


[image: cover]




IN THE FABLED EAST 



[image: 9781553656159_0002_001]
Adam Lewis Schroder



[image: 9781553656159_0003_001]
[image: 9781553656159_0003_002]


Copyright © 2010 by Adam Lewis Schroeder 

10 11 12 13 14 5 4 3 2 1 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced,
 stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
 without the prior written consent of the publisher or a licence from The Canadian
 Copyright Licensing Agency (Access Copyright). For a copyright licence,
 visit www.accesscopyright.ca or call toll free to 1- 8 0 0 - 893-5777.

Douglas & McIntyre
 An imprint of D&M Publishers Inc.
 2323 Quebec Street, Suite 201
 Vancouver BC Canada V5T 4S7
www.douglas-mcintyre.com

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication 
 Schroeder, Adam Lewis, 1972–
 In the fabled east : a novel / Adam Lewis Schroeder.
 ISBN 978-1-55365-464-3 

Editing by Barbara Berson
 Jacket and text design by Jessica Sullivan
 Printed and bound in Canada by Friesens
 Printed on acid-free paper that is forest friendly
 (100% post-consumer recycled paper) and has been processed chlorine free 

We gratefully acknowledge the financial support of the Canada
 Council for the Arts, the British Columbia Arts Council, the Province
 of British Columbia through the Book Publishing Tax Credit
 and the Government of Canada through the Book Publishing Industry
 Development Program (BPIDP) for our publishing activities.

[image: 9781553656159_0004_002]


For my parents.



[image: 9781553656159_0007_001]


IN THE FABLED EAST 



Contents

THE FABLE OF THE SPRING OF IMMORTALITY 

MARSEILLES CUTTHROATS

MONSIEUR HENRI LEDALLIC

HER PHOTOGRAPH

A BOY WITH WATER IN HIS MOUTH

A SAD PAST AND A BRIGHT FUTURE

THE RUBBING OF A LAMP

A DETECTIVE FOR THE REPUBLIC

AN ORPHAN MAKES HER WAY IN THE WORLD

STRANGLER QUINN

EVERY PARISIAN’S NIGHTMARE

THE COURTYARD AT THE CONTINENTAL

THE ONE HUNDRED WOUNDS

FARMERS

AN INTERLUDE IN THE SULTANA’S PALACE

THE LEDGER AT LEIT TUHK

SHIT MIXED WITH ORANGES

ADDRESSING THE EASTERN IMMORTALITY FABLE

THE KEMMARAT RAPIDS

IF THE FANTASTIC CAN SET OUR HEART SRACING

THE LAST OF PARIS

THE RUINED TEMPLE

THE PALACE AT LUANG-PRABANG

INTO THE UNPACIFIED REGIONS

LORD TIGER

ENJOYING HAPPINESS AFTER OTHERS

YOUR SPIRIT WILL RECLINE THERE

PUT TO DEATH IN THE MOST OBSCENE WAYS BY THE GRATEFUL NATIVES

A FAMILY’S WEALTH IS NOT ITS JARS

THE DYING PARATROOPER

THE CHURCH AT ST. AUBIN-SUR-SEULLES

GIRLS, OLD LADIES

THE WHITE WOMAN

BARAKA RUNS OUT VERY SUDDENLY

AN UNEXPECTED ARRIVAL

AN UNEXPECTED DEPARTURE

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS



THE FABLE OF THE
 SPRING OF IMMORTALITY 

as told by the Sadet.

ONCE a rich man was so miserly that he chose to live in the forest apart from other families. Leaving on a hunt, he told his son, “Watch over my jar while I am away, for it is our family’s wealth.” But the son fell ill with fever so that monkeys were able to enter the house and take great sport in rolling the precious jar out the door.

Because he was blustering and loud the rich man was a poor hunter and caught nothing, and so returned home in a rage, and was so angry when he discovered the jar stolen that he dragged his poor son into the forest and raised his knife. Because he was pure of heart the boy’s last words were not “I do not wish to die” but “I wish that no one would die.” Then his father left the little body unburned and unburied so that wild beasts would devour it. But instead the Spirit of the Water caused a spring to gush from the boy’s mouth.

That night the rich man’s relations, hurrying to invite him to a feast, took their rest beside the spring. They were surprised, for in all their years of travel they had never seen one in that place. They were no less surprised when they stumbled across the murdered boy as they made camp. They could no longer recognize him as their nephew, so they agreed that they would make no funeral but simply burn the little body in the morning.

They boiled water from the spring. They threw in their dried fish, and then the most surprising event of all occurred: live fishes leaped from the kettle! The water of the spring, the relatives suspected, was rife with spirits. They splashed water on the murdered boy and he sat up and through his mutilated lips described what his father had done.

The enraged travellers raced through the night to find the rich man. Hearing their cries, he ran out of his house—but because he was blustering and loud, he blundered into a tiger’s jaws, and afterward this tiger su¤ered incurable diarrhea.

Meanwhile the son discovered the jar where the monkeys had abandoned it, and with this recovered wealth he founded a village below the spring. Of course the rich man should have known that a family’s wealth is not its jars but its children.



MARSEILLES
 CUTTHROATS 

Pierre Lazarie.

WHITE people do not travel to Indo-China for their health, nor for prestige nor even for anything so straightforward as happiness; men come to make their fortunes.

Wishing to amass capital both intellectual and monetary, I arranged to sail in January 1936 from Marseilles for Saigon. Standing at the rail of the Felix Roussel on the morning of departure, I watched the crane swing a pallet of luggage aboard, the blue-sweatered men on our afterdeck holding up gloved hands to intercept it. I watched with some anxiety, really, since the pallet likely contained the trunk that itself contained the nine linen suits that had unburdened me of my governmental allowance at a stroke. Circling seagulls squawked as though the pallet were made of herring.

—Your mother insisted, Marguerite said, that you planned this trip even before it all happened!

My fiancée wore the tight-fitting green jacket she’d bought especially for the jaunt, its collar so liberally ruffled that her head looked as though it were emerging from the maw of a carnivorous plant. But the colour did complement her red hair rather nicely, and I noticed a number of men look up from their cabin assignments to assess her calves at the very least. Myself, I still wore the brown serge suit of my recently passed student days, as Marseilles’ climate in January is less than tropical.

—I started dreaming of it five years ago! I said. That’s no great revelation.

—She said their lives are di¤erent enough, with the housekeeper and the rest all gone, but you carry on unperturbed. Is there really no money?

—What does that matter? I’m going to make enough.

—Well, in her opinion you’re so naive you’re as likely to be knifed by a busboy at a cafeteria as you are to find these battlefields you go on about.

—Do we have to discuss my mother? I sail in five minutes.

—She says your head’s so far in the ether you’ll address all your letters to your father—but this legal business has unbalanced her. Hadn’t you at least imagined travelling in First Class? 

Upon my father’s death we’d learned that he’d sired another family long before meeting Maman, and the legal business had upset her and my sisters to near-hysteria. Marguerite too, apparently, though she’d said nothing on the train down from Paris.

—Until the will was read, yes, I said. I thought I’d be going First Class.

She put a gentle hand on mine. She wore the same white gloves she’d bought the previous winter, though the material was beginning to pill; I’d mail her a new pair for her birthday in April. I flickered my eyelashes at her until she threw her arms around my neck.

—You looked so handsome when you tried on that white suit. I meant to ask, do they drive on the same side of the road as here? 

—It’s not a British colony!

—I just worry you’ll look the wrong way and get run down. I’m not the one worried about the busboy at the cafeteria! But when you put on one of those suits you’ll get your confidence, I know it. When does everybody change clothes?

—Once we’re into the Indian Ocean, I expect.

The crane had finished its work and the blue-sweatered men hurried down the gangway. The ship’s whistle sounded. We told each other again that we’d write every day, that it would seem as though we weren’t apart at all, then we kissed again and again. She tasted saltier in Marseilles and I wondered if I did too.

—Another year or two, I said, and you’ll be Madame Lazarie.

Her eyes were quite red.

—Give the tigers a pat on the head, she whispered.

I squeezed her hand once more, kissed her, then turned and walked toward the bow. The deck was so rife with breathless embraces one might’ve thought it was New Year’s Eve at a honeymoon resort. A biting wind rose o¤ the water so I fastened the top button of my jacket. I would not look back at Marguerite; I would have a drink. The ship’s whistle sounded again and all around me ruddy-cheeked women sobbed afresh.

I strode into the Second Class saloon to discover a quartet of cadaverous card-sharps already resplendent in white suits, their broad white sun helmets shimmering on the benches. Already! In my brown serge I’d stand out like a chimney sweep at a garden party, so I sought out the barman.

—Where is the chief steward? I asked.

—Just now he could be anywhere.

—I need the trunk I sent below!

—I don’t imagine you’ll be able to get near that until we’re well underway, sir.

A man in pinstripes nudged my elbow.

—Ridiculous, he said.

His blond moustache was bedecked with beer foam. With a wayward eyebrow he indicated the quartet in white as they smugly studied their cards.

—It certainly is uncouth to play with unescorted women still aboard, I agreed.

—It’s those get-ups that are ridiculous—ten-to-one they took their quinine as though we were already at Colombo! Newcomer yourself? I’ll let you in on a secret: those are their only suits, and the families pawned the silver services to be rid of them.

—They’re not old China hands? I took them for game hunters! 

—They’re Marseilles cutthroats hired to ride herd over the coolies—rubber or co¤ee or tea or timber, coolies are all the same stripe. And even if they were sunburnt and coughing betel nut I’d certify these ones had never set foot in Saigon, son, for we know each other there, and by way of example—if I’m not boring you?

—No, no. And another for my friend, I told the barman.

—Much obliged. In the corner, with his hand on that fellow’s neck? He was up in the First Class saloon the last time out but, ah, there were inquiries into expenses, that’s all a conscientious man ever hears these days, so he’s gone from secretary at the Regency of Indo-China to under-secretary at the Vice-Regency of Cochin-China, you see the distinction, yes?

—What’s he, then, a sort of copyist?

—A white man for a copyist—that is extremely funny, son, considering that the Yellows throttle each other for a post like that. But now that I look around—ah, that’s refreshing, and you ought to have one yourself while the barrel’s fresh—now, excepting those louts I can say that I’m acquainted with every man here. Starting at the back, there’s Public Works, Court of Appeal, Chamber of Commerce, Commercial Port with the scar on the forehead, Bank of Indo-China, Military Port, Bank of Indo-China again—those boys with magazines are all Bank of Indo-China, and at the long table they’re all from the consulates. That Dane, the little fellow, I swear every fever makes him an inch shorter, it’s quite hilarious!

—And yourself?

He raised his eyebrows over the rim of his glass then came up with a snort, wiping his moustache clean with his bottom lip.

—I keep books at the opium factory on rue Paul-Blanchy!

He said it as though I’d be able to see in my mind’s eye this undreamt-of thoroughfare some ten thousand kilometres distant. He hunted through his pockets.

—My name’s Pierre Lazarie, I told him.

—Marcel Coderre. Delightful to meet you.

I swallowed the anxious saliva pooling beneath my tongue.

—Monsieur Coderre, well, I’d like to be prepared, mentally speaking. Might you give me some idea how many tigers I’m likely to come across, say, in the first month?

He looked up from his pocket watch with a slack-jawed smile.

—In Saigon?

—Certainly, yes, in Saigon.

—Be serious, how could each of these fellows get to their bank each morning if the streets were full of tigers? We’re underway now, you see, the pilings are going past, so it’s time to put stories for boys away!

—Ah! I must have imagined the protectorates less developed! I see, yes.

I gulped the rest of my beer.

—Even in the wilderness they never appear during the day, that’s scientific fact!

Yet even as he chastised me my belly felt warmer, my head lighter, and generally speaking I was feeling extremely comfortable in the Second Class saloon.

—What’s your line, anyway? he was saying. Write for a magazine?

—Oriental Studies, I said. Just received my baccalaureate! You must have seen the Colonial Exhibition in Paris in ’31?

His foamy moustache shook dismissively.

—That is a shame, I said, because once I cast eyes on those stones from Angkor my heart was no longer my own. Our field doesn’t much concern itself with the present-day Orient, of course, so much as with the old cultures, the Khmer, Cham, even the Moï and all the rest who’re still up in the hills. I’m preparing a book on Annamese generals prior to French involvement, specifically the Tay Son brothers’ capture of Saigon in 1776, though in the meantime, and provided  office work well enough, I’ll draw my pay from the Immigration Department. But perhaps a modern study of Ly Thuong Kiet and the rest has already appeared in your part of the world?

—Look me in the eye, will you? No, I suppose not. Still, you talk as though you’d had eleven pipes already!

Evening found me still in the saloon, though I’d moved to the card table where I persisted in educating myself, though my every question—where does one do one’s marketing? take one’s collars to be starched?—was met with dumbfounded looks, as though I’d asked whether the bakery were the place to find bread or the cathedral communion. My friend of rue Paul-Blanchy dropped his cards abruptly upon their faces and I dragged the pot into my pile—a chap who, prior to the voyage, had only played Mouche on weekends with his grandparents!

—Now I’m not so green as to imagine your opium to be illegal out there, I said, but considering the civilizing mission we’ve officially undertaken, isn’t it counterintuitive to happily manufacture the stu¤?

Coderre wet the end of his cigar.

—Well, despite what you may have read in your tour brochure, son, Indo-China is not a church fête. We are not interested in playing with these people. The colony exists to turn a profit, yes? The colony exists so that the government at home can turn a profit and any business concern with a government contract can turn a profit and the government can make still more o¤ the taxes those concerns pay. There’s more dosh to be made out of taxing the stu¤ my outfit makes than there is from selling it wholesale, see, so why not give me the baccalaureate in Oriental Studies?

The quartet in white, bound for tellers’ windows at the Indian & Australian Chartered Bank, chuckled and shifted cigarettes between their yellow knuckles. A steward on the dawn watch came around with a siphon and whisky.

—Exactly, I said. Most people hear the word “academia” and imagine we wear white gloves whether it’s chemistry we’re researching or the Song of Roland, refinement at the expense of reality—well, I intend to change that. I want the story of Indo-China from the mouths of its people, not from dusty manuscripts penned by dusty old men! It was dust that brought my father to his end, you know, even if the doctors disagreed.

—How’s that? asked the commercial traveller who’d gone bust an hour before.

—Trigonometry professor. Used to climb a ladder, his equations were so long, and all that chalk dust! Came down with a fever, wasted away in front of us, which his doctor said was consistent with tuberculosis but where was the blood, then, the hemorrhaging? I knew it wasn’t TB, I knew that as a result of his career his lungs were blocks of calcite.

—They do call it the White Death, smiled Coderre. Chalkwhite! 

—Call what? asked the commercial traveller.

—Let the detective explain!

—But even if my researches prove fruitless, I’m committed to earn some of this money you mention. Before she went ashore my fiancée advised me to do so in no uncertain terms. Mercenary, wasn’t she? No, I cannot claim to “care for others first and enjoy happiness after,” as Nguyen Trai suggested— 

—Get your fiancée to do that for you, purred one of the quartet.

—Perhaps, I blustered, but it brings us to my real philosophy!

—At last, muttered Coderre. The wait was killing me.

—My ambition, my friends, is to love. Certainly, yes, I am a baccalaureate in Oriental Studies, a discipline which consumes me night and day, true; but it is also a means to an end—to win a reputation as well as a nest egg despite these lean economic times, and return before very long to my girl. For as Le Quy Don so aptly put it, “Verdant spring passes quickly, man ages rapidly like a bamboo shoot, and one should marry in good time.”

—Your wedding night might be a good time, said the commercial traveller, if she could shut you up for ten minutes!

—“Fiancée”? asked another of the quartet. Which one of the pigeons was that?

—Was she that redhead? asked his crony.

—She may have been the redhead, I murmured. But I’d prefer not to say, for that way you’re left with a mystery which will linger in your mind decades longer than any acknowledged fact. Yes, as a gift, I leave you the mystery.

Then we stared en masse at the high-chignoned cameos that lined the walls. My lecture, I admit, had been piloted by the seeming-lucidity of exhaustion, and when Coderre suddenly shuffled the deck we all blinked as one body.

—And did this redhead imagine, he asked, that any one of us had come aboard for his health?

Which brings me back neatly to my initial point.



MONSIEUR
 HENRI LEDALLIC 

Pierre Lazarie.

THE dock at Saigon! My professors had tried to impart some idea of the scene: the tattered sails of the sampans plying HE the black river; the thatch-roofed native neighbourhoods; the pier crowded with French colonials, and the rickshaw and bullockcart drivers jockeying for position under the trees beyond; the half-naked coolies, in hats shaped like candle-extinguishers, streaming up the gangway to carry o¤ great steamer trunks in the hope of receiving a few pennies. As Parisian rain lashed at our windows I’d imagined this panorama so feverishly that each lithe and leathery coolie had become a sacred object in my mind, choristers all in an eternal opera, and as they rushed aboard the Felix Roussel each one was just as poignantly emaciated as in my dreams. Yet I was not prepared for every second coolie to be rheumy-eyed and sniffling, yawning into the back of his hand.

Neither had my teachers advised me that the colonial crowd would not be entirely male, clad in sun helmets and white tunics buttoned painfully at the throat as depicted in lithographs on our departmental walls, but would instead wear red ties, grey suits and fedoras, alongside a female population wellrepresented by curly-headed beauties peering up from beneath parasols and bedecked in the very styles worn at that moment in Marseilles—indeed, I spotted a septuagenarian flaunting Marguerite’s outrageously ruffled jacket. Nor had they described how richly yellow the flag of the Indo-Chinese Union would look as it snapped from every conceivable lamppost and housetop— an exhilarating sight for the newcomer, if perplexing, for to this day the significance of its colour alludes me. Yellow fever? Gold in the Mekong? Yellow men?

Three weeks out of Marseilles I’d been handed a shore-toship telegram from the Immigration Department for the Colony of Cochin-China. “Monsieur Henri LeDallic will greet you at the wharf,” it had advised, information which had caused me to yawn abruptly before I’d returned my gaze to the cards in my hand and, just beyond those lovely jacks and nines, the fellows who’d been sitting opposite me for the previous sixteen hours. I was a chap fortunate enough to have a true love, an intellectual mission and six thousand francs on the table, so who was this “LeDallic” to me?

A steward took responsibility for seeing my trunk to customs— those inopportune white suits!—so I could join the passengers streaming down the gangway while the coolies slipped past us as lithely as fish swimming upstream. The cash in my pocket caused my jacket to slope perceptibly while my mind turned over the fact that six thousand francs was the exact amount a classmate had paid to a private hospital for his girlfriend to have an abortion. Only as I scanned the hundreds of upraised white faces did I try to imagine this Henri LeDallic—a boy, a twisted old cripple? The crowd shouted names, certain women scrutinized each arriving face, and pairs of arms held up placards—M. Ramèges, M. Martin, du Fresne—but I failed to see my own name.

Men stood chatting without turning so much as an eye toward the Felix Roussel, like football spectators who care only to be part of the throng, while others, winking from beneath their hatbrims, seemed to have come solely to see the pencilled eyebrows and tailored waists of the womenfolk. A middle-aged couple in the crowd pushed unsteadily past a pink-cheeked, yawning man in a Panama hat. The couple waved and a passenger behind me shouted and jostled my arm. I gazed down at the crowd again to see the pink-cheeked man staring me in the face.

—Pierre Lazarie? he called.

I raised my eyebrows and nodded to him but at that instant, there upon the dock at Saigon, the crowning moment of my fledgling career, my colleague’s name went clean from my mind. Nonetheless, the pink-cheeked man set a boot upon the sandbags at the foot of the gangway while all about him sobbing wives collapsed into husbands’ arms. I stepped down and he took my fingers in his meaty hand.

—Lazarie? he asked again.

—Delighted to meet you, I whispered. You must be… Henri LeDallic?

—In the flesh! They’ve picked out a desk for you across from mine. Here, mind these syphilitic Malays!

Bent double under steel trunks that must have outweighed them twice over, the coolies hurried past with every tendon of their arms and legs straining at the skin. Where were the hydraulic cranes used for such tasks in Marseilles? Stewards from Messageries Maritimes tried to clear a path for the poor men while my colleague took my arm.

—I know what’s in your mind, but in this country labour will always be cheaper than equipment. And do you see how none of the faces are spotty here? Exhaustive sweating clears the pores. How di¤erent my young life might’ve been with exhaustive sweating! Here, come into the shade.

—Shouldn’t I show my passport to someone?

He scratched at a rash on the inside of his wrist.

—Such things are for lesser men, firstly, they really are. Secondly, I completed your forms a week ago, in triplicate, no less, though you’ll learn that’s nothing special.

We leaned against a shed reeking of hemp rope and tar. Smells, colours, the palpable heat—every impression of Saigon was more visceral than my senses could fairly take on, as though Mother France, a vivid enough place to most observers, had been anemic to the point of death.

—Henri! called a man with a pipe. Funny seeing you outside the Continental!

—Don’t give him the wrong idea, said LeDallic. You’ll make my protégé swallow his gum!

Even beside the river there was no breeze, and my pores were clearing wonderfully. LeDallic seemed to be studying the white faces filing down the gangway.

—If we’re waiting for another passenger, I— 

—I was here only a week ago to see my friend Beyle aboard the Yang Tse. He still hadn’t made up his mind whether he’d be glad to see home or not. I got fifteen years of dominoes out of him and now for a solid week I’ve gone without. Every outgoing ship of the Messageries Maritimes is packed to the beams with men who on paper have elected to retire but in practice are going home to die. These are men of thirty-five!

—I do appreciate— 

—As to the causes of their ruined health, I could go into a lengthy diatribe concerning humidity, microbes, drinking water and once more humidity, but it will suffice to explain that the sun shines too hot here and every other ill stems from it.

—We needn’t wait for my trunk, I said. It’s being delivered to the office.

—Our office? Not on your life—if the porter’s not o¤ his head he’ll trade it for a few pipes, otherwise he’ll relieve himself all over your delicates. That’s what you have to look forward to. We’ll wait, and you’ll thank me, and depending on the volume of work they shovel over us tomorrow we’ll have dominoes.

—You mean opium, that’s his trouble? I have heard about that.

—Well, if you’ve heard of opium then there’s precious little else I can teach you about the East, is there? What else was on your CV, “Sculptural Innovations of the Vanished Khmer”? That will prove useful in our line of work, certainly!

With his hat-brim hiding his brow my colleague looked remarkably like the villainous Max Dalban in the picture Marguerite and I had watched in Marseilles.

—If you are such an ardent anthropologist, he went on, why not clerk for the Indo-China Society or, the, what, Institute of Eastern…? Oh, the name eludes me.

—I assure you, Monsieur LeDallic, that I would have been— 

—No, “Henri,” I insist. If Nguyen calls me “Henri” you had better as well.

—I assure you, I would have been overjoyed to pool minds with such learned men, but the understanding in Paris is that there isn’t a place in the world with a thriving economy just now and so the various protectorates ought to be made to pull their weight.

—In short, none of our vaunted philanthropic bodies were hiring so it’s the Immigration Department for you.

—Yes. Though if that’s my biography in one line it’s rather uninspiring.

The ship’s captain strode down the bucking gangway, smiling benignly beneath his great brown moustache. He met with a hundred handshakes, even from a clutch of straight-backed natives in fedoras.

—Here, don’t let it upset you, said Henri. It’s for greater men than us to inspire through biography, and they have to wear great heavy hats, those men, and carry sceptres, and I understand they’re dead tired. Speaking of which, shall we go for a drink?

—Once we collect the trunks?

—Then or now, whichever suits you. I’m infinitely yielding.

The middle-aged couple passed us, a crate-bearing coolie following at their heels, but in all of an instant this unfortunate lost his footing in a tangles of ropes and fell heavily against me. The crate slipped from his back while he and I dropped together into a pile of chicken baskets whose occupants produced bloodcurdling shrieks as our party scattered across the pavement. As I landed on my back I heard the slap of much shoe-leather and a rush of worried voices, but if meant for me the concern was unfounded for I hadn’t had so much as the wind knocked from me. The luckless coolie lifted his head from my chest and blinked. I felt his haunches shift as he prepared to spring away.

—Get o¤ him, get o¤! hissed Henri.

A rigid brown shape arced through the air, and the next instant the coolie was flattened against me, incisors digging into my shirt front. LeDallic had struck him with an oar! My colleague lifted it again but the coolie rolled away to disappear behind the row of fawn suits, the welt across his back so vivid it might’ve been painted on.

—There! smiled Henri, dropping the instrument with a clatter. Done and done!

The middle-aged couple had not reappeared; two new coolies lifted the crate. I took Henri’s arm to regain my feet. As junior partner in our relationship I knew it was neither the time nor place to take my colleague to task, but that time would come. The most violent act I’d ever witnessed!

—Still in one piece? he asked. Then no harm done to anyone.

THE UBIQUITOUS TENNIS RACKET, I decided, would serve as a title for the slim volume detailing my initial impressions of Indo-China; once I was outside the bustling and piquant port district, every white person I saw was carrying one. I’d also observed that every wizened native woman of advanced years, when seen without her conical hat, was largely bald, but I couldn’t see how any turn of phrase describing that fact could serve as a saleable title.

Tennis skirts were worn shorter than at home and, despite Henri’s comments regarding climate, the tanned, muscular calves of the young ladies spoke of nothing but good health. Behind bottles of lemonade they sat at streetside cafés, plastic straws resting against their lips. Though Marguerite did not care for tennis, her legs were remarkable. If my career in Indo-China gained too much momentum to be interrupted, I wondered, would I be able to cajole her east?

Our rickshaws rolled down quiet streets cut with long shadows from stately tamarind trees and mustard-coloured villas lolling behind steel fences. A clutch of coolies dozed in their rickshaws outside every gate, awaiting the windfall of a fare, and it struck me that the number of rickshaws in the city was entirely out of proportion to the prospective number of riders, unless these same rickshaw coolies completed their workday only to promptly hail rickshaws themselves. I envisioned an article, “The Oversaturation of Rickshaws in Saigon and Environs,” which might interest the popular as well as academic press provided I could make it sufficiently lively. We circled a group of cone-hatted natives squatted like a crop of mushrooms around a soup- or tea- or toasted-rice-husk-co¤ee-vendor, and I noted the intersection so I could return and find out which. For each drink had its ancient origin; indeed, rice-husk co¤ee has been traced to the Cham empire of a thousand years ago. Might make a fine letter to Marguerite!

The trio of rickshaws rolled to a stop in front of a gabled twostorey house dozing behind its wrought-iron fence. The place had a homier aspect than most, for instead of a circular driveway, it had a narrow gate and paved walkway, grass sprouting eagerly between the stones. Henri stepped over the rickshaw’s yoke and directed the coolies with furious hand signals as they wrestled my trunk from the third vehicle.

—Careful, you apes, careful! Here’s the communal manse, Lazarie. Thought I’d have to take my shoes o¤ the first time I went in, they keep it neater than a damn pagoda. Don’t slam it down, that’s the lad’s whole world in there! Here, let’s be rid of these red marks in the register. Yellow marks rather. Oh, my wit’s worn out, Lazarie, I hope you’ve brought something new with you. Nonsense, I’ll have the department reimburse me, put it away. Now where’s that rat of a porter? Our Malay’s at dinner— pull the bell.

—Must we? I asked. I’d rather not disturb anyone at table.

Gloom descended on the street—trees and buildings reduced to a palette of blues and greys—and I realized this must be the nationally agreed-upon dinner hour, for excepting a chicken stalking across the top of a wall there was not a creature in evidence. My colleague do¤ed his hat to swab the top of his head with a tartan handkerchief. Rat-tails of black hair lay across his bald pate and twinkling beads of perspiration dripped from his cheeks to his collar, though it was markedly cooler under the trees than it had been beside the glare of the river. He caught my gaze and jammed the sodden handkerchief into his pocket.

—Two hours outdoors is too long in this place, let me tell you. 

—How long have you been East, might I ask?

—Well, how old am I? Forty-four. That makes twenty-five years. If they could admit it’s a prison they’d have paroled me by now.

—What, have you never had leave? I was assured that after three years we spent six months at home!

—If they can spare you, yes. But as you might well imagine I can’t be spared.

The dismissed rickshaws turned onto the main road, the coolies’ feet padding tirelessly across their native soil just as the ancient Khmer had jogged between their temples at dusk, water buckets balanced across lean shoulders.

—We can at least take it into the foyer, I said. Can you manage that end?

Henri rubbed his jaw then extricated himself—with eleven or twelve heartfelt grunts—from his sweat-stained tunic. Beneath the garment he wore a thin grey shirt with a yellow stain down one side reminiscent of a burst appendix. I heard a metallic jangle as he hung the tunic over a loop in the fence and I guessed that a rail had come loose, but as he turned I noticed, to my amazement, a half-dozen copper bangles bunched on his forearm. He bent and seized the leather handle. In unison we lifted the trunk and as I backed up the walk streams of perspiration immediately ran down my arms and dripped from between my fingers. We carried it fifteen steps, twenty, then my colleague abruptly dropped his end—the steel corners sparked as they struck the paving stone.

—Whatever’s the matter? I asked.

Biting his lip, he clapped his right hand over his left shoulder.

—I’d hoped it’d be all right, but the thing won’t be rid of me!

He retreated, and pulled a cord at the gate. A bell clanged in the villa behind me.

—But what’s happened? I asked.

He gingerly draped his tunic over the stricken arm then resumed massaging the shoulder, his bangles jangling sympathetically.

—My old tiger bite, he said. No harm done.

—“Tiger”? Come, I may be just o¤ the boat, but—

—This is enough excitement for me, he murmured. I’ll be in the courtyard.

He slipped out the gate. The street had turned quite black and his white form turned insubstantial as he hurried past the fence. I realized that cicadas were shrieking from the trees, the grass, and every centimetre of space, and in that moment I formed an opinion of Indo-China that has never changed: too shrill, too hot, too utterly baffling.

—At the Continental! called Henri’s disembodied voice.

Bare feet hurried down the steps behind me; an impeccable little native couple, both in crisp white shirts, he in blue corduroy trousers and she in a print sarong, came nodding and smiling past me to take up the handles of the waiting trunk.

—Chao ong, I grinned. Cam on ni-yoh.

This meant “hello” and “thank you.” I expected a quick “don’t mention it” in response, kong co chi—a drill I’d performed countless times in language class—but instead they stared at me quizzically. The man whispered a single syllable and together they lifted my trunk up the stairs. I wished I might have asked what they thought of the Tay Son brothers’ capture of Saigon in 1776.
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I SLEPT like a stone until four o’clock in the morning, when I discovered that in the Far East even a well-tended urban villa can have chickens roosting beneath its eaves. At dawn the yawning porter set a pitcher of cold water on my dressing table, and after washing I made a compromise between reality and my expectations by dressing in brown serge trousers and a white linen jacket. I resembled the comic relief in an American film.

Then, to begin my employment. As Henri had not come home I shared a rickshaw into the centre with a garrulous housemate, his neck awash in acne scars, who informed me in the most solemn tones that a native prostitute who is as tall as a white girl can write her own ticket and therefore demand a commitment of two nights.

—And not only will she want boiled eggs, he said, but mayonnaise to dip them in!

—Grateful for your advice, I said.

More fodder for my letter to Marguerite; I pictured her lips parting in wonder as she read. The muscles in our coolie’s back shifted subtly as he hurried over the pavement in that soft morning light—the city seemed to be all in blues and yellows—past terrace cafés where a hundred men read newspapers, then on into the still-softer shadows beneath the trees. No white women were apparent, as though Saigon were an Alpine resort where they slept while the men set out hiking. The air smelled of mould.

The porter at the Vice-Regency on rue Lagrandiere did not appear in any way to be an opium addict bent on soiling the contents of my trunk. Rather he was an immaculate young Vietnamese in blue suit and black necktie.

—LeDallic? he asked. Oh, yes, these stairs here. All the way to the top.

—Cam on ni-yoh, I said.

He grinned slyly while regarding my jacket and trousers; a tennis racket would’ve complemented the ensemble neatly.

A half-dozen electric fans busied themselves on the ceiling of our third-storey office, yet the moment I was through the door I could smell Henri—a sweetness like cherries. He sat with elbows on his knees, a pen between his teeth and a swaying tower of documents on the desk before him. For a moment he regarded me from beneath heavy lids then glanced across to the only other desk, untenanted except by a comparable tower.

—They’ve been expecting you, he said.

My desk chair’s wheels must have been freshly oiled, for it darted away into the corner. As I led it like an unruly colt to its stall I reassured myself that I’d slip away just as easily—I might visit the Far East Institute on my co¤ee break.

—The unsightly Madame Louvain brought up a telegram, said LeDallic.

A yellow envelope lay in the shadow of my tower of documents, and as I extricated the slip of paper I guessed at its import: that I ought not to make myself comfortable with Immigration, as my professors had arranged a lucrative research position. The sender’s line, though, made no mention of the University of Paris—the telegram had been sent by Marguerite Gély.

REGRET TO INFORM YOU, it read, THAT I HAVE MARRIED ALDO MASSON. WISH YOU WELL.

From what I knew of Aldo Masson he was not a bad chap. But it was not the vagaries of his character that dropped my chin to my chest or turned my knees elastic.

—You’ve won the Bavarian sweepstakes, suggested Henri.

I lay the paper on my desk and looked across at him. At his sweat-beaded temples. And then, rather than rereading the telegram, as I’d planned, I wrenched my arms free from that idiotic linen jacket and stu¤ed it into a desk drawer. I would never wear the thing again, for at the sight of it I’d recall the pallid creature I’d been at that moment and have to choke back a quantity of bile. That task accomplished, I crumpled the telegram and lobbed it into the Saigon morning before slamming down the window and fastening the latch behind. I turned to find LeDallic suddenly on his feet.

—Keep your personal interests in your trousers, yes? That is your seat, do you see it? Take your seat.

—You now have my full attention, I replied.

In the February heat my mistakes in India ink couldn’t be blotted out for love nor money, and indeed my blunders with the rubber stamps couldn’t be blotted out at all. The labels for both “Cancelled” and “To Be Filed” had been eradicated by the acidity of innumerable palms, and in my distress I hazarded to guess which was which.

—They may not drive the economy entirely, Henri shouted, but entry fees are more than enough to pay our wages, my friend, more than enough, so when certain Shanghai businessmen— how many, fifteen of them?—apply to be ordinary residents and—what else—to bring in a half-million piastres’ worth of machine parts, I suggest you not reach for your “Cancelled” stamp, you understand me?

—Did I really? I must apologize, I can’t seem to— 

—There’s a notch out of the wood on that one, take a goddamn bite out of it if you can’t tell the di¤erence, they… is this the top carbon you stamped?

I allowed a pencil to roll from my desk, and in bending to retrieve it spent a tranquil moment studying the geometric flowers in the red linoleum and wondering whether there might be positions with the Indian & Australian Chartered Bank.

—The entire carbon, when I said very plainly the third? Threequarters of an hour ’til lunch—has the clock stopped? I have to take a walk or I’ll vomit. Good God, now what are you doing? 

—Filing them as approved for ordinary residence permits.

—No, no! Give them privileged!

—But they don’t want more than three years, look, they have the departure—

—Give them privileged and charge them each the extra hundred piastres, they’re rich men and won’t know the di¤erence, and we can report that this office has floated its own barge well and truly! Yes, and now the third page, “To Be Filed,” yes, exactly, I can see what made you such a hit at the Sorbonne. But now what to do with the “Cancelled” on every page, eh?

Junior Chief Clerk Dubois bustled in, knocking a sheaf of papers o¤ the filing cabinet but catching it deftly behind his back as though it had happened a hundred times before. Short, rather young, with an alabaster forehead and close-cropped hair, he wore his jacket and collar while LeDallic and I were both now in shirt sleeves. Dubois stood beside my desk, for there was nowhere else to stand, lit a cigarette, then tapped one of my ledgers.

—You can’t make money in the service here, not like in China. A white man needs to be the only white man if he wants to make any real money. Consider it.

The longer he stood there, the larger the notch I’d gouged into the “Cancelled” stamp seemed to loom. I tucked it under an empty folder.

—The Felix Roussel’s just come in, he muttered.

—Yesterday it came in, said Henri. Where’d you think I found this reprobate?

—An army captain came o¤ the Felix Roussel. He’s in with Frémont. Agitated.

—Frémont? With the stacks of files he ladled over us it’s we who ought to be agitated, and Lazarie here has—

—Frémont wants the two of you to talk to this army captain.

—After lunch might be all right, said Henri. Half-past three? Time permitting afterward we’ll get some dominoes.

Dubois’ gaze wandered over that disastrous multiple-party ordinary residence application—I deftly turned it over while replacing stamps on their carousel.

—But if you prefer, I said, we can come along and see him now.

—Bring a notebook of some kind, said Dubois. And put on jackets.

—Lazarie’s promoting a jacketless initiative.

In the corridor Henri ran squarely into a native copyist in canary-yellow trousers, wavering beneath a stack of folders topped by a cast-iron embosser. As papers spilled from their folders like so many autumn leaves I gave the poor man my most sympathetic glance, but he never raised his eyes.

—Pick those up and quick! hissed Henri. You ought to staple those shut if you don’t want trouble counter-filing—like it or not, it’s the best system in the world!

—It’s only that he’s sober just now, murmured Dubois at my elbow. A few drinks with lunch and his mind will be agile. He’ll be docile as a kitten.

The corridor’s linoleum was a black square for every three of white. On the landing Dubois turned to LeDallic.

—Tremier is the captain’s surname—that remind you of anyone?

—Who, a jockey? I don’t know! Shall I guess again? Shall I hop on one foot?

—Frémont had thought you might have come across the name. 

The ground floor corridor was of pink marble. As we hurried toward Frémont’s office I was nearly blinded by the blaze of light emanating from between the slats in a colossal teak door. Dubois turned the pewter handle and we rushed after him into a wide room decorated with a massive desk, a few wicker chairs and a low table displaying trays of cigarettes and a bottle of whisky. Fully a dozen fans produced a breeze not unlike the seaside. A tall old man with spectacles rose from behind the desk and an equally tall man in a brass-buttoned khaki uniform shot up from one of the chairs. I felt an immediate kinship with him as his trousers looked as hot and uncomfortable as my own.

—LeDallic and Lazarie! announced Dubois.

—LeDallic has been here longer than anyone, said Frémont.

The room was lined with windows looking out over the trees and boulevards from an angle that somehow revealed no people at all. We newcomers threw ourselves into the creaking wicker chairs.

—How long have you been with Immigration? the captain asked me. You look to be the junior partner.

He couldn’t have been past forty yet his broad forehead was deeply lined, with eyebrows set so far apart as to sit nearly on his temples. A physiognomist might’ve spent an entire semester on him. I tried unsuccessfully to meet his gaze and realized that his left eye was glass—it contemplated a potted fern in the corner.

—In truth, sir, I stammered, you find me on my first day at this— 

—First day? the captain shouted at Dubois. Why’d you bring him into this?

—But you needn’t worry! I said. If my colleague’s expertise can’t help, I happen to be a specialist in Vietnamese military history prior to European involvement!

The captain cracked his knuckles against the arm of his chair. 

—When did you start here? he asked Henri.

—In 1911. I’d heard that girls in this country could be had for nothing.

—And can they?

—Yes.

—Captain Tremier, said Frémont, is hoping our records will lead him to locate his mother, a Madame Tremier, who landed in—which year? I can’t read my own writing.

—October, 1909, answered Dubois.

—First name Adélie, the captain said. Adélie Tremier.

—Does that mean something to you, LeDallic? asked Frémont.

—Just that it’s nearly lunch, said Henri.

—She’ll celebrate her fifty-sixth birthday before long, said the captain, but the fact remains I haven’t seen or heard from her in twenty-seven years. Now, I have confirmed that on August 29 of ’09 she sailed from Marseilles for Saigon aboard the Salazie, and I trust you fellows will be able to do more with that information than I have. I’ve been trying to trace her since I was ten years old, but until recently the Messageries Maritimes had misplaced the relevant records.

—Typical of their inefficient practice back there, murmured Frémont.

—I did check the civil registers with the Ministry before coming to you, even the Saigon telephone directory for 1910, so if she did stay on here I—well, I can’t imagine where! Forgive me. It’s very seldom that I talk about her.

He massaged those distinctive brows. His unwavering glass eye was able to contain its emotion.

—The Salazie docked here in one piece? asked Henri.

—It was sunk in 1912. A cyclone o¤ Madagascar.

—If it had gone down sooner that might have resolved your query.

At that Frémont fingered his pencil nervously. I fixed the captain’s good eye with my most professional gaze.

—And she… she departed in good health, twenty-seven years ago?

—Ah, said the captain. On the contrary, she spent the year before she went away convalescing from tuberculosis.

—Odds are she died en route then, Henri said. They threw her over to Poseidon.

—The good captain, announced Frémont, leaves for Haiphong tomorrow to join his new battalion, so you and Laramie— 

—Lazarie, I said.

—The matter is in your hands. Locate her arrivals ledger, see where it leads you.

Henri twisted a rat-tail of hair between his fingers.

—But, now, you see, Captain Fornier, you really must picture the stinking piles of work upon our desks. If the dear woman’s indeed lost herself, surely the police, the secret police, will have— 

—Henri, young Dubois said, this is the Department of Immigration for the Vice-Regency of Cochin-China— 

—Yes, I’ve seen the letterhead, said Henri.

—And as we’ve told Captain Tremier, we have proved and will continue to prove ourselves capable regarding any matter called to our attention simply as a matter of pride. What’s more—and this point should hardly concern the captain—Paris has lately discussed how best to make each department better accountable, not only in light of economic conditions—

—Discord, said Frémont. These people’s laughable notion of self-government!

—Only a natural progression, said Dubois, as we shepherd the protectorate toward maturity. In coming months there will be audits at every level and, should we be found wanting, Paris of course has the power to ransack our funding, our sta¤, and apparently even our pensions.

—Our pensions! said Henri. Lazarie, you’re done for!

—This “discord,” is that these Bolshevists? the captain asked. I’m meant to ferret them out around Haiphong.

—Their political stripe is irrelevant, said Dubois. They’re only youngsters looking for excitement.

—Same boys at home would be content to get drunk, said Frémont.

—To whom exactly are we referring? I asked. Is this some tribal group?

—Here’s a useful professor! said Henri. Every idiot knows there are Bolshevik rats filling Paris, didn’t they come fill your academic ears with all their talk of Indo-Chinese autonomy and a free drink special if ordered before five o’clock?

—Our faculty is aware that something is afoot, I said. But there’s no way to make a study of a thing while it’s still unfolding, is there? Perspective is required if we— 

—I’ve met with the police about them any number of times, announced Frémont, and I do find the whole situation rather tiring. These are sons of rich men, landowners, these are native boys without a care in the world, yet they run their mouths about independence and they do it right in Paris, in the lion’s den, because they know how soft the courts are back there— for a conversation that’d draw the death penalty here no one so much as blinks. Now any number of them are trying to sneak home and we’re expected to catch them, despite their slipping in under assumed names and dressed as fishermen. And I would like to catch them! I shouldn’t like to see what happens to my Michelin dividends if a lot of hoodlums burn a plantation down!

—The death penalty? I asked. For a conversation?

—Certainly! said Frémont. Hangings by the dozen.

—If we may return the topic to my mother, the captain said, I have an item which may prove useful.

From his breast pocket he drew a photograph in a small oval frame and leaned across to place it in my hand. No one spoke, though Henri’s chair creaked peevishly. The picture showed a smiling couple and long-haired child in a white pinafore; the man appeared to be in the act of graduating from the Sorbonne.

—Look at the regalia, I said. Your father was an engineer! Around 1905, judging by her blouse—I’ve a picture of my mother in a number just like it. This is you, isn’t it?

—I was the only child.

—It’s not hard to see he’s your father, with those eyes of his. Ah, and your mother, yes. Striking.

Henri rose to look over my shoulder: the future captain upon her knee, Adélie Tremier flashed white teeth at the camera while her masses of black hair gave the impression, even in that diminutive portrait, of a gale gusting around her. And there was a particular squint to her eyes that somehow spoke to me, despite every likelihood the woman had been dead two decades, of lust. 

—Not hard by half, said Henri.

—My father was a professor of trigonometry, I said. And he’d drag me to these things—I’ve seen more convocations than I’ve had hot baths! Look how proud he is in that eight-sided tam. Now, does she have any particular interests, your mother?

—Charities. Had a particular interest in veterans and sick children.

—She’d fit in well around here! cried Frémont.

—“To care for others first and enjoy happiness after,” I blurted. How old is she in this picture?

—Twenty-five.

Only two years my senior! I looked again and, honestly, the contrast of that ivory forehead framed by her black hair was so succulent that I imagined planting a row of kisses across her hairline. My wretched lips pressed together. Marguerite hadn’t been able to hold out two months, yet Adélie Tremier had already waited twenty-seven years—here was a girl I could have for myself! Which made no sense, of course, as her brassbuttoned captain of a son stood there blowing his nose, but who in the world is such an authority that he might explain the behaviour of the heart under every conceivable circumstance? Never again Marguerite Gély, for my future lay with Adélie Tremier: the fact was as concrete as a lowland Lao whisky jar cast in bronze.

I was breathing too quickly. Frémont scratched his moustache and smiled across at the captain as Henri plucked the photograph from my hand and returned to his seat.

—And what if no results are forthcoming? he asked.

—Ah, to a resourceful man, Dubois said, this department can o¤er opportunities on the Cambodian frontier. You’re fond of the countryside, aren’t you, LeDallic?

—Captain, I said, if I may—it might aid in our inquiries for us to know exactly what you fear may have become of her.

—Perhaps sold into bondage of some sort, suggested Frémont.

Tremier rose and seized the photograph from Henri and then, unfolding his handkerchief, carefully wiped the glass and held the picture out to me. His mother smiled. I took it with a nod; he raised the handkerchief and blew his nose.

—You must forgive me.

—I’d like to go up to Haiphong myself, I said, and look into Le Loi’s victory over the Ming in 1427. “If you want a thing done properly,” I used to say, “give it to Le Loi!”

I followed my colleague back upstairs. With each landing the badly lubricated motor within his chest grew louder—groaning or growling, I couldn’t say. He held the office door open for me then slammed it behind us, and I confess the rush of air was blessedly cool. He threw himself behind his desk, and his head onto his arms.

—Dubois has a cousin who wants my job. I saw the letter on his desk. And who do you suppose that captain really was? Some embezzler of public funds that they put up to it, all to be rid of me!

I stepped smartly to the window and looked out at the treetops of Saigon, each boulevard of them rolling down toward the river. How many of the city’s doors would we knock upon in our investigation? I hoped it was five thousand. Every moment outside those four walls would be a windfall, until I glimpsed a woman in an enormous hat, the fashion of thirty years previous, the back of her white neck visible beneath of a swath of pinned black hair. I studied the picture again and yes, there really was something appealing in the carriage of Madame Tremier’s head. I had not been wrong about her.

—Get that Malay bitch up here and pour us some co¤ee, said Henri.

I went to the door and grasped the glass knob but found I could go no further. My tongue fairly vibrated in my mouth.

—What ignorance could possibly prompt you to call these people “Malays”? They are Cochin-Chinese, the specific woman you refer to is Cochin-Chinese, or “Vietnamese,” if you agree that they and the Tonkinese are the same race, as they themselves do—there really are several possible terms, but to call these people “Malay” is as correct as calling them Eskimo or German, can you understand that?

Henri bit down on his balled-up handkerchief.

—Do not try me just now, he finally said.



A BOY WITH
 WATER IN HIS MOUTH 

Mlle. Adélie Lissner, 1886.

IN Toumbadou she drew only shallow breaths as she sat near the tall window that looked down over the front door and the lilac trees N and the town hall whose bell rang every hour, even in the middle of the night. “Keep well back,” Maman said, “or you’ll drop out of that window,” and Adélie did not want to drop out, she liked the world as it was, so she drew only shallow breaths lest the force of the inhalations drag her out and dash her against the cobbles below.

In the window box the bees and the buzz of heat were as one, goose-egg and goose, she couldn’t say which had made the other. She watched the flowers’ buttery heads bend, and across the open blue shutters the shadows of butterflies flew so quick and skittish that the real ones vanished at the instant she looked for them, as though there were no such thing in the world as butterflies, but only shadows of butterflies. “They taste bitter,” her little brother Georges announced, “horrible bitter.” She stared up at the half-wagon-wheel above the window and at the painting on the wall of an old man in a boat with a broken mast in his hands—if only his face had showed some expression the picture would not have made her want to cry. The mystery of it.

Then it was noon, the white window frame so bright that she could only peer at it through a napkin until black-aproned Pilou closed the shutters. The neighbours whispered that Pilou had been born two days before the world, yet she was so strong she tugged the chickens’ heads o¤ each time she wrung their necks! “The triumph of a long life,” said Pilou.

Boys were allowed out more often and even when he was five Georges knew more about the world. He said boys and girls were di¤erent underneath. He unabashedly pulled the cord on his wooden top in the town square. He sang in the front row of the choir, and on rehearsal nights his voice could be heard soaring like a kite into the backs of all the kitchens where mothers stored their sausage and dried wedding bouquets. Crouching beside the tall window, he told Adélie how the devil played violin on their bench below the flower box, alongside the eggshells and rinds that Maman dropped for Pilou.

At school they stood in a line and mouthed the French words, Toumbadou was founded downstream from the waterfall where the young shepherd saw a vision of the Virgin and this same boy can be seen on our village fountain with the waters pouring from his mouth. This was their father’s language, not that of their mother who was true Provençal, but to tell about a boy who lived forever with that water in his mouth Adélie would have said the words in Silkworm or Donkey or even Greek.

ON THE WAY to Saturday market, Adélie and Maman and Georges stepped onto the new bridge that crossed the riffle far below; apples tumbled out of the market stalls but there was little water in the September streams. Nail heads glistened like buttons beneath their feet. Midway across the span the Old Soldier and a dozen boys laughed at the rail. Monsieur Montgaillard hobbled past with a turkey clutched to his chest, and Georges said he would see what they were doing and skipped toward the clutch of boys, his flapping jacket black as a crow. Adélie held her breath as they crept toward the Old Soldier for he always smelled like pee.

“Stay with us, Georges,” murmured Maman, but she could not stop him, encumbered as she was with the basket and Adélie’s flower-petal hand. Madame Sabatier and her crate of white ducks came abreast and the two women conferred beneath their bonnets. Madame Sabatier felt horrid selling birds that might go on laying for years, but all summer grown-ups had done nothing but complain, even swaying on the gravel with a silver boule in their hand, that there wasn’t water for crops. Even her father, home from Aix, had only complained that there wasn’t water in the stream to drown a kitten. Adélie pictured the bowlegged farmers who’d slurped up the water in the hills before it could tumble down to Toumbadou.

Ah, now she smelled the pee! The Old Solider did not look as they did in books—namely, with a musket and giant hat—for he wore a mildewed grey shirt, checked trousers and flap-soled boots, but Georges had explained that he was not a solider now but had merely gone to a war and come back dim. A war in “Prussia”—didn’t that sound silly? He made sous for bread by scrubbing shop-windows with a bar of yellow soap, though after he’d leapt around the corner the shopkeepers would have to scrub the dreck away themselves.

Georges looked over the side and called to Adélie that there was no pool at all down there now. The big boy Antoine ran up with a stone the size of a bread loaf, his long-wristed arms thrusting it out over the rail, but droop-lipped Old Soldier snatched the rock so that he could drop it himself. After a long moment Adélie heard a weak splash, then the boys cheered and the Old Soldier turned from the rail like a picture-book Spanish dancer. Adélie couldn’t hold her breath any longer and sucked in his goat-shed smell.

While they’d sat snapping beans she’d asked Pilou why the Old Soldier had gone away to a war because, like a jute mill, it was something Adélie couldn’t picture. “He went for no reason,” Pilou had said and thrust her chin out like a fist. “He’d have spared his mother months of worry if he’d stayed home and dashed his head against a rock.”

At the rail the Old Soldier plucked Marcel’s brown cap from his head and pitched it over the side, and the grown-ups grunted at that, mothers called to their boys, and straw-haired Marcel shoved the Old Soldier in the belly but the dimwit didn’t mind, he laughed out his nose, grabbed one of Madame Sabatier’s ducks by the neck and flung it over the rail. The bird’s wings were bound so it dropped like a sack of sugar. The Old Soldier laughed out his nose again then bent and seized Georges by the shoulders.

Adélie tugged her fingers from her mother’s grasp and struck the man in his shaggy eye with her fist, but the Old Soldier only gazed at her younger brother, as pleased as if he’d found a new sort of beetle. Adélie felt snot course from her nose. Some of the boys laughed so Georges laughed too, but Adélie kept hold of the man’s wrist and kicked his shins to pulp with her twelve-button boots. Where she bit his arm it tasted like kerosene. Her brother could not get free—he looked at Adélie with an eye big as a cow’s. At the last instant Maman tried to throw her arms around her son’s waist, her fingertip catching his orange belt before the old smiling soldier lifted Georges and flung him into space.

The next day it was easy for Adélie to remember, thanks to her scratched face and the bruises down her legs, exactly how hard she had fought. But she could not recall, despite the nextdoor children’s e¤orts to remind her, the cascade of adult kicks that had dropped the Old Soldier to the boards or the end of the story when Monsieur Sabatier hurried up with his shotgun. The children did not bother to tell her how Maman had scrambled down to the dry stream bed or how afterward she’d wandered the cours.

“I’ll get ’em next time,” Adélie muttered, picking scabs from her frail knuckles.

THE PEWS ALWAYS smelled like horse stalls. The priest stood in front of them and talked about Jesus-on-the-cross and Baby Jesus and Georges while Adélie thought how good it would be to bite into a piece of sausage. A moth flew past. Papa snatched it out of the air then opened his hand and stared at the black dust in his palm. Perhaps Georges was only a shadow across a river-bottom now. Bees floated on the hot breeze, she knew, but what kept she and Maman from falling to the ground from one moment to the next? A strong arm at the pump? Yes, and here was her evidence: a half-dozen women lifting Maman to her feet, for now she called for Georges and would not get up. One of Papa’s thumbs was indigo and the other aquamarine, and when he went back to the dye-works in Aix they’d go with him. The dishes had been packed in cotton and crates hammered together in the very place the devil had been sitting.

Pilou took Adélie by the elbow and they stepped out of the church into the lane, blinking at the tablecloth of light that had been thrown over everything. The priest in his vestments spat and told the men that the pigs in those woods could hide as well as any beetle. The Virgin had blessed a sage bush for hiding her baby from Awful Herod, Adélie knew as much as that. Dry leaves from the plane trees rattled in the glittering dust and even the priest turned to watch, sweat dripping from his nose. The leaves rose in a column and swirled across the lane, scattering golden pebbles, swirling for the sake of it, alive as any little boy or as any wooden top dancing the Farandole once a boy had pulled its cord. Then the pebbles tumbled against each other amongst the stalks of yellow grass. Pilou led Adélie’s elbow toward home—they would drink buttermilk instead of watching the burial. “Now I know,” whispered Adélie, “that’s what whirls inside me!”

Because a friendly gust of wind had become her breath when she’d been born, that explained everything, but with every new breath the gust lost its strength and the leaves whirling inside her would drop until only one hovered in the air and when that finally fell she would be as dead as the grey stones at the bottom of the waterfall where the rich family watered their horses.

Pilou blew her nose and told her not to cry, for heaven was here on earth and had no place for tears in it. “This can’t be heaven,” said Adélie, “Georges has left here to go to the better place.” “Heaven is here on earth,” Pilou said again. “We have only to look for it.”

IN AIX EVERYONE spoke with an Aix accent and rode in a buggy with a pretty dog upon their knee or else sat upon the curb with a cap over their eyes and their arms blown o¤ years before, Papa explained, in a war against the Prussians—as though she’d never heard of it!—but she needn’t make a face for there’d never be a war like that again.

These things were all too new, they were meant to convince her that Georges had never been. While Pilou told her of an army defeated by a barrage of baked apples and of orphans in rags who went into the world to seek their fortunes, Adélie wondered if Georges might have just been a story too. What was the opposite of an orphan? Pilou peeled a beet in a long spiral and said she didn’t know, but Maman said the opposite was a child who went on living happily with its parents, then Adélie wanted to know what a parent who’d lost its child was called, surely that was the opposite, and Maman said it was survived by, because that was how the newspapers put it.

Then Adélie wanted to know if it was worse to be an orphan or a survived by, and Maman spread out her knitting so it fell to her ankles and rolled across the floor so the cat got into it, and finally Maman said that an orphan had a sad past and bright future while a survived by had a bright past and a sad future, and which of those sounded better? “Oh,” Adélie said, “to be an orphan must be a whole lot better!”

The copper pots from Toumbadou hung on the wall of the dark kitchen and on hot afternoons she would stroke them with the back of her hand. She asked again the name of the boy who finds the genie on the cover of the book and Pilou told her again it was Pati-Pati-Pati, though Adélie had hidden away in the linen cupboard and read for herself that it was Aladdin. “Well, whether or not she can read,” Maman told her, “she looks after us very well.” Pilou came in with a knife and cheese and apple on the board and said, “I beg your pardon, Mademoiselle, but at my age a person can learn and forget a thing like that a hundred times just as your genie forgets how often he’s been out of the bottle.”



A SAD PAST AND
 A BRIGHT FUTURE 

Mlle. Adélie Lissner.

SHE attended music recitals where the boys taught her card games between performances and tried to kiss her. Maman told her that if she was thought pretty she could thank her black hair and the Provençal arch of her eyebrows; Adélie looked in the mirror above the umbrella stand and touched those brows fleetingly, so as not to spoil them. Her father called from the other room that if he could make a black that shimmered so he would name it for her and fill the shops with it. Then her name would live on and on.

Her best friend then was Henriette, and not just because Adélie was elevated from “pretty” to “astonishingly beautiful” beside Henriette’s pince-nez and pointed chin: in the entire school, none but they could write such scathing notes about the pug-nosed headmistress.

“Ah,” said Henriette, “here is my fiancé right where he promised to be.”

“You mustn’t,” Adélie whispered. “They say he’s the only one from his company to not get killed!”

“Then I owe him a few kisses, don’t I?”

A legless veteran leaned against the curb, his elbow on the sidewalk, an upturned regimental cap displaying a handful of sous—perhaps enough to make a single franc—and with a whirl of skirts Henriette took her place beside him. She smoothed her apron over her knees. The trouser-legs pinned over his stumps were filthy from constant dragging over the pavements, and except for his mouth and one bloodshot eye his entire head was swathed in bandages the colour of tea.

“But darling,” she asked, “wherever shall I plant my kiss?”

The veteran’s bloodshot eye blinked. His pink tongue appeared at the corner of his mouth and a sound like a distant mill rose in his throat.

“Henriette, you must leave him alone! Come away!”

“Ah, you’re friends with the trooper as well?” asked a young man with scu¤ed shoes. “I thought I might be the only one— the flower of France in his day, wasn’t he? With your help I can at least lift him out of the road. Take his arm, will you, please? I’m the assistant at the chemist’s around the way and he used to send us endless notes asking for painkiller. He’s given that up in recent years, though.”

Adélie backed against the shop front as Henriette deftly wrapped her handkerchief around the veteran’s sleeve to avoid touching him with bare hands. His red eye shot anxious looks as she and the chemist’s assistant lifted him and set his bottom roughly on the sidewalk. He made a pained exhalation.

“Oh!” the young man shouted. “He’s shit himself, poor man. You might wish to run along, ladies. I’ll see what I can do for him.”

“You don’t mean—?” stammered Adélie.

Ashen-faced Henriette seized her by the wrist and began to run. As they rounded the corner Adélie dared to glance back: the regimental cap sat askew on the trooper’s head as the young man strolled across the cours, jangling the handful of sous with studied nonchalance. He disappeared behind a baker’s wagon.

“It’s just as Napoleon said,” choked Henriette, straining everforward. “‘It takes more courage to su¤er than to die!’”

“Wait here!” seethed Adélie.

Running into the alley that cut behind the shops, she leapt over a pile of barrel staves so that her skirts rose like an umbrella, then turned sharply to her right, interrupting two mongrels sniffing each other’s bottoms, before sloshing through an ankle-deep puddle. Ahead she saw the purple rear door of the stationery shop once owned by a schoolmate’s parents, and hoped that the new owners still left it unlocked. Ah! When she was three steps away the door opened and she bolted through. She did not see the boy of twelve standing in the gloomy entryway under a stack of pink boxes.

“Sorry to leave you like that!” she addressed his prostrate form. “But I’ve a good reason!”

She passed through the shop, amidst a furious clicking of patrons’ tongues, and out the front door. To her left she saw the yellow brick of the Oblates Chapel, and somewhere—oh, but if he’d turned o¤ the cours he might be anywhere! She saw only bowler hats striding in one direction or another. What had the chemist’s assistant worn upon his head? A green corduroy cap moved out of the crowd and by the gaiety of its owner’s step she knew him to be her quarry, but he was about to pass beneath the trees onto Tournefort! Even as she ran she saw no way of stopping him, not a friend she could hail, only a jowly old man three metres ahead, leaning his cane against his hip while he adjusted the flower in his buttonhole. Heels clattering, she sprinted past, seizing the dark-red cane as she went.

“Sorry about this,” she said, “but it’s for a good reason!”

And with that she threw the cane like a spear across the square. It bounced once against the brown cobbles before catching between her quarry’s ankles, and a half-step later the young man tumbled onto his head. She did not marvel at her feat but dashed after him before he could regain his legs. Her quarry was rolling onto his back, wiping the grit from his mouth, when she drove a knee into this chest and so pinned him. Panting like a hunting dog, she glared down at his astonished features—yes, thankfully, it was the chemist’s assistant.

“To reduce a human being so!” she hissed.

“I assure you, lady,” he gasped, “it’s a gross misunder—”

“He was once a child in his mother’s arms!”

“But what’s happened, Mademoiselle?” asked a wire-thin old man—a retired schoolmaster, she guessed. “Has he accosted you?”

Which was quite funny, really, considering the young people’s postures, but instead of laughing she explained to the gathering crowd that the recumbent scoundrel had robbed that legless old trooper by the Very Mossy Fountain of his last sou, and she’d continue to drive the breath from him until the money reappeared that she might return it. While a dozen people applauded, Adélie was asked to repeat herself. The young man did not stir; he crinkled his eyes and smiled up at everyone. Small boys hilariously re-enacted the manner in which the knave had embraced the pavement while a journalist from L’Écho des Bouches-du-Rhone scribbled on a notepad.

“Ought not to have involved herself,” sighed one head-shaking matron to another.

“Ought to be in a jungle!” bleated the other.

Adélie was helped to her feet by several broad-shouldered gentlemen before the young man’s pockets were turned out. The resulting coins—of a value nearing nine francs—were pressed reverently into Adélie’s hands by the schoolmaster. The jowly old man bent to retrieve his cane and straightened to find that a crowd had gathered in hopes of shaking him by the hand.

She hurried back up the cours with the money cupped in her hands and a throng of boys at her heels. Sunlight passed through the branches of the plane trees to dapple the cobbles. She passed two fountains, now a third, their waters singing joyfully. Wasn’t life a lovely thing, and didn’t she wish that every person and dog and bumblebee could just go on and on without stopping?

The veteran had retreated to a doorway where he slumped as if asleep, the empty cap pro¤ered between filthy knees. She poured in the several dozen coins. He did smell of shit. His eyelids flickered.

“What a life you’d have led otherwise,” she whispered.

Henriette trotted from the corner, hands clenched before her chest.

“You got it back yourself ?” she called. “Why didn’t you go for a policeman?”

“Oh,” Adélie said. “It never occurred to me.”

An hour later the girls returned with Monsieur Lissner, a hamper of food and a washcloth—though where and how the veteran would wash himself remained to be seen—and though they searched within a radius of several blocks the poor man was nowhere to be found.
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