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  This book is dedicated to my family,

  and especially to my mother, who taught me to write fearlessly.


  I despise stories, as they mislead people into believing that something has happened. In fact, nothing really happens as we flee from one condition to another. Because today there are only states of being—all stories have become obsolete and clichéd, and have resolved themselves. All that remains is time.


  —Béla Tarr


  We are held in place by gravitational forces


  My mother and I used to play this game when I was growing up. Every time I had a question she couldn’t answer, she made me write to my imaginary father, Mr. Brezsky, who lived on the moon. I would later learn that Mr. Brezsky was my biological father, but he could just as well have been Santa Claus for all I cared. In fact, in 1976, when Santa Claus was down with the flu, it was Mr. Brezsky who left me a mechanical train.


  My letters were addressed like this:


   


  Mr. Brezsky


  The Descartes Highlands


  The Moon


   


  Mother and I always sat out in the backyard whenever the moon was full. It seemed bigger and brighter in Westchester, where there was not much else to see. Among the dark patches of the moon were the peaks of the Descartes Highlands, where the Apollo 16 mission scooped samples of rock and soil. You could see the tracks left by the moon rover with a telescope. She told me they were left there in the year I was born. Man’s tracks on the moon, she said, were like my Bethlehem star. They were going to be visible for a million years, and a million years from now they would remind people that I was once on earth.


  * * *


  I’m eight years old, and the school principal pulls me out of class one afternoon and says my mother has come to pick me up and take me home. Mother told them it was an emergency. They’re all nice to me, thinking someone died. My English teacher slips a Hershey’s bar in my hands, nodding quietly as I accept her gift, tears welling in her eyes.


  Inside the car, Mother rolls the windows up, takes a deep breath, and tells me the truth: “Jordan, I am not your mother.”


  * * *


  That’s when she begins telling me about the real Mr. Brezsky.


  “It was September, 1972. He was a very young man. He had no money. He sold you for thirty thousand dollars. Five months later, he wired the money back. Then he died. That was his story.”


  From then on she never stops talking about him. Now that she’s opened up the subject, it seems like everything is all right, and she’s never going to keep any secrets from me again.


  Every time she retells the story, some new detail is amended, but Mr. Brezsky remains as murky as ever. I finally have to ask her why she even bothered to tell me the story in the first place. She replies, “Frank has moved to the Dominican Republic with his girlfriend. They’ve set up a new clinic there.”


  That seems to her enough of a reason, and from then on she tells me the story even more frequently, in fact way more often than necessary. Here’s another version:


  Andrew Brezsky died at the age of nineteen or twenty in a military prison in Manila. She got that one from ex-Communists in Manila who had tracked her down through the Life Crusaders’ hit list and wanted to talk to her for a report on human rights violations around the world. Through the years, and several more calls from them, that version acquires even more details, some incongruous, others simply incredible. In prison, anti-American students allegedly beat up Andrew Brezsky and left him for dead. In yet a later version, some petty criminal or corrupt police officer assassinated him for his money, which, if you put two and two together, he must have earlier wired to us to get them off his back. Always the ending is sudden, violent, unresolved, and likely doubtful.


  In time, I catch on and realize a lot of it is probably just made up. It’s as if she’s trying to figure out, in the redundancy of the telling, if this Andrew Brezsky was unknowingly pivotal in her life, if that one brief encounter sparked off a karmic chain reaction whose repercussions are still felt today. And by repeating the story over and over, she will finally realize that there was some detour she failed to see, signs that could have told her where to turn.


  “He was such a beautiful boy,” she says. “You could tell he was going to die young.”


  * * *


  One night, while she’s in bed with Frank, the phone rings and she picks it up. The caller immediately hangs up. The same thing happens for the next three nights, and on the fourth Frank himself grabs the phone. He doesn’t say a word. He keeps the receiver pressed against his ear, listening as though he’s trying to catch the faintest rumor of some mysterious, important missive. And then for a fleeting moment he looks at her, and she sees something she’s never seen before. Something inexpressible. Such sadness in his eyes. Not just sadness but fear. Not just fear but her fear conjoined with his, a mesmerizing mirror in which she can only see a self-reflected horror.


  That is when she decides she wants to have a baby.


  She’s read that at forty-five a woman’s biological clock is a ticking time bomb; it’s now or never. The next day she visits a gynecologist, a friend of Frank’s. That evening, with Frank still out in the city, she finds a message for him on the answering machine. The message is very brief, Please call back, please, but the desperation in that woman’s voice is so immediate, so apparent, that she feels something apocalyptic churning in her guts, and the next morning, when the gynecologist tells her she is incapable of conceiving a child, she thinks for a moment, Frank made you tell me that, but she doesn’t say anything, and the word barren keeps whirring tauntingly in her mind like a chain saw. Barren barren barren. Frank comes back that night. He’s just been with a friend, a lawyer who could help them file a lawsuit against the Life Crusaders who have been harassing them to leave town. Et cetera, et cetera. Barren barren barren. His voice sounds disembodied, out of sync. The sooner we take care of this, the better, he says; no more mysterious calls. She says, “You’ve been fucking someone.” She doesn’t actually say it. The words fill her mouth, she can taste their bitterness, and she feels like choking. Frank asks her what’s wrong. She says, “That young patient of ours, that eighteen-year-old girl who’s coming from the next county, I want to keep her baby.”


  * * *


  She is well aware that that’s not going to happen. The girl is suffering from hysterical fits and has to be sedated for the abortion. Under the drug, she has delusions that the baby is crawling through her veins, contaminating her blood, and that she will burst open at the pores, like a fruit exploding. There is no way she would ever make the hard decision and forego the procedure.


  Abortion, Frank reminds her, is an act of desperation, arrived at either after agonizing deliberation, or in an emergency. In almost all cases, there is no way they can save the mother’s life without sacrificing the fetus. That’s what they’ve always tried to tell the countless Christian lunatics who frequently come to spit Jesus in their faces.


  The clinic in Dobbs Ferry has had its share of troubles. Several nights, from the two-bedroom apartment above it where they live, they can hear streams of cars passing by, the drivers yelling at them to burn in hell.


  Frank himself doesn’t want any more children. His own haven’t spoken to him in years. He hardly talks about them, and whenever he does, it’s always as if he’s talking about an ancient, unhealed wound. He hardly ever mentions their names. Sometimes he even seems to have forgotten he has any children.


  Obviously, the only alternative is adoption. There’s Romania, Russia, Sri Lanka, Thailand. But adoption is expensive, tedious, and complicated by corrupt bureaucracies of donor countries. Just to find out for sure, she applies with a couple of agencies. They immediately deny her application upon learning of the kind of work she does. There you go, says Frank; that’s the kind of people you’d have to deal with.


  Then she hears of a couple who’ve come back from the Philippines with a perfectly normal, legal, healthy Amerasian boy. They bought the baby through an underground adoption ring operating there. The baby was handed to them just a couple of days after its birth, a scrawny creature, pink and hungry and full of need.


  She invites the couple over one evening. They seem to have been transformed by this new presence in their lives, and they come with all the accoutrements that signify that change, an unwieldy baby carriage and FAO Schwarz bags brimming with bottles, diapers, and silly toys. They say they feel like a closer couple now, their relationship made more meaningful by a kind of aegis, a holy trinity. They talk of themselves no longer as individuals but as a single unit, a family. Suddenly their lives are mapped out more clearly, with plans for the next ten, twenty, thirty years. It’s cloyingly sweet and she loves it. She holds the baby in her arms. It’s soft and small and breathtaking. She is unaware of the growing anxiety on Frank’s face, even when she turns to him and says, “I know what I want. I know what to do.”


  * * *


  On the Delta Air Lines flight to San Francisco, she reads a story in the New York Times that Frank told her about earlier that morning, before she boarded a taxi to JFK. A certain Arthur Herman Bremer shot the governor of Alabama, George Wallace. Doctors have said the governor will be paralyzed from the waist down for the rest of his life.


  Neither she nor Frank cares much about the governor or his would-be assassin. But Frank says there you go: that’s the kind of world we’ll be bringing a baby into.


  She transfers to a Japan Airlines jet in San Francisco, and as soon as the attendants start rolling dinner out she sets her watch twelve hours forward to Manila time. She realizes that by doing so she has just jumped into the future. She looks out. The moon is a flat disk of light. Just less than a month ago, two humans were out there digging dirt. She closes her eyes and tries to imagine what it must have been like, but there’s a constant hum in the plane that she finds distracting. She is awake all through the sixteen-hour flight.


  She has the name of a contact given by the couple who had adopted earlier. It takes a few weeks for someone from the adoption ring to call her back. The couple had told her this was normal. They would be doing a background check to make sure she wasn’t just some decoy.


  An “agent” meets her at the lobby of her hotel apartment in Manila. The transaction is informal. It makes her feel like she’s just purchasing a line of home products from a traveling salesman. It’s also simple. All she has to do is put some cash down. One of their women has already been impregnated, and it looks like the father is American. The agent hesitates at the word impregnated, and apologizes for not knowing a term less vulgar. He is a middle-aged man in a business suit that seems too heavy for this weather. He is constantly dabbing his forehead with an already soppy handkerchief. She feels sorry for him and offers him a drink, which he declines. He seems like he’s in a hurry to get this business over with. He says the mother is expecting in a couple of months. There is obviously no way to tell if it’s going to be a boy or a girl. But here is a rundown of her possible expenses:


   


  Cost of adoption: 210,000 pesos


  Processing fee (documents, etc.): 7,000 pesos


   


  All papers, he adds, are going to be arranged through contacts with the local authorities. Mentioning this, the agent’s face suddenly seems transformed by what she thinks is a hint of personal pride. “You have nothing to worry about,” he says, smiling broadly. His teeth are stained red with tobacco and betel nut. “We know people. We take care of all the bribes.”


  She hands him the down payment, mentally calculating the equivalent in dollars. With the peso quickly sliding down nearly seven pesos to the dollar, that would be about thirty thousand dollars and an additional one thousand in fees.


  After that, she waits. It’s like going through an actual pregnancy herself. The next couple of months are unbearable. She calls Frank every day.


  The hotel is surrounded by sweltering alleys, which fan out to the boulevard and the expanse of the bay, wide and open like a sigh of relief. This is all she can see from her apartment, the postcard-pretty sunset and the coconut trees lining the boulevard. This is all she wants to see. Cities terrify her, and Manila seems more hostile than any other. Just a few blocks away, the streets are littered with trash. Peddlers and pedicabs and commuter jeepneys fill every single space. Beggars and homeless children are everywhere, crowding around cars stalled in traffic, their passengers rolling up their tinted windows to shut out the heat and the miasma of human suffering.


  The weather in Manila flips from torrid summer to torrential rain. The alleys turn into muddy rivulets, waist-deep, which some intrepid souls maneuver on makeshift rafts—planks of wood and rubber tires. A sheet of monsoon gray blurs Manila’s huddled skyline—a small stretch of midsize hotels. This is a city used to constant erasure. Lives and homes are lost, but disasters come and go like clockwork, quickly forgotten when the next one arrives. Beneath the veneer of hospitality reserved for tourists, she senses an overwhelming self-contempt and a simmering hatred.


  In August, floods wash away several farming villages just a few miles north of the city. A group of peasants march to the president’s palace to ask for aid. They are met with teargas and truncheon-clubbing police. Sometimes the hostility boils over, touching even foreigners. From her terrace overlooking the bay, she watches students lob Molotov cocktails at the American embassy nearby.


  In September, in the middle of the worst tropical storm of the season, Frank calls to say he is having second thoughts.


  “About the baby?” she asks.


  “No,” he says. “About you and me.” He has a hard time trying to tell her exactly what’s wrong. There’s a fuzzy sound coming from the other end. She realizes Frank is crying. He says he feels awful, he doesn’t know what to do. He’s been seeing someone else, a nurse from Montefiore, down in the city. She’s twenty-three.


  When she hangs up, she sees something spectacularly eerie. An entire coconut tree has been uprooted by the storm. It’s hovering just outside her ninth-floor window, as though suspended by an invisible string.


  * * *


  I am delivered to my mother on a day when the entire city goes dead.


  All TV stations are off the air. Only a quivering cackle of white noise emanates from the screen. The radio sputters an otherworldly hum. There is an unnerving quiet in the streets. The students have stopped marching down the boulevards. No bombs are being thrown at embassies and hotels. It is a warm, bright late-September morning.


  Someone knocks on the door. A young American looking for Mrs. Elizabeth Yeats is holding a bundle in his arms. He hands it to her. I am seven days old.


  The quickness and informality of the exchange confuses her. She fumbles in her purse for the exact cash amount she’s set aside, the balance that has to be paid. The young man stuffs the money in the front pocket of his Levi’s. She asks where the agent she met has gone—she needs to have the legal papers he promised.


  The young man smacks his forehead and says sorry. He looks extremely boyish and awkward. He has dark-blond hair and eyes somewhat an indeterminate shade between blue and gray. (She may be mixing this information up. In the redundancy of the telling, the story’s details get incrementally embellished, and I would not take anything at face value, especially as that description fits me.) The papers are in his back pocket. They’re all there, he assures her. The people she had talked to have other matters to attend to. He sounds vague about it. He has nothing more to say. He looks like he’s in a hurry himself.


  As he turns to go, she can’t resist asking, “Are you the father of this child?”


  He replies, “Get out with your son as soon as you can. This country is going to blow up.”


  * * *


  You have the blood of many nations in you, she always says, to remind me of my unusual origins. The Spanish and the Berbers, the Jews and the Arabs, Europe and China and the Malaysian islands. A self-contained universe, the sound of the sea, of winter, of equatorial storms. The glorious reign of Charles, ruler of the Holy Roman Empire, and his son Philip, duke of Burgundy and emperor of half the known world. Galleons that skirted the oceans, looking for souls and gold. America and its vanished tribes. And the brave ones who built upon their absence these cities, towers, bridges, highways, and all manner of preparation to make way for your coming.


  She says those words to lull me to sleep. To assure me that even though Frank left her, I have always been wanted; she always wanted me. To remind me that life still offers much good, and I am chosen.


  Too bad she never believed it herself.


  * * *


  “If you never actually saw him again after he brought me, how did Mr. Brezsky know what my name was? Why did he wire the money specifically for Jordan Yeats?”


  “You’ll have to write to Mr. Brezsky to find out.”


  Mr. Brezsky never answers that one, but it’s all right. I grow up with one singular talent: the uncanny ability to detect a lie. Brezsky is our Holy Ghost, the missing angle in our unlikely trinity. He is our religion, the beautiful lie that she has to believe in—and, for her sake, so do I.


  On my twelfth birthday, Mr. Brezsky sends me a telescope. For the first time I can clearly see the craters of the highlands where he lives. I write him a letter.


  Dear Mr. Brezsky: I know you don’t exist. But thanks a lot anyway.


  WSOWOB


  Two weeks after my parents’ accident, I’m back at their apartment in La Napoule, and I discover a boxful of eight- and sixteen-millimeter films. They’re the home movies my parents accumulated throughout their lives.


  Separately bundled with masking tape are reels of movies of a little boy. For a minute there’s a disconnect. I think it’s me. I look out the window, remembering. The Mediterranean is blue as a computer screen, flat and calm, punctuated only by a speck of gray tearing a thin line toward the horizon, a ferry chugging its way to the Îles de Lérins. I check the dates on the reels, and I realize the boy was two years old by the time I was born.


  I call a couple of aunts in Fréjus to ask if they know anything about these mysterious films. They tell me Sylvain and Annette had never meant for me to find out.


  It was the son they lost a few weeks before I was born. His name was Mathieu, just like mine. It was the boy who I replaced.


  * * *


  This is one of the first things I reveal to Janya when I first meet her. The place is Bangkok, the year is 2002.


  She’s hanging out in a bar with a bunch of friends. One of them is my editor, Philippe, who’s just arrived from Paris. Phil and I are working on a documentary on the effects of globalization on indigenous communities. He calls me over to join them. Phil is drinking Singha beer, an American is drinking a mojito, and another Thai girl a mai tai. Janya’s drinking something made of seaweed jelly. It looks like green slime. I ask for the same. She has a Sony DCR-TRV900 on the seat beside her. I ask her if she’s a documentary filmmaker herself. She says she’s employed by this nonprofit based in Massachusetts that monitors multinational sweatshops all over the world. Phil says she and I are going to work together, and that she will arrange some interviews for me.


  Everyone’s getting drunk except her and me. By the end of the evening I find out that the American is a stringer for CNN and the Thai girl is a dancer at one of the local clubs. He’s married; she’s fucking him. The place has a jukebox blasting ’80s hard rock all night. After a while my throat gets hoarse from having to shout just to be heard across the table. I turn to Janya instead, and we wind up talking to each other alone. She likes saying my last name over and over.


  “Aubert, Aubert. Sounds like Flaubert,” she says. “I wonder if you’re as obsessive-compulsive.”


  I tell her I haven’t really thought about it, but maybe I am. I ask her how she likes her job. She replies, putting her lips close to my ear, “Imagine that: a Thai girl who’s not being paid to fuck.”


  After a couple more rounds, Phil and the stringer and the Thai girl want to hop on to another bar. I’m feeling jet-lagged and want to call it a night. Phil protests. After all, I’ve been here close to a week now. Janya walks to my hotel with me. On the way, she tells me she’s glad I came along. The American and the Thai girl are so into each other they’re annoying, and she thinks Phil is gay.


  “Which means . . . ?” I ask her.


  “You’re welcome to come over.”


  On her bed there’s a copy of No Logo, Globalization and Its Discontents, and The End of Poverty. “A rainbow coalition of the liberal,” she says as she swipes them aside to make room.


  I sit on the bed and pull my Nikes off.


  “You’re wearing the enemy,” she says.


  I lie back and close my eyes.


  “Are you okay?”


  “Vertigo,” I say. “Too much mai tai.”


  “You didn’t have any.”


  “No, but the sight of it makes me sick.” Silence. Long silence. I open my eyes. “How long have I been out?”


  “Oh, about ten minutes.”


  “I’m sorry. My head just went spinning and all of sudden—”


  She puts a finger to my lips. “I was watching you the whole time. Watching your face. You looked so serene, like you were having a beautiful dream.”


  I pull her down gently toward me. “I like you. You’re cute.”


  “Cute?”


  “Yeah.”


  “That’s what fa-rung-sayt call the prostitutes.”


  “Who?”


  “White guys.”


  “No, I didn’t mean—”


  “I know.” She starts to unzip my jeans. “Does that happen a lot? The vertigo?”


  “Not since I was a kid. I was a very frail kid.”


  “You look quite hefty to me now.”


  “Cute and hefty. We make an interesting pair.”


  We’re tearing each other’s clothes quickly, fumbling like a pair of horny teenagers. I pull out a condom from my jeans pocket. She takes it from my hand and throws it aside.


  “Bareback,” she says.


  “You sure?”


  “Seems kind of like Russian roulette, doesn’t it, but talking to you at the bar revealed a lot about you.”


  “I wasn’t aware I said anything revealing at all, except that I hated doing the tourist thing—drugs, hookers, rock and roll.”


  “That’s precisely what I like about you.”


  A few days later, I call to set an appointment so we can start working on our interviews. She doesn’t return my calls. I don’t see her for another week. The next weekend I see her at the same bar with the same people. The first thing she notices is that I’m no longer wearing Nikes.


  “Yeah,” I tell her. “A very subtle way of comradeship.”


  “I didn’t know you felt so strongly about it,” she says.


  * * *


  We sleep together every night and still hang out with the same bunch of people on weekends, pretending there’s nothing going on. We sit far apart. We hardly even talk to each other. The secrecy of our relationship makes it more exciting, like we’re playing a private game of coded gestures and hidden messages. This secrecy becomes the core of our relationship, a kind of mental Viagra. We keep fucking bareback, me barely able to pull out at the last minute. I ask her if she’s not scared.


  “Of what? You protect yourself against those with whom you share nothing but mutual indifference.”


  I can’t help an amused smile.


  “That’s the closest I’ll ever get to saying I love you,” she says.


  “Are you saying you love me?”


  “Close.”


  She says she wants a language only she and I can understand. Not French, not English, not even Thai, but a series of signs so simple no second-guessing is necessary. Text messaging, she says, is the ideal evolution of language—communication distilled to the level of basic necessity. She invents a private text message, a kind of private joke, to convey this: WSOWOB, we speak only with our bodies. This way the artificial boundaries of human interaction are blurred between us.


  This gives me another idea. I suggest that we reveal ourselves completely to each other, that we reveal everything. “Everything, that is, that we wouldn’t normally share with anyone else,” I add. “Then our private barriers break down, and we make ourselves totally vulnerable to the other.”


  “Is that what you want? To be vulnerable?”


  “No, it’s what I fantasize. Kind of like a mental striptease.”


  “Hmm. But in a striptease, it’s the stripper who actually has power over the spectator.”


  “Good point. But that’s the challenge, to be able to resist the animalistic drive to dominate and subjugate. To be able to trust the other while one is weak.”


  “So by revealing ourselves, we make the other weak?”


  “Then the dynamics are redefined. We become a world of just us two. We are united more profoundly than any two people can be. Because trust subverts the urge for power.”


  “Sounds like a theory that needs to be tested,” she says. “Under laboratory conditions.”


  “Wanna give it a try?”


  “Okay.”


  “Tell me something.”


  “Like what?”


  “Something devilish.”


  “Hmm. Since this is your idea, you go first.”


  I tell her I would like to share the story of the lost boy. But in order to do that, she would have to come with me to my parents’ home.


  “Okay,” she says. “So you want me to meet your parents.”


  “No, my parents are dead. I want you to see the films they shot of the boy.”


  “Oh, sorry.”


  “No, that’s okay.”


  “Okay.”


  “Okay what?”


  “Show me.”


  The next morning we are on the flight to La Napoule.


  * * *


  The brittle film flutters through the projector’s sprockets. It makes lapping sounds as it hits the framing aperture, like a dog drinking from a bowl.


  His image magnified on the wall, the little boy looks just like any other two-year-old, a paper hat on his head, the crumpled brim falling over his eyes. He toddles toward the camera with a plastic pistol held aloft, like some undersized Belmondo staggering away from the cops.


  There are about a dozen reels. Not a lot, strangely, considering my parents shot practically everything in their lives. Little Mathieu waddles across the frame, trips, falls, smears his face with cake—ordinary gestures from what could have been an ordinary life. There’s Annette coming into frame. Then it’s Sylvain, who’s just passed the camera shakily to her. Now Annette’s holding the camera at arm’s length to get them both inside the frame. The colors are washed out; everything’s a faded, purplish monochrome.


  Now Sylvain’s taken the camera and has focused it on the little boy. The boy’s pointing the toy pistol at the camera. It must be his second birthday: two flickering candles on a cake trace ribbons of light across the moving frame.


  Annette pulls the boy away: now he’s hitting the camera with his gun. She’s laughing loud. You can almost hear it even without the sound. She’s saying something else now. Take a shot of him as he blows the candles out. But the camera zooms in on her instead. She holds a hand against the lens and says, Go on, take a shot of him.


  She glances toward the boy, then back at the camera to see if it’s been turned away. Her mouth says, Stop. But the camera is still focused on her, lingering for just a few more seconds. Her face is radiant. She looks incredibly young. The film’s so overexposed it seems there was much more light back then.


  * * *


  “Even now,” I tell Janya, “I find it hard to believe that this two-year-old disappeared one summer during a squall on the coast of the South China Sea, and was never found again.”


  “How did that happen?” she asks.


  “Nobody knows.”


  “How could nobody know?”


  “He fell in the water and disappeared.”


  “That’s crazy. That’s impossible.”


  “I know.”


  “And what did your parents do?”


  “Well, that’s the part of the story that’s been missing, and for the last twelve years I’ve been looking for it among these films.”


  Truth to tell, I’ve always been afraid to ask the questions Janya is asking now. Film has this mythic quality we can’t resist. The image defies what we really are—transient and ephemeral. It’s like what physicists call relic light, those spectral traces of radiation emanated by objects that once existed. No other medium, in that sense, captures our indestructible material remains.


  I guess Sylvain and Annette did all they could to cope with the loss. The image makes the object persistent, if not immortal—it makes its absence imperfect. But by hiding the reels and sealing them in an interoffice envelope, they declared that particular absence completed.


  And this, I guess, is where I come in. I imagine my being here was meant to create some continuity, a bridge over the gulf of grief. As long as we kept on crossing and didn’t look down, time would appear uninterrupted. In other words, little Mathieu was never lost, he just morphed a bit. Grief was never required.


  “Have you ever wanted to go there and find out?” Janya asks.


  “It’s crossed my mind.”


  “But you never gave it any serious thought.”


  “Well, actually, it’s been kind of an obsession.”


  “Aha.”


  “I watch the films over and over. I watch them so much sometimes I confuse what I’ve seen in them and what I imagine may have happened. Film and memory get mixed up, in a slow dissolve.”


  “Sounds like a concept for an experimental film.”


  “Forget it, somebody’s probably already done it. But yes, sometimes I strip off the masking tapes marking the dates of the films. Then I can imagine that the boy with the plastic gun is me.”


  “And you do that because . . . ?”


  “Well, I can imagine the years before I existed. I’ve always wondered what it was like not to exist. Like I browse used bookstores and look at those postcards from the 1950s. And I feel wonder mixed with dread or panic—because, you know, I’m looking back at a time when I was nothing, when I was just, you know, part of the void or something.”


  “A kind of ontological experience.”


  “Yeah.”


  “And have we learned anything from this story?”


  “Maybe. By some inexplicable equation, some karmic tit-for-tat, I can see that my life must have snuffed out the other.”


  “That’s depressing. And illogical.”


  “I know.”


  She pulls me down to the sofa and unbuttons my shirt. “I don’t want you thinking like that.”


  “Sure.”


  She clamps her teeth gently on my nipple. I get hard immediately. The last reel is over, and I’ve paused the projector so that the image of the young boy is staring straight at me, his paper hat falling over his eyes, his plastic gun pointed at my heart.


  Janya has unzipped me and then she pulls her skirt and panties down and hops over and straddles me. She deftly slips my cock in and when she wiggles her hips around, the sensation makes me groan with pleasure.


  “Oh, fuck, Janya, I like that.”


  I accidentally knock my elbow against the projector, which makes a weird flapping noise. I reach out to pause it, but Janya grabs my hand and slips it inside her blouse and makes me squeeze her breast. She gives a soft moan.


  The projector sputters—in my haste to pause I must have set it to slo-mo. Janya has her back to the image projected on the wall. As I suckle her nipple I can see the boy’s close-up behind her. I can see his eyes from under the brim of the hat as he slowly lifts his head. I have an eerie sensation that he’s staring straight at me, his lips curling into a knowing, fiendish smile.


  the little toil of love


  —because this time of day the crows leave them alone. Nothing else is moving, except these two dogs. Been watching them trying to get it on for the last half hour, me & the guy with the Uzi & Eddie the rapist. The bitch finally gives in. The male’s got his dick locked inside her now. They’re like conjoined, spastic twins. Eddie bets a peso it’s going to take another 30 minutes before the male can pull out. The head of a dog’s dick pops open like an umbrella when it’s fucking, he says. Once he’s in, it’s even harder to get out. We’re supposed to be picking vegetables some guy planted last summer. Then the guy was shot in the back of the head & he’s been fertilizing them since. The eggplants & bitter melons are scrawny but the tomatoes are ripe & about to burst. It’s November. The air is cool. It’s one of those days when you feel so doped out you don’t even want to move.


  Now Eddie’s dropped his spade & starts heckling the dogs. The guy with the Uzi’s getting bored. The lieutenant bellows a stream of curses from inside the barracks. He’s been taking a siesta to sleep off a hangover. Even he is in no mood to keep order around here.


  The guy with the Uzi gets up, a machete dangling from his hand. The dogs are in too much heat to notice him approaching. The male’s tongue is hanging out, a thick red flap. He’s drooling all over the bitch’s back, yellow spume dribbling on tufts of mangy brown fur. The guy with the Uzi yanks the male by the scruff. With one swift stroke he cuts its dick from the bitch. There’s a long, ear-splitting squeal. The dogs scamper apart. Jets of blood spurt from the male’s mutilated dick. He doesn’t know what’s happened to him. He runs amok, howling helplessly. He stops & curls up to lick his balls. Now he’s spinning round & round, now he’s dragging his butt on the ground, yelping madly, leaving a black circle of mud on the earth.


  The guy with the Uzi is laughing & yelling curses at the dog. Eddie’s cheering wildly, shouting to make it spin faster, howl louder. He picks up a rock, hurls it at the dog. It misses, landing in a small explosion of dust just an inch away.


  * * *


  It’s 1972. It has been for the longest fucking time.


  There are roughly 3.86 billion people living on the planet. Five of them are caught trying to bug the Democratic National Committee headquarters at a place called Watergate in DC. Another 8 have killed 11 athletes at the Munich Olympics. And 8,000 others in Uganda are being deported by 1 person, a fuck-up job called Idi Amin.


  My name is Andrew Brezsky. My name. Andy. A. A plus. Or A minus, depending on who you talk to. I have to remember my name. I have to remember what year it is. What happened before I got here, the dark heart of nowhere, some hardscrabble ghost town on an island in the Central Philippines, Archipelago of the Absurd, Little Brown Brother of Big Old Uncle Sam. Must. Remember. Everything. If I don’t I’ll forget that I’m still here. Still hoping, like everyone else in this Pearl of the Fucking Orient Seas, still looking for a way out.


  * * *


  There’s me, & Eddie, & a student who’s been here a couple weeks earlier than me & Eddie, & who refuses to reveal his name. Every day the lieutenant & the guy with the Uzi take him away. When he comes back, something imperceptible has been damaged in him. It’s as if his body’s being annihilated, one part at a time, with the ultimate aim not of death, but a long, drawn-out disabling.


  Last week they burned his nipples with a cigarette. A couple days later they stuck a barbecue skewer through the hole of his dick. Last night they attached live electric wires to his testicles. No evidence is visible unless he’s naked. No one can tell unless he talks about it. But Eddie & I, we can tell.


  They don’t want anything from him now. Even his name’s no longer relevant. He’s told them about as much as they can use. But they’ve done it so many times, over & over, Eddie thinks it’s pointless to ask why anymore. Even the student, when Eddie does ask about it, always gives the same reply—that’s just the way it is. He seems hostile to any show of concern from Eddie or me. Once he staggered to the toilet bowl & pissed blood. Eddie pretended to look away.


  There’s another reason he doesn’t want to talk about it, but it’s pretty obvious. Always the act is sick & dark & sexual. What normally gives pleasure is nothing now but a source not just of pain, but of shame. The more sexual the punishment is, the less likely he’ll talk about it. Torture deprives the body of making sense of itself. Eddie says it’s the same thing with people you rape. He’s gotten off the hook so many times because no one just damn wants to talk about it.


  You see it happen all the time. Pretty soon you realize that’s just the way it is. They have a phrase for it: Bahala na. God willing. Even the freaking Communists believe this. God can drive a stick up your ass, & you’ll bleed, but God knows what’s good for you. Trust him. Bahala na.


  * * *


  There’s one window in the cell, high above where no one can reach it. If I stand at an angle a couple of feet off the wall, I can see the sky checkered against the steel bars. The full moon passes right through it in a nearly vertical arc.


  Eddie’s on his steel-spring cot, lying on a black stain of sweat on a mat of woven palm. He says he finds me strange, writing all night & never seeming to sleep.


  The cot sags & forms a hammock, I tell him. It makes my back sore.


  He wants to know what I find so fascinating about the moon.


  I tell him it never turns its back on us. You only see one side of it, anywhere you go.


  It’s kind of like people, then, he says. I bet the good side is on the far side, the one you never see. But if you can’t see it, who the hell cares?


  I tell him it’s much brighter in this part of the world. Bigger and brighter.


  It’s the only one I’ve ever seen, he says. I wouldn’t know the difference.


  * * *


  By the time they’re brought here, Eddie & the student have already been tempered earlier, passed on from camp to camp. We’re in the middle of nowhere, a ghost town, the fields scorched black, burnt spears of bamboo jutting out of the ground where a few huts used to be. At night bats swoop from a mountain cave close by, clouding the sky like a storm & filling the air with the stench of guano. They’re bloodsuckers, they’ll tear apart anything in their path. Even the lieutenant stays indoors when they wake, rabid with an ancient & vicious hunger.


  Eventually we’ll be shipped to Manila, where Eddie says the privileged ones go. In Manila they won’t touch you so much, because people will know. Reporters, Amnesty International, that whole shit.


  I’ve seen scars where other soldiers cut them up or burned them, bumps in their arms & legs where bones have broken & healed. At some point they’ve confessed everything these guys want them to confess.


  Things are slower now. They’re no longer useful. Nothing more will be taken from them.


  Neither one talks about it much, but the damage has been done: they’ve already betrayed a father, a brother, a friend.


  * * *


  Once in a while Eddie’s jacking off & we can hear it & the student whispers, Knock it off, & Eddie whispers, Why don’t you try it, faggot.


  I think they’re both about as old as I am. The student was picked up the day the president declared martial law. Before he came here, his life was pretty normal, cramming for an exam, going to a movie, getting to first base with a girl. He & Eddie talk about it all the time. The stories are all the same after a while. They’ve run out of new things to say. When something new happens, like the dog & the bitch & the soldier hacking the dog’s dick off, they talk about it for days. Pretty soon the story gets exhausted, neither of them wants to hear about it anymore. They don’t say it, but I think they know that in the act of telling, something is always given up. Something withers away.


  * * *


  Rain patters everywhere, drumming on the tin roof of the barracks. It sounds like something enormous has crashed through the atmosphere, & its wrecks are falling over our heads.


  “And life is not so ample.”


  I’ve been trying to remember that poem but the rain jumbles the words in my head. If only I can remember it, I’ll be all right. Tomorrow, this afternoon, in a couple of hours, someone will come. This is not happening. & suddenly I’m okay. My entire body is changed. I feel a kind of lightness I can’t explain.


  Then the hours pass, the days pass, & I dread the prospect of tomorrow. I force myself to recover that buoyancy. Sometimes I succeed. I’m also aware that this emotion is tenuous, even phony. One single word, one unguarded moment, will send me crashing back to earth.


  * * *


  Some newfangled thing called the compact disc is predicted to change the way we listen to music.


  Somebody’s invented “electronic mail,” but whether people will actually use it remains to be seen.


  A first-class postage stamp is still necessary, & costs 8 cents. That’s how much it cost the US government to serve John Lennon & Yoko Ono their deportation papers in New York City.


  John & Yoko, no one’s going to step all over you. You will live forever. We are not all fucked-up assholes. Trust me.


  “We’ve got a few things to learn about the Philippines, lads. First of all is how to get out.”


  That’s John Lennon in 1966. The Beatles had a rough time here that year. Lennon said he wanted to drop a hydrogen bomb on it.


  But 6 years on, nobody talks about how bad the Beatles had it. Not here. There’s a constant effort to erase memory. No day is connected to the next. No event is caused by another. Everything is taken as it comes.


  Bahala na. It is God’s will. This is how everyone survives.


  * * *


  All through the scorched fields the wind sends a long, inconsolable howling. No ammunition, no dictator, can challenge a typhoon. You sit out its rage for as long as it takes. You stay still while the entire world spends its fury. You respect what is stronger than you.


  The typhoon’s trampled everything in the vegetable plots. The guy with the Uzi brings our food, a muck of rice & salted fish dumped in a pail, from which we scoop our share. We drink tap water brought in a plastic bucket. Flies float on the water. Eddie can endure anything, but not this kind of shit. They beat the crap out of him until he simmers down. Eddie’s tantrums always work. After he calms down the guy with the Uzi shares some of their food. Eddie gobbles it greedily, & with his cheeks stuffed with food he mumbles, We’re not dogs, we’re people just like you.


  * * *


  Bobby Fischer has defeated Boris Spassky for the world chess title. Remember this.


  Pink Floyd has started recording their 8th album. It’s going to be called The Dark Side of the Moon.


  Apollo 16 has brought back rock samples from the Descartes Highlands.


  Remember, remember.


  Because no winds blow on the moon, the tracks left by Apollo 16 are going to be visible for another million years.


  * * *


  Eddie doesn’t know that his people fought us at the turn of the century. All he knows is that we liberated them from the Japanese, & that Americans have lots of money.


  The student tries to educate him. We share the same space, at least for now, but we’re still divided by our histories, our countries’ politics, everything that would have divided us even as free men. It’s no use.


  Eddie picks up a few big words from the student but he has no idea what they mean. He tells me, candidly: It’s good to know even imperialists can be jailed by our president. What do you know, Americans aren’t so special after all.


  * * *


  It’s not always hostile. The student wants to know what I’m doing here, where I come from. He wants to know what kids are really doing in America. If people really like Nixon. If we really think we’re going to win the war in Vietnam. He wants to know what I’m scribbling all day & all night in my notebook, what I say about them. For all his suspicion & vitriol against me & what I represent, he’s still concerned that what I say about them doesn’t make them look bad.


  * * *


  May 1970, demonstration to protest the draft, 4 students killed at Kent State University.


  June 1970, the US sets voting age at 18.


  End of June 1970, I arrive in Manila. I’ve just turned 18.


  Soon after, a typhoon hits the country, flooding rice paddies & villages & killing thousands of residents. Aid is sluggish & slowed by government corruption. Hundreds die of hunger & disease. Students storm the president’s palace. Police arrest demonstrators during riots in Manila. Things get so fucked Marcos & his family are forced to flee in a helicopter, only to come back when the army finally gets everybody out of the way.


  If things go well around here, credit is given to God. If things go bad, a lot of people get blamed, but lately it’s us Americans. They don’t really say it to your face, & even the Communists follow certain rules of courtesy. Americans are an abstract concept, like God. But I’ve learned one thing living here for the last 2 years. Everything I say has to be sugarcoated, a form of flattery. Anything less will be too American, therefore offensive.


  So this is what I tell Eddie & the student. What we the youth in the US failed to do, the students in Manila are about to achieve. This country is on the brink of a full-scale revolution.


  The student stops bugging me after I say that. My words have created a temporary truce.


  When I think about it now, I think I really meant it. Only Eddie, who doesn’t give a damn, remains unimpressed.


  * * *


  I’m standing naked in the middle of the room. The lieutenant’s sitting at a table, sucking on a cigar. He’s had this one cigar for weeks, but he doesn’t ever light it. He just sucks on it. He has this beady stare, a junkyard dog stare.


  The guy with the Uzi’s inspecting my jeans, T-shirt, sneakers. There’s a long, uneasy quiet as he scrutinizes every inch of my clothing.


  The lieutenant puts his booted feet up on the table. Finally, he lights the cigar. He blows the smoke out in one steady stream, his lips puckered, his eyes shut to savor the sensation. He’s got a large dark face & his skin is tough & greasy, like the skin of roast pork. He looks at me in a way that seems both bored & snide. I’m one more in a list of endless chores.


  You, Yankee boy, touch your cock.


  I don’t understand what he says. So he says it again. Show us how big it can get. Americans have big dicks, right? You proud of that, right? Go on, touch it, masturbate.


  You a homo? I ask him.


  The lieutenant’s face turns red. His eyes bulge. He looks like he’s going to explode. He glances at the guy with the Uzi, who looks away. But he tries to help the lieutenant save face. He says, There’s plenty of time to deal with that, he’s not going anywhere.


  The lieutenant isn’t letting it go. He’s decided they’re keeping my clothes. Then some kind of argument begins. They fight over who keeps the jeans, who takes the T-shirt, who gets the sneakers.


  The lieutenant takes his feet off the table, unlaces his boots, & yanks them off. Then he stands up & takes his T-shirt off. There’s a tattoo of a crown of thorns on his chest, right over his heart. He pulls his fatigue pants down. He throws the T-shirt & pants at me. They stink like shit.


  We like Americans, he says. You & us, we’re friends for life. No matter how much you fuck us, we still like you.


  I put his T-shirt & fatigues on & the guy with the Uzi leads me out of the room.


  As I leave, the lieutenant says, In this country, revolution is a bad word. You say it again & you’re going to get really fucked.


  We are held in place by gravitational forces


  Humans are the only creatures who can tell a lie, to others and to themselves. Mother once told me that. Obviously she set herself as a perfect example.


  A lie: Mother quickly forgets about Frank. Dubious proof: a rapid succession of unlikely lovers. But to be brutally honest, at her age, her only options are young Latino and African immigrants who take advantage of her, then move on. This is her latest relationship, and it’s going to be her last. Newly arrived from Brazil, probably twenty-five years old. A walking stereotype, a Carioca with six-pack abs and the insouciance of one who knows he is young and beautiful and desired.


  I catch him sucking her nipple in the kitchen one afternoon. I watch them in silence, observing how his lips perfectly pucker over the rosy aureole, the expert way in which he flicks his tongue over the tip of the nipple and sends her swooning, giddy with pleasure.


  They fuck boisterously, their moans so painful they seem in the throes of death. My room is just next to hers. I can hear everything, even the sullen, throaty endearments after sex, the obligatory shower, the furtive departure so as not to wake the kid.


  Sometimes we go out to places that he likes. He doesn’t know much. He’s been in the country only a few months. Mother always tries to show how much she appreciates everything he suggests. We go to half-price movie matinees in rundown theaters uptown in the city, where cockroaches crawl over the stale popcorn people dropped on the greasy floor.


  Sometimes we sit till sunset at the Cloisters. Whenever Mother goes to the bathroom, her boyfriend and I sit in silence, staring at the river. Once he tries to break the ice and says, “You hate me, don’t you?”


  “I don’t feel anything for you,” I reply.


  When Mother comes back she asks how we two are getting along. He says, “He’s a very precoscient kid.”


  “Yes,” Mother agrees. “That’s what he is.”


  They buy food and stuff and share it like conjugal property. He never stays too long, but his visits always transform her. She moves gracefully, as though she’s picking up the last gestures of a dance. She smells different, always a scent of almonds and musk.


  I never find out what his name is, and never ask. (That’s not entirely true. She may have told me his name. I may have chosen to forget.) He is writing all over the blank slate that she used to be, recreating something foreign out of the emptiness that she has become. A creature whose voice has acquired an unfamiliar lilt, whose smile evokes joys so private they shut everything out. One of these days, he is going to stop creating her. That’s what I think. And when that happens, she might disappear without a trace.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
4 d % ]
T ERTCGAMALLNDAS

“No one writes like Eric Gamalinda, one of the most dazzling novelsts in America today!
The Descartes Highlandsis a gorgeous and bitter feast” — G INA_APOSTOL

f






OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
The
DESCARTES

HicHLANDS

a novel

sv ERIC GAMALINDA

gl





