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Chapter 1





It wasnt a cell exactly. Not in the usual sense of the word. When one speaks of a prison cell, one implies rather a sort of room in a sort of building, with perhaps a barred door and window. A stone or cement floor. A cot, a dangling light bulb, a pot of some sort in which various bodily functions may be performed.


I had been in such a cell once, in Istanbul. I hadnt liked it much, but at least it was a genuine and proper prison cell.


Not like my current home. Not like this idiot contrivance in which I was presently trapped, a rude box eight feet square and four feet high, constructed entirely of bamboo, and suspended from the limb of a tall tree, with its bottom about five feet from the ground.


You couldnt call it a cell, then. What you could call it, if you were inclined to call it anything, was a large birdcage. And it was the only sort of birdcage to be found for miles around. Birds are not caged in dense teak forests far in the north of Thailand. There are plenty of birds to be found, bright of plumage and swift of flight and shrill of voice, screeching hellishly in the tops of tall trees. Such birds are not overly fond of captivity.



But, then, neither was I.


I had been in the cage ever since the guerrilla patrol captured me four days previously. It was almost impossible to believe that only four days had passed, but one must rely on the evidence of ones senses; the sun had risen and set four times, and that had to have some significance.


But I had never lived through longer days. The endless quality of those hours was in part a function of the particular design of my bamboo cage, which seemed to have been devised as a special form of Oriental torture. One could not stand up. One could crouch, and there was barely enough headroom to sort of crawl around, but crawling didnt really work. A single rope fastened to the center of the cages top was all that connected my cage to a tree limb far overhead. Thus, if one moved from the very middle of the cage, the thing tiltedat which point one was unceremoniously pitched forward to the juncture of floor and wall.


Even if this had not been so, there was little enough reason to move from one part of the cage to the next, since one section of it was very much like another. True, I could just manage to peer through the bamboo sides at the guerrilla encampment surrounding me. I did this, at one time or another, from every side of the cage. I saw, at one time or another, any number of huts, cooking fires, rifles, machetes, sharpened stakes, and Siamese guerrillas. I saw various articles of my clothingI was quite naked in my cage, like a bird plucked free of feathersbeing worn by various guerrillas. I saw nothing, however, that was sufficiently deserving of a second glance to tempt me to risk leaving the point of balance in the center of the cage.


There was a small hole in the center of the floor, a small square hole cleverly cut into the bamboo flooring, through which a bowl of wormy rice was passed to me twice a day if they remembered and less frequently if they did not. Now and then someone would also pass me a cup of greasy water, and now and then I would void whatever had to be voided through the same aperture. One would have thought that with so little food and water coming into the cage, a correspondingly small quantity of matter would have to leave it. But there must have been something corrupt in either the rice or the water or both, some sociable amoebas bent on causing amoebic dysentery. Around the middle of the third day I began to worry that, eating so little and voiding so much, I was in danger of disappearing entirely or of turning myself inside out. But by the fourth day the dysentery went away; I guess I had starved it to death.


I couldnt stand up, I couldnt walk around, I couldnt rest, I couldnt eat properly. I stayed in one spot, now squatting on my haunches, now stretched out on my back, now with my legs knotted into the Yoga lotus posture. I grew increasingly hot, hungry, bored, and uncomfortable with the passage of time. At the beginning I had been afraid they would kill me. Now I was beginning to fear that they wouldnt.


It might not have been so bad if I could have slept. But when I was eighteen years old, a piece of North Korean shrapnel had been rudely deposited in my brain, and in the course of this, something called my sleep center had been destroyed. Medical science is not entirely certain what the sleep center is or what it does. Mine isnt, and whatever it once did, it no longer does; consequently I have not slept in seventeen years.


All in all, Ive found this more an advantage than not. In addition to bringing me a $112 government disability check every month, my insomnia leaves me with that many more hours per day to get things done, obviates the necessity for hotel rooms while traveling, and otherwise enhances life.


But sleep, in addition to being sore labors bath, healer of lifes wounds, the death of each days life, and all the other things Macbeth called it, is also a handy time-waster to ease one through stretches of excruciating boredom. My trek through the jungle had been sufficiently exhausting to tire me considerably, and but for that shred of shrapnel, I would probably have spent half my caged hours in blissful unconsciousness.


Instead I stayed awake.


I have never had so little to do. During the first day I tried to attract attention by making noise. I called out now and then in Siamese, which I speak moderately well, and in Khmer, which I dont. No one ever went so far as to answer me, but I found that whenever I made any noise, someone came over and raised one side of the cage, thus sending me sprawling over to the other side. After each utterance of mine, regardless of pitch or language or content, had been similarly rewarded, I learned my lesson. I stopped talking.


And no one talked to me. My silence was met by silence, with no interrogation whatsoever. I had decided at first to try convincing them that I was not an American agent named Evan Michael Tanner and then I decided to convince them that I was. Both of these decisions were quite irrelevant. No one asked me anything, not name or rank or serial number, nothing at all. I stayed where I was and waited for something to happen, but it didnt.


I dont know what I was waiting for anyway. Divine intercession perhaps. A bolt of lightning could strike the tree, thus causing my cage to drop to the ground and shatter itself apart. The encampment could be raided by troops loyal to His Majestys Government. Or by the Marines. Or the U.S. Horse Cavalry. Most of the time, though, I tried to avoid thinking about what it was that I awaited. Since there was nothing to do in the cage and no way to get out of the cage and no escape route if I did get out, waiting was almost an end in itself; I didnt have to wait for anything.


Until late one afternoon someone finally spoke to me. A hand poked a rice bowl through the central hole in the bottom of the cage. I snatched the bowl rather greedilythey had, by accident or on purpose, missed my morning feeding. I wolfed down the rice, worms and all. This sounds even worse than it was; after youve done it once or twice, worms cease to turn your stomach, and protein, after all, is protein. I sent the bowl back empty, received a cup of tepid water in return, drank the water, returned the cup, and a soft, sad voice said, Tomorrow.


Or perhaps the voice said, Morning. Siamese, like so many other languages, makes no distinction between the two concepts. Whether my new friend meant tomorrow generally or tomorrow morning in particular was indeterminable from the single word spoken.


So I said, Tomorrow? Or Morning? In any case I repeated the word he had said.


Upon the rising of the sun. Well, that cleared things up.


What will happen then?


Upon the rising of the sun, he said mournfully, they will kill you.


His words filled me with hope.


Not, let me add, because I thought he was right and hoped for death as a respite from life in a cage. Uncomfortable as my bamboo home might be, the alternative he proposed seemed even less desirable. The cause for hope stemmed not from the information I had received but from the way the message had been couched. It was not what he said but how he said it.


Consider: not We will kill you but They will kill you. Thus implicitly disassociating himself from any personal involvement in the act, either active or passive. And his tone of voice accentuated thisthey were going to kill me, and he was sad about it. It even seemed likely that he had violated orders by giving me this bit of news.


They will kill you at sunrise, he said again.


I had been sitting in the lotus posture, legs folded up so that each foot rested on top of the opposite knee. I unknotted my legs, stretched out, rolled over onto my stomach, and put my mouth to the aperture in the cage bottom. The cage tilted slightly, but I remained fairly well balanced, physically if not emotionally. And I was able to see my informant clearly in the twilight. He was in his late teens, short and slender, with neatly cropped glossy black hair, and the clean, doll-like features prevalent throughout that part of the world.


There was talk of getting you a woman, he went on mournfully. Usually when a man is condemned to die, he is first given a woman. It is the custom. Formerly it was done only for men who had fathered no children of their own, so that they might have a final opportunity to perpetuate their seed. But then it was said that no man can ever be certain that he has sired children, and so it was decided that every condemned man should spend the night before his execution with a woman.


Imminent death is supposed to have an aphrodisiacal effect. It certainly didnt this time. I didnt want a woman. I didnt even want a good meal or a glass of whiskey. All I really wanted was to get the hell out of the cage.


But, he continued, there will not be a woman for you. It was decided that you are a capitalist imperialist dog and a white devil, and that your seed must not be mingled with the love juices of our women. It is what they decided.


They again. I started to say how good it was of him to tell me, but he was not interested in such pap. He had more important things on his mind, and I was in every sense a captive audience.


I have never had a woman, he said.


Never?



Never in all my days. I have, however, spent many hours thinking about such a thing.


I can imagine.


I look at the women, he said dreamily. I watch them walking, you know, the shapes of their bodies, the legs, the tilt of their heads, the tinkling sounds of their voices. Like little brass bells. I think about them a great deal. He fell momentarily silent, perhaps to think about them some more. His brown eyes were very large, and beads of sweat formed on his smooth forehead. There are times, he said suddenly, when I can honestly think of nothing else.


And you have never had one.


Never.


I felt like the Playboy Advisor. Well, why dont you, uh, go and get one?


How?


Well


Women do not like me, he said. And when I am near one of them, I become nervous, my hands sweat, and my mouth goes dry, a dryness in the back of my mouth and in my throat, and words die in my mouth like fish flapping themselves to death upon the shore, and my knees turn to water, and my head spins


He certainly had a problem. Under less restricted circumstances I probably would have been a good deal more sympathetic. But I too had a problem, and mine had a temporal urgency his did not share. Another few hours of celibacy would not kill him, while a few more hours in my birdcage would resolve itself in hanging or decapitation or whatever sort of fun and games was on the morrows agenda.


I suppose you have had women?


Oh, I said. Yes, uh, yes I have. And so I had, and it was the possession of one such, Tuppence Ngawa by name, that had brought me to Thailand in the first place.


Many women?


Not too many.


What are they like?


Better than ham.


Pardon me?


Never mind, I said. It was a reference to an old joke about a priest and a rabbi, a joke that couldnt make much sense to a Thai. Besides, it was a diversion; the main thing now was to find a way to escape, and the only hope was this unhappy virgin, and


Of course.


There is nothing on earth to match the embrace of a woman, I said. I am not without extensive experience in such matters and I can tell you that no other sensation is its equivalent. The soft, sweet texture of female flesh, of breasts and legs, of hungry lips and tender doe-like eyes, the taste of a woman, the subtle but pungent aroma of a woman


I went on in this vein for quite a while. It had the desired effect. The poor clown had a fairly short fuse to begin with, and this was sheer agony for him. Stop, he said at last. Please stop.


It is unfair that you have never known such joy. If only I were free, I would do something about it.



You would?


Of course, my friend.


But what would you do?


I would help you find a woman.


You could do this?


With ease and with pleasure.


He hesitated for a moment. It is a trick, he said suddenly. It is a capitalist imperialist trick, a trick.


And he went away.


I slapped a mosquito and said something obscene in Siamese. At sunrise they were going to kill me. I didnt know how and I didnt know why, but it hardly mattered. I had to get away, and they were not going to let me get away, and my little virginal friend had decided that he did not trust me. I hadnt slept in seventeen years and tomorrow I would go to sleep and I would never wake up. I could barely remember what sleep was like, but the way I remembered it, the best part of it was waking up refreshed, and that was a part I couldnt look forward to. They were going to put me to sleep, and that would be the end of it.


You would really get me a woman?


He had returned. It was darker now, and his voice was more urgent now, and I could guess what he had been spending his time thinking about. Capitalist imperialist trick or no, I was his one chance, just as he was mine. Alliances have been forged upon less than that.


I will.


I have decided to trust you, my friend.


Good.


I shall help you.



They will kill me at sunrise unless we do something about it.


We will escape.


Good.


Together.


Good.


I go now. When it is darker, when the camp sleeps, I shall return. I go now, my friend, my good friend.


I celebrated by slapping another mosquito. They were fairly bad during the days and considerably worse at night, and night was coming. The mosquitoes had bothered me most the first day in the jungle, but by the time I was captured the ferocity of their attack had diminished to a great extent. By now they mostly let me alone. What with my diet and my dysentery and the raids of earlier mosquitoes, I must have been running out of blood.


I wondered if my little friend would ever come back and whether his help would make much difference one way or the other. The cage could only be opened by lowering it to the ground, which in turn could not be done without making a hell of a racket and waking the entire camp. Furthermore, sentries stayed awake the entire night, so that even if I escaped from the cage, I would probably be caught trying to sneak out of the camp. And if I wasnt caught, I would have a whole jungle to walk through.


I wondered if the Land Rover still worked. It had been at about the end of its tether anyway; the path that had brought me the last little bit of the way to the guerrilla encampment was barely wide enough to admit the car, and was so overgrown in spots that a less rugged vehicle would have given up miles earlier. So even if the Land Rover were still operable, which was doubtful, I couldnt count on it to take me anywhere.


Was there anything of value in the car? Nothing much, really. The extra clothing I had brought would have been appropriated by the guerrillas, just as they had taken what I was wearing. They probably would have left the butterfly-collecting equipment alone. The spreading board, the killing jar, the butterfly net, all the little accoutrements designed to cover my presence in the jungles and rubber plantations of Thailand, and all quite wasted now. These guerrillas did not seem to care whether I was a bona fide lepidopterist or a sneaky spy. All they wanted to do was kill me.


I closed my eyes and cursed. I cursed Tuppences father for going back to Africa and conceiving Tuppence in the first place. I cursed Tuppence for coming first from Nairobi to New York, and then from New York to Bangkok. I cursed the King of Thailand for being a modern jazz enthusiast and I cursed Tuppence for being a thief, and over and above it all I cursed myself for being several different kinds of a damned fool.


Then I stopped cursing and started thinking, and of the two thinking turned out to be the more productive, because by the time night had fallen once and for all and my little Thai friend had crept soundlessly to my cage and whispered his presence, I had it all figured out.


The automobile, I said. Is it still where I left it?


The automobile?


The motor car.



The motor car?


The automobile, the motor car, the horse of metal with rubber feet


Ah, the automobile! It is on the path in the clearing to the south.


And has anything been taken from it?


Your clothing was taken, and the rubber feet were removed.


I wondered why. But the other objects in the back seat?


They are where they were.


And could you gain access to the automobile?


I could.


And bring me certain articles from the back seat?


I could.


Then, I think we may have a chance for freedom. You will have many tasks to perform between now and the rising of the sun, but if you work very hard and if luck is with us, I think there is a fair chance that we may succeed.


And I will have a woman?


You will have a woman.


Then, it is worth whatever risks must be taken.


It certainly is.


And you will be saved, and we will run away, and they will not lead you to the chopping block and sever your head by driving the blade of the ax through your neck.


I swallowed. Is that what they had planned?


It is how executions are performed here.


A sort of neck-Thai party, I said. But I said it in English because of course it wouldnt work in Siamese, and in English it made no sense to my little friend. An old saying of my forefathers, I explained. Nothing at all. We need not concern ourselves with it. We have much work ahead of us.


Tell me what I must do.


Go to the automobile and remove the battery


What is a battery?


You raise the hood and


The hood?


We have much work ahead of us, I said.











Chapter 2





My first meeting with Miss Tpani Ngawa took place at a PAUL meeting held on a rainy Thursday night in a storefront church on Lenox Avenue at 138th Street. I lived several blocks and a few light-years away on 107th Street near Broadway, and so I walked to the meeting through the cold, impartial rain, which fell alike on black and white, and through the cries of Hey, Whitey! and What you doin up here, Mr. Charlie?


PAUL is the Pan-African Unity League, and what I was doin up there, Mr. Charlie, was going to a meeting of it. The climate at the meeting itself was drier and warmer in every respect. There was a brief report on the slaughter of Ibos in Nigeria, a somewhat more extended lecture on conditions in the Congo, and, finally, a report by Miss Ngawa on social and economic progress in Kenya.


When the meeting ended, she and I went out for coffee. We had an immediate common bond. I was the only Caucasian at the meeting, and she was the only African. All the others in attendance were American Negroes.


The Back-To-Africa bit, she said. Bwana and simba and the bloody drums in the bloody jungle. Sheeit, baby, like it is all something else, you dig?


As a man is, so does he speak. Tuppence, being a highly unorthodox combination of things, spoke an English all her own. She was the only child of a Kenyan mother and an American father. Her father, one Willie Jackson, had been a follower of Marcus Garvey and an African Nationalist. The Army sent him to North Africa during the Second World War, where he rather promptly deserted and headed south. He changed his name to Willie Ngawa, married Tuppences mother, and conceived Tuppence.


Later, during the Mau Mau uprising, Willie Ngawa was sentenced to death for miscegenation. Like most American Negroes, he had a certain amount of Caucasian blood in his veins and arteries and capillaries; thus an extremist wing of the Mau Mau felt that it was criminal for him to marry a full-blooded Negress. He was accordingly taken from his hut one night when Tuppence was very small and he was bound hand and foot and carried off into the jungle, where his captors broke both his arms and legs and introduced a regiment of army ants into his rectum. The ants promptly began to devour Willie Ngawas bowels, somewhere in the course of which Willie Ngawa had the good sense to expire.


Tuppence and her mother subsequently moved to Nairobi and lived in that city while Kenya transformed itself from British Crown Colony to independent republic. She grew up learning English and Swahili and sang the folk songs of Kenya. She went to college in London, began singing with a jazz group there, and ultimately came to New York, where she took an apartment on the Lower East Side, got a more or less steady gig with a local jazz quartet, and concurrently developed a reputation as an African folk singer at Harlem rent parties and East Village loft sessions.


Her speech reflected all of these influences. The prevailing accent was upper-class English, spoken with the special precision that the language receives only when it issues from the lips of a citizen of one of the Commonwealth countries. No Englishman ever born speaks as pure a strain of English as a well-educated Kenyan or Pakistani or Nigerian. Intermingled with this accent was a strong undercurrent of Harlem diction liberally salted with bop slang and peppered with bits and pieces of Swahili. The result was as profoundly individualistic a speech pattern as I have ever heard, singularly Tuppence.


I received Tuppences history a little at a time over a period of several hours after leaving the PAUL meeting. We drank several cups of coffee in a chrome-and-formica diner on 125th Street, ate sweet and pungent almond duck at the Great Shanghai, and wound up, happily enough, at my apartment on 107th Street. We sat on my couch drinking a Yugoslav white wine, which, though not particularly good, is not particularly bad either, and which is extremely cheap; the recent devaluation of the dinar had brought the price down to around 79 a bottle. We finished one bottle and got most of the way through a second, by which time we were assuring each other that the wine was really very good after all, wasnt it, and that it seemed to improve with each glass.


And then Tuppence said, You dig this lil pickaninny, Bwana Evan? Do you now?


Ah, the natives are restless.


They are indeed. Do you think you might extinguish that barbaric cacophonywe had been listening to a Miles Davis recordand put on something tribal?


I made sure Minnas door was closed. Minna was a seven-year-old Lithuanian girl who had moved into my apartment several months previously, and who seemed likely to stay forever. She was sleeping soundly, and I closed her door and changed the jazz record for a Folkways recording of Kenyan and Ugandan chants, dances, and work songs. I turned the volume down low, and Tuppence bounced off the couch and turned the volume up high, and laughed gaily and kicked off her shoes and began to dance.


Native girl dance for you, Bwana Evan. Her white eyes rolled in her dark face. Native girl make you hot with passion, wild with lust. Native girl turn you on, baby. You better believe it.


I dont know whether or not her dance was an authentic example of Kenyan tribal folk-dancing. I rather think not. It seemed a combination of African dance and current American styles, with the limbs loose, the hips shaking, the buttocks twitching, and the whole body transfigured by an endless chaotic rhythm. And through it all Tuppences lips showed a smile of eternal female knowledge, and her huge eyes twinkled in calculated abandon.



She was a striking girl. She was the wrong color to win a Miss America contest, the shade of good, well-rubbed walnut. She was tall and long-legged, with a high, protruding bottom and a flat stomach and full breasts. Her face was long, oval in shape, with a high, broad forehead and a cap of tight, kinky black curls.


So she danced, and we looked at each other, and something that had started building at the PAUL meeting clicked neatly and finally into place, and we both knew that the evening was going to end properly. Because the special magic was there. It is not often present, and without it there is really no reason on earth why a man and woman should bother having anything to do with one another. But when it is there, it is a very welcome thing indeed. It was there now, for both of us, and we both knew it and we both seemed happy.


This step shows that the villagers are rejoicing that the great father has sent down rain.


The record jacket says its a war chant.


You may believe what you wish, Bwana.


Youre a fraud, Tuppence.


The record went on, and Tuppence went on dancing, and I moved around the room turning off lights until only the shallow glow of one small lamp illuminated the room. My couch is one of those clever contrivances that turns into a bed when the occasion demands it. The occasion demanded it, so I pulled the proper levers and effected the desired metamorphosis. Then Miss Tpani Ngawa changed the leitmotif of the dance slightly, incorporating within the structure of basic African tribal rhythms certain dance patterns generally associated in times past with Union City, New Jersey.


Which is to say that she took off all her clothes.


Bwana approve?


Bwana approve.


Ah! What Bwana doing?


Bwana going to integrate you, I said.


Oh, wow


Her skin was black velvet. I stroked her and she purred. We are about to miscegenate, I explained.


Oh, groovy, she said Oh, like, wow. Bwana sure do know how to miscegenate. Oooo




Minna was particularly regal the next morning. She comes by it honestly, being the sole living descendant of Mindaugas, the last (and only) king of independent Lithuania. Mindaugas shuffled off this mortal coil some seven centuries ago, and with Lithuania incorporated in the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, theres no overwhelming demand for Lithuanian queens. When I first found her in Lithuania, Minna was being kept in a cheerless basement room by a pair of old maids who calmly awaited the restoration of the monarchy. I smuggled her home with me, and since then shes been queening it in my apartment. She refuses to go to school, turns aside all thoughts of placing her in a foster home, chatters now and then in Lithuanian or New York English or Puerto Rican Spanish, and is generally fun to have around.


Im glad youre going to live with us, she told Tuppence gravely. Evan says that a child needs both a mother and a father. Can you cook?


Not very well.


I suppose you can learn, though. Where are you from?


Kenya.


Thats in Africa, Minna said. I learned that from Evans books. He has thousands of books and he said I can read as many as I want. I learn a lot of things from them. More than I would learn in school. Mikey says that school is a crock of shit, but Im not supposed to say that. Mikey lives downstairs. I dont have to go to school.


Youll start school in the fall, I said.


She ignored me. This is a good place to live, she told Tuppence. Im sure youll like it here. Cant you cook anything?


Just human flesh.


Human flesh?


Thats all we eat in Africa. Human flesh.


I think, Minna said carefully, that youre putting me on.


Tuppence laughed.


Central Park is only a few blocks from here, Minna went on. Theres a zoo there, but you cant go by yourself. Its not allowed. Its a childrens zoo, you see, and adults are not allowed.


Oh.


They can only go, she said, if they are accompanied by a child. If youd like, Tuppence, I could accompany you. I mean, Ive been to the zoo before, of course, but since you cant go without a child, I would be willing to accompany you.


Why, thats very sweet of you, Minna.


Just let me comb my hair. Minnas hair is long and blonde and very fine, and has
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