Call me Haynes, everybody does.” His eyes were cat-green today. “Feeling better?”


“Yes,” she fibbed, but couldn’t think of anything else to say. Perhaps she was going to be permanently impaired. Nonsense; she willed herself to the present and, once again, surreptitiously compared her arm’s skin tone to Haynes’s. This had been a compulsion of hers ever since the trip she’d taken to Puerto Vallarta with the sprawling Mexican side of her family when she was eleven. A trip that had included her porcelain-toned cousin Rosita. Who, then thirteen, had pointed out while they were lying side by side on their beach towels that Lidia was “más negra” than her. Lidia had punched her on her skinny white arm. But ever since then, she’d found she was more interested in what people looked like than she was in talking to them.


She hadn’t thought much about skin tones before that day, and certainly not her own, except to notice how her arms and legs glowed more in the summer. She’d noticed colors in other ways, though. On a rare trip with her father to a hardware store to pick out paint when she was seven or eight, her mind was blown by the vast possibilities the paint chips displayed for white. She’d always thought white meant “white,” and so on with every other color. Now she saw that white could also be brown, blue, or red. She stuffed as many paint chips as she could in her shorts pockets to look at later. And after Rosita’s comment, she realized that people’s skin colors were like the paint chips: Grandma Boyle was white-bread white, Mom was pale ivory, Dad was tan, Uncle Pancho wood brown, Rosita alabaster. She would hold her arm next to others and call up colors—usually to their eventual annoyance. Except Dad: he was delighted that they were the same milky brown. He told her they were café con crema. Lidia wasn’t sure if this preoccupation of hers was sparked by the artist in her, or if it was what led to it.


By her mid-teens, she’d discarded forever the notion of fixed colors—partly by instinct, partly by observation, and partly by accidentally happening on a TV show one night when she was bored and clicking through the then unimaginably limited range of viewing options. A soporific narrator almost caused her to keep clicking, until she realized what he was narrating: a nature show about what animals see. “The mantis shrimp”—picture cued—“has twelve color receptors to our paltry three”; “owls see a hundred times better than we do in the dark.” This confirmed for her that the quality of color was as much about the unseen as the visible, the gray, yellow, pink, green, and even purple lurking beneath the surface. (To us, that is, not to the mantis shrimp.)


Klaus Haynes’s arm she judged to be three shades darker than her own, caramel dusted with cinnamon sugar, with the baked-a-bit-too-long-in-the-oven look that age adds to the mix. But depending on so many factors—exposure to sun, his overall health, the angle of the light, and more important, that of the shade—she imagined how Klaus would look lighter or darker. She took in his close-cropped silver hair, strong nose, and sculpted mouth. In South Africa, he’d be called colored; in New Orleans, creole; in Latin America, mulatto. In America, Black, though referring to people as “mixed-race” was gaining popularity now. America seemed to be simultaneously embracing the worldwide fact of the browning of people while at the same time falling further into the myth of racial unambiguity.


One color she was sure about was the wrongness of his vivid blue polo shirt. A touch—no, two touches—too blue, it reminded her of Felipe. The argument they’d had, so long ago now, over his precious blue-flowered Hawaiian shirt.


After looking everywhere for it one day, he accused her of hiding it.


“No, I didn’t,” she told him. “I threw it away.”


“Threw it away?”


“Yes, because I can’t stand you looking like Jimmy Buffet.”


Felipe was righteously pissed off.


What a pain in the ass I could be, Lidia thought now, sadly.


Haynes smiled at her.


At the next stop, Haynes walked with Lidia to the temple entrance where an officious man with a badge—it was always a man—stood, waving people through, once they were barefoot. A helpful sign nearby showed the picture of a shoe with a red slash through it. There were little wire cages for footwear: sandals for Lidia, sneakers and socks for Haynes. They took their shoes off and stowed them.


A few feet away, Mrs. Hills, wearing ultra-thick Skechers, was protesting and waving her cane at the guard. Thila hurried over. The man shook his head in a definite, bored “no.” Mrs. Hills and Thila walked off.


“Feet police!” said Haynes. “Ain’t goin’ to give an inch. Strict.”


“Poor old thing,” Lidia said, meaning Mrs. Hills. She tried to remember if there had been anything in the thick T&R information packet about feet rules. Yes, there had—a series of them.


They wandered through the lovely pagoda but Lidia didn’t want to linger, and Haynes didn’t seem to either. They walked back down, retrieved their footwear, and found an inevitable tea stall.


“Wish it was beer,” Haynes said. “You don’t drink, do you?”


“Nope. Doesn’t agree with me.”


He managed to cadge a Dragan and sighed happily; then, in time-honored female fashion, she got him to talk about himself. A rare plus: he was interesting. His work for the blog had taken him to some of the shit storms of the world—Gaza, Iraq, and Venezuela, recently. There were people who wanted to climb mountains, people who wanted to eat dozens of hot dogs in record time. Why not people who wanted to go to war zones, failing states, pariahs of the world? Haynes had a key little group chomping at the bit for the dicey parts of Asia, including the plum, North Korea. His angle was ironing out the wrinkles for them—as many as could be ironed out, anyway. He had advertisers. He was constantly expanding.


“Okay,” Lidia said, “but Namyan, with Trent & Koss? Wrinkle-free five-star hotels. Air-conditioned bus with super shock absorbers. Etcetera. Hardly what you’re describing.”


Haynes laughed. “First I get the lay of the land. A nice soft tour like this—and I do enjoy my creature comforts—then it’s off the grid.” He lowered his voice. “You know how many wars are going on in this country? The Kinhaiese, you’ve heard of them? Scorched-earth ethnic cleansing, everybody knows about it, still goin’ strong.”


“Yes, horrible.”


“Yeah, so that gets the world’s attention right now—not that it shouldn’t, but then? What about the Minans, or is it Menans, down in the South, animists? And most of all, the Hinchaks up north in the mountains? Near the Golden Triangle, man. Major military drug lord action forever. That’s what I’m here for.”


At that moment, the colonel—who, Lidia recalled, had said that he knew Southeast Asia “like the back of my hand; except Namyan, which is why we’re here”—stopped and said, “’Scuse me, don’t mean to butt in. Ken Lattimore,” he reminded them. “I couldn’t help overhearing you … Kurtz.”


“Klaus. But call me Haynes.”


“Haynes, got it. I’m ex-military, Haynes. You want to think carefully about going to that Hinchak territory. Land mines everywhere, guerilla warfare.”


“Colonel, right?”


“Yes sir. The Golden Triangle was a total shit show when we were in ’Nam, and I had reason to get to know it even better after the war. Served in Thailand for a while. Probably even crazier in the Triangle now they’re making meth in bulk and that stuff they call ‘crazy’ that sells all over Asia. And of course, the old faithful, heroin.”


Lidia was only half listening now—she felt like the “crazy” might still be sparking in her brain. And she wasn’t in the mood to listen to catastrophes. She drifted, scrutinizing colors and shapes around her. Colonel Ken’s eyes, pale green, opaque and hard like marbles. His face was surprisingly boyish and unlined, as if the wars and attendant horrors had decided to leave their impressions elsewhere. Maybe they’d gone inside? Ulcers, alcoholism, panic attacks?


“You got a lot of stories you could tell, I bet,” said Haynes.


“I’ll treat you to a few over a beer one day,” said Ken. “You too,” he added to Lidia.


A man with a slightly crooked face—Lidia couldn’t remember his name—joined them, saying he didn’t know about anybody else but he needed a lie-down. Lidia yawned in agreement and Haynes said he could go for that. They got back on the bus. For all its luxury accoutrements, this trip already seemed to be mostly about getting on and off the bus.


In the elevator back at the hotel, Haynes got off at the floor below Lidia’s.


“See you tonight, Hines,” she said.


Without turning around, he raised a hand. As the doors slid shut, she realized she’d called him by the wrong name again.
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