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The Third Brother


PART I

Mike was privileged and troubled at the same time. He knew that if you grow up with money you don’t think about being rich, and that the same is probably true of courage. But if you grow up with lies, you find out that some lies become true. Mike knew this, too, and so did not lie. Except to himself, about his parents.

They were husband and wife but sometimes mistaken for siblings. They could have been carved out of the same piece of alabaster. Mike inherited the long high planes of their cheekbones, and he loved them in a very conscious way. They were both troubled themselves, and their trouble accelerated Mike’s childhood. He had seen them at their worst, violent and irrational, naked in public, smooth features contorted. In his reckoning as a young man, though, they were fine, and he had decided, in the face of their madness and addictions, that he loved them. And his life was his own.
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The summer is dragging for Mike as he rises, by escalator, out of the cool subway into the Hong Kong heat. He is too tall, out of place as he crosses the jammed street to Taikoo Tower, where he has been working for six weeks. Seems like a year. The tower looms over him, silent workers and pulsing technology, a kingdom of itself above the Hong Kong streets. Mike doesn’t like the skyscraper—it has become predictable—but he is grateful for the air-conditioning. Everything inside the tower works. Outside, not. His job, his internship, is at a news magazine that he had never read until the twenty-two-hour flight from New York.

Mike has several bosses at the magazine, but the reason he has the job is that the managing editor, Elliot Analect, is a friend of his father. Analect even looks like his father, Mike realized when they shook hands. All of those guys look alike, all tall, clean, white guys who have known one another for decades. They were in the same club at Harvard, wore the same ties. And then they went to Vietnam and almost all of them came back. Growing up, Mike didn’t see his father’s friends much but he had the sense they were in touch. So when it was time for his first internship, the summer after his freshman year, Mike was not surprised that he ended up working for Analect. He was glad, at least, that the job was in Hong Kong and not in midtown Manhattan.

As a summer intern, Mike seldom gets out of the office, spends his days wading the Internet. He is doing research, mostly for Thomas Bishop, one of the magazine’s correspondents. Mike has a view of Analect’s office and sometimes watches his father’s old friend through the smoked-glass walls, but they have had little contact since that initial welcome handshake. And the most excitement Mike has had was when Analect abruptly spoke with him in the hallway, promising to take him out to lunch at the end of the summer. Strange, Mike thinks, and wishes there was more for him to do. As he surfs the Internet he thinks about fathers and sons, and how friendship does not necessarily pass down. Mike has already seen seen this often among his friends and their fathers.

So Mike is glad when the assignment comes, even though he is very surprised. He had been watching again, and Analect had been standing in conversation with Bishop for nearly ten minutes. Mike had been looking closely through the glass—he sensed the men were angry with one another—when Bishop suddenly turned and opened the door. Mike feared he was caught, but then Bishop waved him into the office and Analect asked if he wanted to go to Bangkok. “Help Tommy with some reporting,” as he puts it.

Bishop nods slightly at Mike. Bishop is a small man, with fat features and prematurely graying black hair.

“The story is backpacker kids going to Bangkok to do ecstasy,” Analect says. “Just don’t get arrested.”

“He doesn’t want to have to retrieve you,” Bishop says.

“It’s really just a travel story, is another way to look at it,” Analect goes on.

“Just a travel story,” Bishop repeats, chuckling.

“You’re their age,” Analect continues, “the backpackers’. You’ll be good at talking to them. Ask questions. It can be your story too. And one other thing I’ve already explained to Tommy . . .”

Mike catches Bishop rolling his eyes.

“. . . I want you to look up Christopher Dorr.”

Mike can’t place the name.

“He used to do a lot of the investigative pieces Tommy does now,” Analect says, looking straight at him, seeming almost to ignore Bishop. “He’s been in Bangkok for a while, I think. It’d be good for someone from the magazine to look him up.”

Mike tries to decode this and can’t. Analect tells him again to stay out of trouble and that Bishop will take care of him. It seems to Mike that Bishop is pleased to have the help, but that there is more to it. When they are leaving the office, Analect tells Mike to wait for a moment, and when they are alone, he tells Mike that Dorr had been a friend of Mike’s father, years ago. That they had all been good friends, actually, the three of them practically brothers, and that Mike’s father would be glad for news of Dorr.

Mike looks out the window. He notices for the first time how really extraordinary the view from Analect’s office is. Mike can see the the whole city, enormous and smogged and throbbing. For a moment he can’t believe the sound of it doesn’t blow in the windows. But Analect’s office sits quietly above it all, humming coolly. Mike is suddenly uneasy, with only the inch of glass between the two of them and the loud, empty space above the city. He looks back at Analect, who is frowning.

“Dorr and your father were sparring partners, when they boxed back in college,” says Analect.

Mike looks back out over the city. He knew about the boxing, but his father had seldom mentioned Dorr. It all surprises him, but maybe it’s just seeing his own features reflected in the glass, and the long drop to Hong Kong from fifty stories up.
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When Mike was a small boy, his parents often entertained. In New York City in their world, they were famous for the dinners they gave in their big house at the end of Long Island, especially Thanksgiving. Mike remembered the candlelight and gluey cranberry sauce, which he would wipe off his hands into his hair. His older brother, Lyle, remembered the same things. There were servants, who disciplined Mike when his parents did not. One Philippine lady in particular boxed his ears. When he was older he remembered how it hurt but not her name. Their parents gave these dinners several years in a row. There were mostly the same guests, adults who would tousle Mike’s fine but cranberried hair and their children, a crew of beautiful, spoiled playmates whom Mike assumed he would know forever. He still saw some of them, at parties and dinners of their own on school breaks. At hearing that one or two of them slid into addiction, Mike would remember chasing them through his mother’s busy kitchen. His mother was never in the kitchen, of course, but it was definitely hers. Small paintings of vegetables and an antique mirror hung on its walls.

When dinner started, the children would go to the playroom and eat with the nannies. They lounged on heavy couches, watching movies until they fell asleep and the nannies went outside for cigarettes. Lyle especially loved these dinners and made a point of talking to everybody, lingering in the dining room rather than watching movies with the other children. He loved listening to adults talk. So did Mike, but he knew he didn’t understand the way his older brother did.

The adults sat and drank wine and laughed and smiled at one another in the fall candlelight. Many of them had started families late or had been married once before and had only recently started new ones. Jobs were interesting; there was much travel. There was a lot to talk about, and the subtext was that they were lucky to have the lives they had. Mike remembered everyone being very happy.

Before one of these dinners, Lyle decided that he and Mike would be spies. Lyle had gotten a small tape recorder, only a toy really, for his birthday earlier that fall. Their plan was to hide it in the dining room to record the dinner conversation. While the servants were setting up, and Mike’s mother was upstairs dressing, and Mike’s father was out walking along the ocean, Lyle and Mike secured the tape recorder under the table with duct tape.

As the guests arrived and had drinks, the boys slid between them and crawled under the table and switched on the recorder. They were very excited all through dinner, but they didn’t tell any of the other children what they were up to. By dessert, Mike couldn’t wait any longer. He wanted to go get the recorder. No, said Lyle, they’ll be there for a long time. Let’s just look.

When they peeked around the dining room door, Elliot Analect saw them and held up the tape recorder, which he must have found much earlier, maybe when he first sat down. Analect wasn’t a regular guest at these dinners. He was usually abroad somewhere. At this point he was a correspondent in East Asia, and Mike’s father was especially glad to have him for Thanksgiving. Mike’s mother didn’t like Analect. Mike didn’t know this the way Lyle did, but he had a sense of it too.

When Analect held up the recorder Mike knew instantly they would be in trouble. He saw the way the adults laughed but didn’t think it was funny. One of them, drunker than the rest and not a very good friend of Mike’s parents, was even a little angry. Mike remembered that he worked for one of the networks. Their mother was embarrassed and that always made her cross as well. Mike’s father called the boys over and tried to set things right by giving them a talk in front of the table that was both funny and serious. Analect removed the tape from the recorder and put it in his pocket.
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On the flight from HKI to BKK, Mike asks Bishop about Christopher Dorr.

“A crazy fuck,” Bishop tells him. “Won awards. Then just stopped filing, so the magazine stopped paying him. I won’t bullshit you, I never liked the guy much.”

Mike doesn’t know what to say.

“Analect’s the one that lost him,” Bishop goes on. “He should check in on Dorr himself.”

Mike looks out the window at the flat turquoise sea below. He wonders if Analect has spoken to his father since he arrived in Hong Kong. No, or his father would have said something. But then they haven’t talked much since Mike left. Mike knows there were some things his father never talked about. His life before his children wasn’t a secret; it just never came up. Mike always thought that maybe this was because his father hadn’t wanted to end up in banking but did anyway. Mike thinks if he talks to Dorr he’ll know a lot more about that.

“You don’t have to worry about Dorr,” Bishop is saying. “Just fill your notebook with stony backpacker quotes and we’ll have a week in Bangkok. Pretty girls in Bangkok. You’ll have a blast.”

Mike keeps expecting Bishop to give him specifics about what else he wants for the story but he never does, just sleeps most of the three-hour ride. Mike looks at Bishop and thinks that if you sleep on a plane you could crash and be unsure whether you are dreaming until you are dead. Mike isn’t worried about the specifics. He figures he’ll get whatever information he needs when the time comes. Bishop has already told him they’d have the place wired because of some friends of his who are based in Bangkok.

“You’ll like them,” Bishop said, and then called them the “Flying Circus.”

Following Bishop, Mike sails through Bangkok customs on a tourist visa. The room is hot but the lines are short. Customs officials in lizard-colored uniforms slam their stamps and the pale Europeans and Americans in bright, patterned shirts sweat in line and shuffle through.

As they clear, Bishop tells Mike that in Bangkok it’s easier To be a Journalist if you’re not a journalist. “You’ll see what I mean when you meet the Flying Circus,” he says. “They get away with anything.”

On the way in from the airport, Bishop tells Mike to take the night off, check out the city. He is going to meet his “best girl” and, in fact, is going to be spending most of his time with her. He needs a break. This is good for Mike because he will get to do most of the reporting. Of course Bishop will write the story in the end; Mike just has to find the stony quotes. They both get a week in Bangkok and he will make sure they share the byline. “It’ll be a good surprise for Analect, but you really have to do it yourself,” says Bishop.

Getting out of the cab in front of his hotel, Mike knows that Bishop is going to ditch him. What the hell.
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Mike knew something strange and probably bad had happened that Thanksgiving. Everyone went home earlier than usual. Lyle was miserable, almost in tears, and Mike tried to comfort him. Mike often felt that he did not see problems his older brother saw.

As the two boys lay in their bunks that night, Lyle in the top, they heard the sounds of an argument coming from their parents’ room across the hall. Eventually the sounds would become so familiar that Mike never remembered a time when he had not heard them, but this was one of the first times. Lyle climbed down to investigate. Where are you going? Mike asked, watching his brother’s legs swing out into dark space. Lyle didn’t answer, though, just crept across the hall and listened at his parents’ door.

Mike pulled his covers up over his head and tensed his small body. Then he got out of bed and went across the hall too. He saw Lyle there, lying on the floor with his ear to the bottom of the door. Their parents were really yelling now and their voices seemed very loud in the hallway. Mike lay next to his brother and tried to listen too, but Lyle pushed him away. Go to bed, Lyle said, in the way their parents often ordered.

Mike wouldn’t go. They began to tussle but froze when they heard the argument stop. Their parents had heard them. Lyle grabbed Mike and they ran back to their beds. Their parents opened the door but didn’t catch them.

Mike waited until his older brother fell asleep and then went and listened at his parents’ door again. He couldn’t tell what they were talking about, but he heard Analect’s name. After that night he was always a little suspicious of Analect, although he could not say why, exactly.
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The hotel is white with a revolving door. It is jammed in among the hostels on Khao San Road. As he is checking in, Mike overhears a paunchy Brit describing the hotel to his wife as “the best place to see Bangkok from the street.” Mike doubts that. His room is on the third floor, small, with a shower and satellite television. A baseball game is on when he walks in. He looks out the window down the length of Khao San Road, vibrating in the heat.

Across the street from the hotel is a row of cafés. They are all different, Italian, Thai, American, and so on, but they are really all the same, like everything else on Khao San Road. Mike figures that every backpacker in Southeast Asia starts and ends here. He sits down at the closest café and orders a beer, and a backpacker kid, twirling his dreadlocks around his ringed thumbs at the next table, asks him how it’s going and joins him.

“Fine,” says Mike, “how about you?”

“Good except the cops are fucking everywhere,” says Dreads.

Mike hasn’t seen any cops except those directing traffic.

“You just get here?” asks Dreads. Mike tells him yes and then Dreads gives him three minutes on the wonders of Thailand. Getting high on the beaches, riding the elephants up north, getting high on the elephant rides, dancing in the clubs. This is exactly what Analect said would happen. It is easy for Mike to talk to this kid, who keeps bragging about the club he is going to later, like any middle-class stoner from back home, but somehow transformed by heat and distance into a legitimate denizen of this strange locale. Mike thinks it’s as though someone dropped a tropical urban bomb on the mall he slouched through every day.

“Want to come get fucked up?” he asks Mike.

So Mike goes to the club, Z Club it’s called, and stays all night, wondering at first if he is really working or just having another green beer. It’s a dance club, could have been London or Paris or New York, where he is from, but Mike doesn’t really know because he doesn’t go to clubs.

The strobes illuminate the dancers in smoky flashes, sunburned Europeans and black Africans so dark they almost disappear. Where are those guys from? Mike wonders. It’s like they’re from the surface of the sun. Mike doesn’t dance. He stands at the crowded bar drinking beers, and then sometimes he walks to the wall and leans there drinking, watching the sinuous dancers. He is trying to pick up the signals, what is what, trying to pick out the tourists from the locals. Easy. Tourists talk to him because he looks like them. A South African relates how a woman shot a dart out of her pussy the night before at a club in Patpong.

Three dumpy Kiwi girls pull him to a couch and talk to him about how cheap everything is in Thailand and how much they like it that foreigners come up and talk to them. In the end they tell him he’s cute and they’ll look him up when they get to New York at the end of their holiday. At first Mike thinks maybe this would be fine. Maybe he wants to fuck one of these girls, or even all three at once. But not really. He has a girlfriend, Jane, back home, and that was complicated enough already. Plus he is working, isn’t he?


6

During his freshman year, Mike sometimes studied in a wing of Widener Library named after the nineteenth-century historian Robert Benson Ames. The name meant nothing to Mike when Analect told him to look up Christopher Dorr, but then it did because on the Internet he found out that Dorr’s full name was Christopher Ames Dorr. Mike wondered if the two were related. Probably, he figured.

Supposedly the Ames wing was haunted, and there was a tradition, a joke really, about making Phi Beta Kappa or something if you had sex there when you were a freshman. When Jane visited him over a long weekend that fall, he mentioned this to her and she said it sounded like a good tradition. Mike said he only mentioned it because it was so ridiculous, but then he was pleased when Jane insisted on seeing the library. After all, it was very old and very famous. So she and Mike walked through the stacks, talking in low voices as the motion sensors clicked and lit lamps above the rows of books they passed, until they found a place.

Jane froze in the middle of their sex. The light in the next aisle clicked on.

“Did you hear that?” she whispered.

Mike became very serious, as if he were almost expecting something.

“Breathing,” said Jane. “But I didn’t hear any footsteps.”

She kept a straight face. Mike thought she might really be scared and he hurried to pull himself together. He even took her by the hand and started to lead her out of the aisle. When they were three rows away and hadn’t said anything, Jane couldn’t contain herself anymore. Her laughter overwhelmed the quiet of the library. “I knew it,” she said. “You really thought there might be a ghost.”

But Jane doesn’t get it. It’s not that Mike believes in ghosts, it’s that he knows you can be haunted.


7

By midnight, Dreads has a whole backpacker crew gathered around him, eyes flooding from the ecstasy. Mike watches them dance, bumping into one another, stopping only to pull beaten water bottles from the pockets of their cheap linen fisherman’s pants, just purchased on Khao San Road. Dreads is straight Khao San. Mike doesn’t really want to talk to Dreads anymore. What he wants to do is find Dorr. He wants to impress Analect, not Bishop. He wants to meet this man who boxed his father.

At 2 A.M. the strobes stop and the PA blares that it is time to leave. This is exactly Mike’s story, backpacker kids and how the government is cracking down on the ecstasy scene, instituting a two-o’clock closing time. People begin to filter out. Mike starts to go with them, but Dreads hands him another beer and tells him to relax. “No worries man, what’ll they arrest us for?”

For being stupid, thinks Mike.

The PA fires again: “THE POLICE WILL BE HERE IN FIVE MINUTES . . .” and then it becomes garbled and everyone is leaving. Mike is tired but Dreads says he knows a place they can go to and tells Mike about an apartment, just a few blocks away. Dreads gets excited talking about how the apartment is like a secret society of cool backpackers where there is always good hash. “Plus,” he explains, “there are always girls there, white girls, you know? Not that the Thai girls aren’t totally cool.”

Mike looks at Dreads and knows that he is afraid of Thai girls.

Dreads keeps talking about the apartment and the “rad old guy” whose place it is. “And you should see his hookup,” says Dreads as they walk out, “an older chick with red hair, so hot.”

Outside, Mike sees two monster sports cars, hundred-thousand-dollar, 4 million baht, candy-colored, speed machines. Their brown, hair-gelled drivers open the doors and white girls with big blond bodies get in. Mike hadn’t seen them inside. Probably rich Indian or Bengali kids, on holiday. They are loud, speeding into the night.

The walk to the apartment is longer than Mike expects, and Dreads talks the whole way, bragging about drugs. As a kind of experiment, Mike tells him he is doing a story about kids coming to Bangkok just to get high.

“Cool,” says Dreads. “You can write about me.”
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The day before he left for Hong Kong, Mike was worried. For a day and a half his parents had not been speaking to each other with such cruelty that Mike became apprehensive about their future and the future of his family. Worrying slowed him down, though, so he tried to think of better times.

He thought of his mother skiing in Sun Valley, Idaho. She blew great powdery swaths of snow into the air as she raced down the mountain in front of him. She was a beautiful skier. He saw men watch her, in her yellow snowsuit, as she flew past them, and he was proud of her. She encouraged her sons to go full speed down the slopes. Why turn? she liked to say.

Their father asked her privately if she was crazy. They’ll get hurt, he said. They’re already berserk. But she brushed him off and told the boys very theatrically to snowboard like young gods racing in the sky. Mike and Lyle were more or less invincible on the mountain, and they raced and slipped through the pines at speed, and even invented an out-of-bounds run on the back side of the mountain that they jokingly called “young gods.”

The next year their father was injured on an icy intermediate run early in the morning on the third day of their trip. Only Mike saw him go down, breaking his arm in the kind of surprising fall an athlete takes at fifty. After that, Mike never thought of himself as a young god racing in the sky but, rather, as just a person much younger than his father. Just very young. This happened to Mike a lot when he started remembering the times he’d had with his father as a kid.
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Mike follows Dreads up a narrow staircase. The apartment is in a peeling building over an Internet café. Dreads knocks on the door and says his name. Locks shoot and click before the door swings open. There is a mountain of backpacks just inside the door, which Mike has to step around the framed, zippered burdens.

“Welcome,” comes an Australian accent.

Several kids look up at Mike, all pierced and a little raggedy but too white and western to be really ragged. They sprawl on the floor or lounge on wooden benches along the walls, an audience. The Australian sits on a cushion in the middle of the room. He has frizzed, gray hair and a vest but no shirt, lots of chains. He looks twice as old as most of the kids and seems to Mike to weave like a snake charmer. He is holding a joint.

“Mike,” says Dreads, sweeping his arm at the Australian, “this is the famous Hardy.”

“So, what brings you to Bangkok and would you like a pull?” Hardy asks.

“I’m fine, thanks,” Mike says.

“He’s a reporter,” says Dreads.

Stupid, thinks Mike, but he sees some of the kids get more interested.

“Well, not much going on around here,” Hardy says, evenly, producing a lacy bra from under his cushion. He begins to play a kind of cat’s cradle with it between his fingers, joint in his lips.

“For a travel magazine,” Mike says. “Just a good vacation, really.”

“I’m sure.”

Mike nods. Hardy studies him and says, “Did you know there is a doctor in California who has a cure for cancer?”

Mike doesn’t say anything and a girl in a pirate bandanna whom Hardy calls Lucy rises from the heap of kids at his feet and makes her way through a beaded curtain to the kitchen. Mike is careful not to stare at her long, tan legs rising up into her cutoff jeans.

“We only started getting cancer recently,” Hardy continues. “It was you Americans, treating everything. But this stuff . . .” Lucy Long Legs is back with a bowl of noodles and two pairs of chopsticks and sits down between Hardy’s legs. “. . . this stuff is just about as organic as you can get.”

Mike asks him how long he’s been in Bangkok. Hardy wraps his legs around Lucy Long Legs and puts down his joint. She feeds him some noodles.

“He’s been here going on fucking twenty-two years,” Dreads says.

“Can’t trust a single motherfucker in this whole town,” Hardy says through a mouthful of noodles. “Never could.”

Mike asks if Hardy can point him to a place where he might score some pills. For the travel story. Mike doesn’t want the pills, he just wants to ask for them.

“No problem, somethin’ like a couple pills,” Hardy says, and resettles his crotch before continuing, “How about a girl, too? Local, the real Thai experience. I’ve got just the one.”

“No thanks,” Mike says, noticing that Hardy is slurring his words. How high is this guy? he wonders.

“Yeah, a girl can be trouble,” Hardy goes on. “She has you because you want to fuck her, so she drugs you and pinches your schwee, or she is set up with a cop and they shake you down. Happened to me three or four times, but I been here going on twenty-two years now.”

“Cops were coming to the club,” Dreads volunteers. “That’s why we left.”

Hardy nods knowingly. “They lock the door and make everybody piss in a cup,” he says. “It’s not the same here, not like it was in the old days.

Mike looks at Hardy and thinks about how he never wants to have any old days. But “Yeah,” he says. “I’m on the lookout for a friend of a friend who was here back then. His name is Christopher Dorr, American reporter guy. He’s supposed to be living in Bangkok somewhere.”

“Dorr, yes, can’t say I know him personally, though.” Hardy pulls on his joint again. “But I reckon I’ve heard of him. Then again,” he exhales, “every other bugger you meet is looking for his contact, isn’t he? A lot of stories out there.”

“Far-out,” says Dreads.

“Long-lost fellas who went to earth,” Hardy says, smiling.

“Went to earth?” Mike asks.

“Like me,” Hardy snorts. “Went to earth and now I eat fire.” He sucks down to the end of the roach and then flicks it up in the air, smoking, and catches it in his mouth. The backpackers almost applaud. Hardy swallows.

Way over the top, thinks Mike. He looks at Hardy carefully and decides that he is very high, but not necessarily from the joint.

“There are, at any given time, some fifty righteous men on the planet,” Hardy says. “These righteous don’t know it, but if it weren’t for them, God would blow the whole place to hell. And here’s the catch, see: as soon as one finds out he’s one of the chosen, he dies and somebody else, some other righteous soul, takes his place.”

The sprawled backpackers are captivated. Lucy Long Legs is indulgent but interrupts. “Do you want to watch a movie?” She rises from Hardy’s crotch and rummages in a cabinet.

A stir of approval from the backpackers and Hardy picks Casablanca. Mike leans against the wall, sometimes watching the movie on the little television in the corner, but mostly watching Lucy Long Legs as she nods out on Hardy’s lap. Blond hair spills out from under her Jolly Roger bandanna and some tattoo peeks out from her ankle. She looks very young. Mike hopes he will run into Lucy Long Legs some other time.
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