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            Author’s Note

         

         I spent three months travelling in and around Thailand in 1986. This book is a record of some of the people I met, and some of the places I passed through, and some of the feelings I felt. I make no other claims for it.

         Many people gave me their help, or their knowledge, or simply – by no means least – their good company along the way. Of these I wish particularly to thank: Nopporn Chanthakaeo, Geoffrey Walton, Ajahn Pongsak Tejadhammo, Suk Soongswang, Mon Chanyaem, Tony Davies, John Everingham, David Love, David and Toi Parry, Francis Deron at AFP, Sayam Tipkhome and all at Wat Mau Komtuang, David Irwin and Vince Mendès.

         Many Thais, whose names I have forgotten or perhaps never knew, added some brief touch of warmth and charm to my time there. They call Thailand the ‘Land of Smiles’. It sounds suspiciously like a promotional catch-phrase, but in my experience it is true.

         Back home, my thanks to David Godwin, Jacqueline Korn, Hilary Davies, Barnaby Rogerson, Rose Baring and, of course, to Sally.

         Those who know the language may find my presentation of Thai phrases and names a little haphazard. I have tended to follow the sound, rather than any systematic transliteration from the Thai alphabet. The name Katai, for instance, is more correctly written ‘Kratai’, but the Thai ‘r’ is hard to catch, and I heard the name as Katai, and that is how I’ve written it down. I suppose something similar is true of this book as a whole. It is not a book ‘about’ Thailand, and certainly not a book ‘about’ Buddhism. I am not qualified to write those. My only qualification is that I was there, and this is what I made of it all.
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            In the sky there is no east nor west.

            We make these distinctions in the mind, then believe them to be true.

            
                

            

            Everything in the world comes from the mind, like objects appearing from the sleeve of a magician.

            
                

            

            Buddha, Lankavatara Sutra

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Night Train

         

         Dusk was falling as the train pulled slowly into Lop Buri. A few minutes from the station there was an ambush of small boys, some of them jumping aboard with wares to sell – iced drinks in polythene bags, smoked fish strung on poles, corn-cobs, green mangoes – and some of them just running and shouting alongside the train for the hell of it.

         They woke the old man opposite me from his nap. He grumbled at them: ‘ling ling’, little monkeys.

         I leaned out the window. The air was warm and dusty, lilac-coloured. The station was lit with sodium lights and the fires of fry-stalls. The clatter of the train met the chatter of the platform, and further off I could hear a diffuse tinkling of temple bells.

         Among the crowd I spotted a farang, probably an American. He was clearly visible because he stood a head taller than anyone else on the platform. He had sandy hair and wore a red singlet that showed a lot of muscle. There was a small circle of space around him, where the crowd had fallen back to make room for his fidgety movements. Thais give big farang a wide berth, as one might a large muddy dog.

         The word farang is actually a Thai derivation from ‘Français’, but it is used to describe any fair-skinned, round-eyed foreigner from Europe or the USA. According to Thai tradition, the farang inhabit a far-flung region called the muang nauk, the ‘outside kingdom’. One chronicle, the Thai Nya Phuum, sums them up as follows: ‘They are exceedingly tall, hairy and evil-smelling. They school their children long, and devote their lives to the amassing of riches. Their women, though large and round, are very beautiful. They do not grow rice.’ When the Thai call you farang it is not pejorative. They disarm the 14 word with a grin or a giggle. But they remain cautious. The farang does not have the great Thai virtue of jai yen, a ‘cool heart’. His heart is liable to overheat.

         The big guy swung a backpack onto his shoulder and made ready to board. He spoke a few words to another, older man. I saw that this man too was a farang, though not from the look of him American. He was thin and wiry, with a long nose. He had a moustache beneath a scrub of stubble. He was less conspicuous, partly because he was smaller, and partly because he wore the same kind of hat – a rattan hat, much in the shape of a trilby – as many other men on the platform. He was sitting on a packing case, smoking a cigarette. He threw it away as the train came to a halt, but he didn’t seem to be hurrying.

         As soon as the train stopped you could feel the heat again, but it was now the gentle, lifting warmth of evening, not the laden heat of daytime. This is an hour the Thais love, when the lights go on, and it’s cool enough to promenade, and the all-importance of sanuk – having a good time – is beyond dispute.

         I was beginning to feel a lot better myself. Bangkok was four hours away now. It wasn’t enough but it was something.

         I watched the big farang struggling in a couple of carriages down from me: third class, no air-con. There was a scrum round the door and even after he’d got himself in, it took another few heaves to get his backpack in. The man in the rattan hat was still on the platform, talking to one of the cooks at the fry-stalls, a woman in a scarlet and yellow sarong. In the harshness of the strip-light above the stall, the colours of her sarong were mesmeric. He seemed to be thanking her for something. His luggage was light – a cloth shoulder-bag of hill-tribe design, a battered leather satchel, a cotton sleeping-roll tied up with rope and fastened beneath the satchel. He slung the two bags crosswise, one from each shoulder. The big American was back on the platform now, minus his backpack. I guessed he had got them some seats. Their clothes were dusty. They looked like they had done some hard travelling. The American’s shoulders gleamed from recent tanning. They talked for a bit: the American tense and 15 rangy, chewing hard on some gum, the other more poised, seeming to keep an eye on everything.

         The train hooted, lurched forward, stopped. There was a last-minute surge of people. A Chinese couple joined our carriage. They had passed everything in through the window – cartons done up with twine, baskets of food, finally a baby, sound asleep in a green blanket – and now they were collecting their belongings around them, nodding and smiling and saying, ‘Kam sha, kam sha’. There were many Chinese on the train. It was early February, coming up to Chinese New Year. I had been down in Sampaeng – Bangkok’s Chinatown – that morning. There were kites and lanterns in the shops, scrubbing and sluicing in the grille-fronted restaurants. Soapy water flowed down the gutters, lapped around the wheels of the sleek black Mercs. A time of purification.

         The two farang made for their carriage, but still the one in the hat seemed to linger. He let the other passengers in before him, and only as the train began to pull out did he climb up onto the step. He scanned the platform for a moment. Then, seeing that all was apparently in order, he braced himself against the hand-rail and swung out of view.

         The lights of Lop Buri soon fell away, but some of the young vendors stayed aboard a bit longer. It was good psychology: the passengers were nestling back into their seats, glad to be on the move again, feeling disposed after all to buy a snack before the long night’s journey. One boy cleared his entire stock of corn-cobs in this last few minutes. The train slowed in the darkness. It was some kind of crossing. I could make out a thatched roof, some fencing, a pitted dirt road. Here the last of the kids jumped out. They set off back down the tracks to Lop Buri, clutching their few precious baht, and we set off north, the train soon settling into the leisurely pack-mule rhythm that had brought us up from Bangkok, and would take us on through the night to Chiang Mai.

         A bit later, I went down to the compartment at the end of the carriage, to stretch my legs and have a cigarette. One of the railway police was there. He wore a gun, and he was drinking rice whisky. 16 We conversed in the lingua franca of these encounters: my pidgin Thai, his pidgin English. The window was open wide and we had to shout above the din of the tracks.

         He said, ‘Do you know what Lop Buri is famous for?’

         I recalled my guide book. The town, though now very modest, was once a royal Siamese capital. Did he mean the old summer palace? The fine Khmer-influenced temples?

         He shook his head in tipsy pleasure. ‘No, no,’ he said. ‘It is famous for its monkeys.’

         The monkeys of Lop Buri, it transpired, are notorious thieves. A troupe of them lives around a ruined temple, the Sam Phra Karn, and steals cameras and handbags from the tourists. They are skilled and cunning, he said. They are trained up by the locals, a regular troupe of Artful Dodgers. All the cameras they steal are raked in for resale on the black market.

         He moved easily with the lurching of the train. He had worked on the railways for eighteen years. It was in the family: his father had been a guard on the train when the line was first opened, back in the 1920s. Before the railway came it took a week by boat and elephant to get from Bangkok to Chiang Mai.

         I asked him if he had ever had to use his gun. He shook his head. ‘In the old days there were many attacks on the train. Bandits, communists. But no more.’ There was a tint of regret in his voice. Nowadays, he said, there are just a few sneak-thieves to deal with. He told me to beware of people offering me sweets or cigarettes, because they might be drugged, and then I would be robbed while I slept. I have heard this warning on buses and trains all over the world but I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone who has been the victim of these Mickey Finns.

         While we were talking, the big American I’d seen at Lop Buri came out to use the lavatory. He nodded at us. His face was reddened with sun, his eyes were a fierce pale blue. He was still chewing gum. When he came out of the lavatory he stopped a drinks boy who was walking through, and bought a can of Kloster beer. He felt the can, grimaced, and said to the boy, ‘Sure you can’t get it any warmer?’ 17 The boy laughed back uncomprehendingly. The American took a long slug of beer, let out a hiss of satisfaction, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. There was reddish dirt under his fingernails. ‘Needed that,’ he said, ‘Yes sir,’ and tipped the can back again.

         His name was Khris – ‘with a K, like Kristofferson’. He was in his early thirties, I guessed. His hair was fine and frizzy and beginning to recede. His arms were wide and smooth. He had a small tattoo on his right forearm, a dagger with a snake twined round the blade.

         I asked him if he’d spent time in Lop Buri. He shook his head. ‘Just passing through.’ He strummed on an imaginary guitar, sang in a gravelly voice: ‘Busted flat in Lop Buri, waiting for a train.’ He frowned. ‘Weird place, man. These fucking monkeys.’

         I glanced over at the policeman, but he was tipping the bottle of Mekong to his lips. ‘I’ve heard about them,’ I said. ‘They’re trained to steal.’

         ‘Trained? You’re kidding. Those are wild sons of bitches, man.’

         He told me how they’d nearly pulled off this woman’s arm getting her camera from her, how you get rabies if they bite you, how personally he’d shoot the whole bunch of them. I asked what they did with the camera once they got it.

         ‘Carried it to the edge of the trees and tore it apart. You could see them beating it against a rock to get at the good bits.’

         So much for the Artful Dodgers of Lop Buri.

         I asked him where he was travelling from. He told me that he and his friend had been up in Kanchana Buri Province, in the far west of Thailand. ‘We got right up to the Burmese border, a place called Three Pagodas Pass, but they wouldn’t let us across.’

         ‘Fighting?’

         ‘Nah, just some border police who didn’t like our faces.’

         ‘Why did you want to get across the border?’

         He shrugged. ‘Harry wanted to. That’s the guy I’m travelling with. Just to get a jump on things, I guess. You know how it is with borders.’

         I nodded, wondering quite what he meant. He finished off his beer and crumpled the can in his big fist. I saw there were letters tattooed below his knuckles. His fist spelt ‘Carol’. He made to throw 18 the can out of the window, but the drunken policeman moved forward to block the window.

         ‘No throw, danger, no throw,’ he slurred.

         ‘Oh yeah?’ said Khris, his arm still raised with the can in his hand. I thought for a moment he was going to make something of it, but he checked himself and laughed. ‘Guess you’re right, sergeant,’ he said, and turned the gesture into a mock salute. He turned to me, blue eyes flashing, sweat on his face. ‘Guy with the gun buckled on is always right, ain’t that the truth?’ The policeman muttered something in Thai and moved away from the window.

         Another drinks boy came through and we bought more beer. Khris offered to buy the policeman one. The policeman shook his head, but it eased things up a bit. ‘Not while you’re on duty, huh?’ said Khris, and we all three laughed. The train whistled as we rolled through a village, tin roofs beneath big dark trees, a snatch of Thai dance music on some jukebox. The buildings threw back the sound of the train to us, then we were out again in the empty rice-fields.

         ‘So what’s in Kanchana Buri apart from the border?’ I asked.

         His blue eyes went wide. He said in a stage whisper, ‘Stones.’

         ‘Stones?’

         ‘Gem-stones, man. Siamese sparkies. Sapphire, ruby, topaz. Harry’s kind of a trader. He deals in stones.’

         ‘I thought most of the sapphire and ruby came from the east of Thailand.’

         ‘Sure, that’s the main area, down along the Gulf, near Cambodia. But that’s where everyone else is. It’s all sewn up there. Harry’s looking for new strikes. Get in with the local boys, cut out the middlemen. We were up at a place called Bo Ploi, a day north of Kanchana Buri Town. They’ve been mining the area for a while, but there’s word going round that they’ve hit a new strike. Harry says they’re panning out star sapphire somewhere up there. Man, did you ever see one of those little babies smiling up at you?’

         I shook my head. ‘Did you find any?’

         Khris shrugged. ‘We bought some stuff. You’ll have to ask Harry. I was just along for the ride.’

         19 When someone starts to rein in, that’s when you start to feel there’s a story. I liked the sound of star sapphires. I was about to ask what exactly they were, when the policeman blathered into view again. He had decided it was his turn to show there were no hard feelings after the beer-can incident. First he offered us some of his Mekong whisky. Thanks but no thanks. Then he pulled out a grubby piece of paper and thrust it in my hand. We peered at it in the dull yellow light. It was a mimeographed leaflet advertising some hotel in Chiang Mai.

         ‘You go Noi Hotel,’ he urged. ‘Number one guest house.’ He pronounced it, as Thais invariably do, ‘guess how’.

         Khris shook his head. ‘I’m fixed. Harry’s got friends in Chiang Mai.’

         I said that I was fixed up too. It wasn’t true, but I like to make my arrangements on the ground. Khris turned back to me. ‘So what takes you to Chiang Mai?’ he asked.

         I said, ‘I’m going to visit a forest temple.’

         
             

         

         It had begun by chance, or so it seemed, one winter’s night in England, looking for a late-night movie on the TV, and finding instead an Open University broadcast about Buddhism. And there on the screen was a famous Thai monk, Ajahn Cha, small and bald, with a beatific, frog-like face. He was describing the beauties of life in a forest temple. He said, ‘Your mind will become still like a pool in the forest. Many strange and beautiful animals will come to drink at the pool. You will see wonderful things, but you will be still. This is the happiness of the Buddha.’

         Who could resist a promise like that?

         For a long while after, his words hung in the mind, serene and cool amid the small fevers of one’s life. I was not entirely clear what a forest temple was, but the more I thought about it, the more I knew I wanted to visit one. I would learn all about Buddhism, take that spiritual rest-cure I had always promised myself. I would become a new man. And of course, this being my trade, I would write a book about it.

         20 The rest followed, bit by bit. I had arrived in Thailand ten days ago, bound for a remote temple in the hills of the north: Wat Tham Tupu, the Temple of Tupu’s Cave.

         But first a little look around Bangkok. Not the best place to start your pilgrimage: stepping from an English winter into this fetid hothouse, the air as thick as broth, the streets paved with broken promises. Bangkok made it very plain that I could always change my mind if I wanted to. There were small, plausible men on the corners: ‘You want something? I get you what you need.’ They could get me girls. They could get me boys. They could scratch my itches any way I pleased. Their hands dangled by their sides, little canisters nestling in the palm: ‘Ganja? Smack?’

         In Bangkok there was Heinz, the connoisseur of cut-price sex, who insisted on showing me round the pleasure-dens of Patpong. And there was Sunny. She was a plump, buck-tooth Lao girl who slipped in beside me in a coffee shop one day. Before long she was offering to be my ‘wife’ for the duration of my stay. This meant she would travel with me, look after me, minister night and day to my sugar-daddy whims. There were good reasons for refusing: my actual wife, for one. My alleged quest, for another. Also the possibility that she had AIDS. She had been on the game since she was fifteen. She also had a heroin habit. She mostly smoked it, but sometimes she used the needle, in her knuckle to leave no scars. Heroin smokers are called moo (pig), she explained, ‘because they sound like a pig when they smoke’. Those who shoot are called pei (duck), ‘because they live with dirty water’. She was a sweet girl with a quick smile but you could see the hurt in her eyes. ‘The law on Thai wives’ – a farang later told me – ‘is to take two. If you take one you’ll fall in love with her.’

         And then, coming from another tack, there was Dixon, a beer-bellied, denim-shirted Australian I met one night at Tiger’s bar on Suriwong Road. ‘Don’t call me a journalist,’ he snapped. ‘I’m a reporter. That’s when you write it before you go home.’ Predictably, the forest temple didn’t cut much ice with Dixon. ‘That’s just features stuff,’ he said, when there was real hard news crying out all 21 over the country. There was fighting on the Kampuchean border in the east, fighting on the Burmese border in the west. There was Vincent Arnoni, an MIA hunter mounting covert reconnaissance operations into Laos. There was the heroin trade and its highly-placed abettors. And – perennially – there was the disappearance of the silk magnate, Jim Thompson.

         ‘But I’m going north,’ I said.

         ‘Well, get your butt up to the Golden Triangle then. You’ll find some real stories up there.’

         Every weak card in my hand, the city knew it, the city played to it. But now I was on my way, sweat drying off in the cool night breeze, heading at last for Tupu’s Cave.

         
             

         

         Khris shook his head. ‘Forest temple, huh? That’s a new one on me.’

         ‘And you?’ I asked. ‘What takes you to Chiang Mai?’

         He flashed a grin and waggled his tongue. ‘All the prettiest girls in Bangkok said they came from Chiang Mai.’

         ‘And you believe them?’ said a voice behind me. I turned round and there – suddenly there, it seemed, but that was surely an illusion, it was just that the noise of the train covered his arrival – was the other farang, Harry the gem-trader.

         He spoke quietly, a seedy-looking man with an air of formality. He was older than I’d taken him for. His black hair – he was no longer wearing the rattan hat – was thinning and swept straight back. There was dust in the lines of his face. His long nose, slightly bulbous at the end, had a thin but prominent scar running up from the left nostril. It made me think of the scene in Chinatown where Jack Nicholson has his nose slit.

         Khris introduced us. Harry said, ‘I’m very pleased to meet you.’ I couldn’t place the accent. It had an American overlay, certainly, but there was a twang of some other language underneath it. His handshake was hard. I felt the dust on his hand, the same red dirt.

         He nodded a greeting to the policeman. We swayed in the smoky compartment. He was dressed like an out-of-luck card-sharp: faded blue waistcoat, big silver rings on his left hand.

         22 ‘You are an Englishman,’ he observed.

         I said I was. He smiled and gave a faint shrug, as if to say that no one is perfect. I was beginning to get a suss on his accent now. The shrug gave him away. ‘And you, I think, are French.’

         The same sardonic smile, wrinkling his dark eyes out of view. ‘Bravo!’

         ‘But you speak excellent English.’

         ‘A necessity these days.’

         ‘This guy,’ said Khris loudly, laying a hand on Harry’s shoulder, ‘speaks Thai, Lao, Vietnamese and Chinese, as well as fucking French and English. Have I left any out, captain?’

         ‘I speak them all badly, especially the French.’

         ‘What the hell,’ said Khris. ‘We’re all goddamn mongrels out here.’ He seemed suddenly moody. He drained his beer. The policeman was dozing against the lavatory door. Khris winked at me, and deliberately lobbed the empty can out of the window. ‘Old Siamese proverb, right? Don’t take shit from a sleeping cop.’

         Khris was beginning to make me nervous. He was restless, and he brought his face up close when he spoke. But it’s not every night you’re stuck on a train with a couple of prospectors fresh in off the sapphire fields. I was intrigued by Harry. I wondered why he was called Harry, and was his real name Henri. I wanted to know how he came to speak all those local languages, and how he got that scar on his nose, and which animal the big yellow tooth hanging on a chain round his neck came from. And I wanted to hear all about star sapphires.

         But it was not tonight, Josephine, for Khris was now leaning out of the window singing, ‘Asia, Asia, just an old sweet song keeps Asia on my mind,’ and Harry was pulling him in, saying, ‘OK, Khris. Cool down and I’ll tell you something. I’ve got one of the boys back there to fix us some chow. I’ve even told him to tell you it’s called American Fried Rice, OK? So, we go and eat now. Then we get some shut-eye.’

         ‘Sounds good to me, captain.’

         Harry turned to me. ‘I would invite you to dine with us, my friend, but we are in third class and a little crowded.’

         They were going, leaving me with none for company but the 23 snoring policeman. Harry shook my hand. Khris slapped me on the shoulder and said ‘Good luck’.

         ‘Perhaps we’ll meet up in Chiang Mai,’ I said.

         Harry said, ‘Where are you staying?’

         ‘I don’t know yet.’

         ‘Try the Noi Guest House, near the old town walls. It is run by an old friend of mine, a compatriot. His name is Guy. Tell him you’re a friend of Harry’s. He’ll fix you up.’

         ‘That’s funny. The policeman here told me to go there.’

         Harry looked at the policeman. ‘But, of course. We must listen to what the locals tell us. Even when they’re drunk and asleep they know more than we do.’

         ‘Thanks for the advice,’ I said. I heard a sour note in my voice. They headed off through the bucking concertina passageway that linked the carriages, Khris stumbling as he went, Harry moving neatly, like a fox through a hedge.

         
             

         

         I went back to my carriage. It was quiet, and had the muggy smell of sleep in it. Men slept straight out, legs splayed, mouths open. Women nested, curled ingeniously into the narrow seats. A pair of young soldiers lay against one another, a crew-cut head on a khaki-green shoulder. Some people wore a cloth or sarong over their faces. Sleep is a private business: you go off across some borderline and leave your body alone and unguarded.

         The old man opposite was awake, having slept all afternoon. He was smoking a cigarette, staring out at the blackness, or at his reflection, or at neither. He nodded and smiled when I sat down. That had been the extent of our communication through the journey. He didn’t speak English and he didn’t understand me when I spoke Thai. All I knew was that he was heading for Tak, a crossroads town a couple of hours before Chiang Mai, and that his only luggage seemed to be a gearbox for a Massey Ferguson tractor.

         The train rolled on, a little arrow of light and purpose bisecting the dark plain. We were still in the flatlands of the Mae Nam basin, the ‘rice bowl of Asia’. Stubble fires burned in the distance, 24 flickerings of orange light like a message one couldn’t understand. I settled down to try and sleep. The old man reached out to touch the window-pane. I felt I knew what he meant: that the window must be strong to hold all that emptiness at bay.

      

   


   
      
         
            Lan Na

         

         I slept a bit: inconsequential dreams into which the reality of the journey inserted itself from time to time. The old man disembarked at Tak. He wished me luck, ‘Shoke dee na, kap.’ Dawn over the paddy fields, the shadowy blue promise of the hills on the horizon. Then suddenly it was morning, the carriage was awake, Chiang Mai was half an hour away.

         Somewhere in the night we had crossed an invisible but not forgotten borderline. We were in Lan Na now, the Kingdom of a Million Rice Fields.

         Lan Na, or Lannathai, is one of the old kingdoms that make up modern Thailand. Its early history is hazy. According to the chronicles, the founder of the Lan Na dynasty, King Lao Cankaraja, ruled in the eighth century AD. His capital, Ngoen Nyang, was on the south bank of the Mekong River, near present-day Chiang Saen. The early monarchs of Lan Na are semi-legendary, but they represent a historical reality – the southward migration of the Thai people from their ancestral home in southern China; their pacification of the aboriginal tribes of the region, mainly Mon and Khmer; and their establishing of small principalities or city states (muang). In the thirteenth century, under threat from the Mongol armies of Kublai Khan, the various muang buried their differences. King Mengrai, a descendant of Cankaraja, founded Chiang Mai in 1296, and ruled over the unified kingdom of Lan Na. To the east, in present-day Laos, was Lan Chang, the Kingdom of a Million Elephants (the name survives in Frenchified form as Vientiane, the modern capital of Laos). In the lowlands to the south was the kingdom of Sukhothai, ‘Dawn of Happiness’, the forerunner of Siam. 26

         Lan Na flourished for a couple of centuries. Its art and literature reached a peak in the mid-fifteenth century, under King Tilokaraja. The eighth world synod of Theravada Buddhism was held at Chiang Mai in 1477. But the incursions of the Burmese and the growing political power of Siam combined to weaken it, and in 1796 – exactly five centuries after the founding of Chiang Mai – Lan Na was annexed by Siam. It continued to have a measure of autonomy, and it was less than fifty years ago that the office of chao (prince) of Chiang Mai was formally abolished.

         The people of northern Thailand still call themselves khon muang, the people of the principalities. They consider themselves Thai in as far as they are citizens of the nation-state of Thailand, and Thai in the broader ethnic sense as well, but they are very conscious of their difference from the Siamese Thai of the central plains. The Siamese are their tribal cousins, no more, as are the Lao of Laos and the Shan of Burma, and the various smaller tribes of ethnic Thai origin: the Lue, the Phuan, the Black and White Tai.

         A young man I met in Chiang Mai pointed to a map of Thailand on the wall and said, ‘Our country is in the shape of a bird, like a rooster.’ The eastern bulge is his tail-feathers, the long narrow isthmus of the south his legs. ‘So you see, the land of the Muang is the head of the rooster, and Bangkok is his arsehole.’

         Travelling in northern Thailand one senses the hidden shapes beneath the map. The modern nation is both a unifying of older divisions and a dividing up of older unities. There are more Lao in north-eastern Thailand than there are in Laos itself. The Shan of Burma do not call themselves Shan at all, but Thai Yai, the ‘great’ Thai, as opposed to the ‘little’ Thai of the lowlands. Some of the cultural base of northern Thailand is Mon and Khmer, not Thai in the ethnic sense at all. Other groups, like the Karen and the Haw Chinese of the Yunnan, have been here for centuries, and the more recent migration of Chinese hill-tribes into Thailand has further clouded this complex nationality. The hill-tribes – Akha, Hmong, Mien, Lahu, Lisu – belong to clans spread indiscriminately through Thailand, Burma, Laos and southern China. They cross and recross the frontiers as if they don’t exist. 27

         
             

         

         Early morning villages, misty banana groves, a bent figure fanning a small fire of brushwood, a tattered sang khati – the monk’s orange robe – tied around the bole of an enormous jackfruit tree. Finally we were at the station on the eastern outskirts of Chiang Mai.

         Everyone’s got someone to meet them, it seems, and I’m in that blithery melancholy mood, alone after a night journey, a strange city to deal with before breakfast. It’s best to arrive somewhere in late afternoon or evening, when there’s sanuk in the air and the people are disposed to greet you. In the morning they have many chores, and the farang is just another one.

         There were trishaws outside the station, and the pick-up trucks converted for passenger travel which they call song taow, ‘two benches’. Various touts waved bits of paper on behalf of various guest houses. The early morning light was grey and flat, and the street leading off into town looked nondescript. As I negotiated with a trishaw boy, a pick-up passed, and in the back I saw Harry and Khris. Khris leaned forward to wave, called ‘Hey!’, but Harry had his rattan hat tipped low over his eyes and was apparently dozing.

         Closer to town were signs of the Flower Festival: the policeman on the train had mentioned this. The trishaw boy said it would be opened by the Prime Minister himself, General Prem Tinsulanoinda. I asked when it would begin and received the typically Thai answer, ‘When Prem comes.’ The floats were parked in a long line leading up to the bridge over the Ping River. They were elaborate constructions, a brilliant topiary of statues and emblems: elephants and monkeys, garuda and naga, and one or two more Disneyesque creations. Each float looked like a solid, sculpted mass of flowers. In fact the flowerheads are tacked onto a frame of wood and polystyrene built over the chassis of a truck or car. The vehicle is invisible except for the wheels and a thin visor of windscreen for the driver.

         By the time we drove over the grey sluggish waters of the Ping, the sun was beginning to break through. The light quivered amid the lush bankside greenery. There was something tonic about it: it revived me like a strong cup of coffee.

         28 As recommended by Harry, I made my way to the Noi Guest House. It was a two-storey building, L-shaped, tucked down a rickety side-street near the north-eastern corner of the town walls. Wicker tables and chairs were set out in a courtyard shaded by banana and palm trees. It looked cheap and amiable, and I was disappointed to see a carboard sign on the bar, saying ‘Hotel Full’ in several languages.

         A tall, bespectacled man in well-pressed jeans was standing by the bar. It was Guy, the patron. I said, ‘I’m a friend of Harry’s. He told me to try here.’

         He smiled cautiously. ‘Harry Vincent?’

         I realized I didn’t know Harry’s full name. I said, ‘Frenchman, gem-trader, I met him on the train.’

         ‘I didn’t know he was back in town.’ His eyes narrowed. ‘I wonder what he’s up here for?’

         I shrugged. ‘He didn’t say much.’

         ‘Well, of course, any friend of Harry’s is welcome at the Noi. I think I can squeeze you in, but you must wait while the rooms are cleaned. Why don’t you take some breakfast?’

         He showed me a handwritten menu. For breakfast there was muesli, yoghurt, tropical fruit juices, eggs all ways. For dinner, buffalo steak aux poivres, shish kebab Noi, chicken grand-mère. ‘One does what one can,’ said Guy modestly. ‘I am from Lille. It is a town not beautiful to look at, but beautiful to eat in.’

         ‘And Harry?’ I asked. ‘Where’s he from?’

         ‘Ah!’ He pouted sceptically. ‘Not truly a Frenchman, of course. Pied noir. Born in Algiers, I believe, lived most of his life in Indo-China.’

         He broke off to greet a pair of farang girls coming down the stairs. He had that busy, affable, hotelier’s way, a little gobbet of small-talk for each of the guests. I sank into a wicker chair, and ordered scrambled eggs with all the trimmings.

         
             

         

         Chiang Mai is a town to wander in. The old town walls form a square, with each side a kilometre long. They are honey-coloured, in parts decayed, in parts renovated, at the corners virtually resolved back 29to nature, not so much walls as small sandy tumps topped off with low, twisty, feather-leaved trees. They date from the late eighteenth century, when the Siamese took over the depleted city. Around them runs the town moat, about twenty yards wide, its opaque green water hopefully fished by small boys leaning over the edge of the footbridges. Five gates open into the old town, with picturesque names like the White Elephant Gate, the Flower Garden Gate, the Spice Garden Gate. Inside, the old town is quiet and leafy, mainly residential. The touristic parts of the city are outside the walls, particularly in the streets between the Tha Pae Gate and the river. Here are the handicraft shops and trekking companies, the discos and massage parlours, the famous night bazaar for hill-tribe crafts, the snack-bars where you may witness a fat farang enjoying a bottle of beer that cost him fifty baht while reproachfully shaking his head at an old beggar who’d be glad of just five. It is wonderful to hear the high-principled arguments people advance against the dispersing of their small change to the poor.

         Nowhere in Thailand is the temple ethos more casual, more interwoven into daily life, than in Chiang Mai. There are over a hundred temples within the city limits. Some are ancient and full of legend – Wat Chedi Luang, with its giant eucalyptus tree which, the story has it, will stand for as long as the city’s fortunes prosper; Wat Chiang Man, with its crystal Buddha, said to have been brought from Haripunjaya, the ancient Mon capital of the region, by King Mengrai himself; Wat Suan Dok, which houses the ashes of the kings of Lan Na. Others are just casually there. You can hardly walk a block in the old town without stumbling on some old patina-stained cluster of buildings – pagodas and cloisters, vihan and bot – with its shady, ancient sense of a space reserved for the cooling of the spirit.

         One morning at Wat Mau Komtuang near the Elephant Gate – dogs basking in the sun, astrologers and herbalists at little desks in the cloisters – I met a temple boy called Sayam. The temple boys (dek wat) of Thailand are remnants of the days when monasteries were virtually the only source of education in the country. In the old days, 30 said Sayam, a dek wat was attached to a particular monk. ‘He was like his apprentice. The monks were very strict: they punished the dek wat with beatings, they made them stand on one leg for a long time.’ Nowadays – since the time of Rama IV, who introduced compulsory education in the 1920s – the temple’s role has become more one of assistance. Most dek wat are poorer children, or orphans, or clever country boys who live too far from the urban high schools. Some are sent to ‘make merit’ (tham boon) for their family, some are destined to become monks, but most are simply there to enable them to continue their schooling. They typically enter the monastery when they’re ten and stay till fifteen or sixteen, up to Grade Three secondary.

         In return for this monastic hospitality, they perform menial tasks, much like the sizar scholars of mediaeval Cambridge. The day begins at six, and soon after they assemble for the daily bintha baht: out through the dawn streets with their alms baskets, collecting the day’s food for the monks. Back at the monastery, they cook the food, or fill up the washing jars, or sweep and clean the living quarters. They breakfast on what is left by the monks, then they go off to school. After school, they are mostly free – monks do not eat supper: they may not eat anything solid after midday – though sometimes they are called upon to massage one of the monks, or to read passages from the Pali scriptures. Wat Mau Komtuang is a modest-sized wat, housing seven monks (bikkhu), four novices (nen) and seven temple boys. The boys’ accommodation is spartan, but as Sayam assured me, ‘We learn to see things clearly here.’

         The most famous of Chiang Mai’s temples is Wat Phra Dhat, on the 3,000-foot summit of Suthep mountain overlooking the city. The mountain is named after a holy man, Sudeva, who lived there as a hermit. The temple dates from the fourteenth century. It was built to contain a relic of the Buddha, brought from Sukhothai to Chiang Mai by the Sri Lankan wise-man Sumanathera. (The Theravada Buddhism of Thailand has its origins in Sri Lanka.) The site of the temple was chosen, in the time-honoured way, by a white elephant set free at the city gate. It headed into the hills, stopped half-way up, at a place still known as Doi Chang Norn, the Hill of 31the Elephant’s Rest, then carried on to the summit. There, we are told, it trumpeted three times, traced three circles anticlockwise, and knelt down. Where it knelt the relic was buried. The temple’s central chedi, over fifty foot high, marks the spot.

         Trucks leave from the White Elephant Gate to make the switchback ascent. I shared this rocking, reeling ride with an old man smoking one of those king-size cheroots of local tobacco rolled up in a dried banana leaf. As we began the ascent, we passed a statue. The old man made a reverent wai – the traditional Thai greeting or sign of respect: palms pressed together like a child at prayer. I could see the statue was not a Buddha, so I asked who it was.

         ‘It is the late Kruba Sri Vichai,’ he told me. ‘He was once the most revered monk of Lan Na. You think this ride is rough? Well, think what it was like before there was a road. It was a five-hour walk then. I know, because I did it many times when I was a child. So now, when we ride up to Doi Suthep, we wai to Kruba, to thank him that the road exists.’

         The road had been built, half a century ago, under the aegis of Kruba Sri Vichai. It was constructed totally by voluntary labour. At first it was just the citizens of Chiang Mai who worked on it, but the project gained such fame that people came from miles around, from as far as Phitsanaluk and Autaradit, to contribute their labour. Even the khon doi, the heathen hill-tribes, joined in. On any one day, as many as 4,000 people might be seen working on the road. So Kruba Sri Vichai decreed that each village should contribute a certain length of road. At first the figure was set at fifty feet per village, but as more people came this had to be reduced. Eventually each village contributed ten feet of the road. After just six months, with little more than hoes and axes, the road was completed. It covered seven miles from the base of the mountain at Houai Keo to the temple at the summit. It was opened in 1935, and the first to ride to the temple by car was the revered Kruba.

         This story catches something of the Buddhist way in Thailand. Belief touches the people in a way that is deep, but pre-eminently practical. The schooling of the dek wat is another aspect of this. So is 32 the early morning bintha baht, where the monks progress through their parish collecting gifts of food. All Thai temples survive by the wish of the people, concretely expressed day after day by this filling of the monks’ empty bowls.

         For those who had walked from Chiang Mai the final ascent to Wat Phra Dhat – a 290-step staircase, flanked by the traditional naga balustrades – must have been gruelling. It is tiring enough when you’ve come up by song taow. The place was crowded with holiday-makers, much as a famous cathedral would be in England. It was stately and beautiful, but oddly unmoving. In my notebook now I find images of the place – the golden parasols surrounding the chedi, the huge bells which the noisy children jangled, the Buddhas strangely plump and complacent, the sumptuous murals, the jumble of footwear left outside the vihan, the candle-lighting ceremony, the splashes of red and gold paint in the gutter, the giant durian tree outside the compound, the flitting of red and yellow minivers, the aromatic pinewoods on the slopes, the glimpses of Chiang Mai stretched out in the hazed valley below – but only images, because I couldn’t feel what they added up to. Whatever I thought I might find just wasn’t there. However tranquil the attractions of Buddhism, its more formal manifestations can seem unattractive: gilded, garish, trinkety.

         To compound this feeling, or lack of it, I shared the downward truck with another old man, a peasant as bald as an egg, wearing denim work-clothes and straw hat. He was in a kind of trance. He sat in the back of the truck, staring back up at the temple, mumbling to himself. Long after the temple was out of view, he kept on muttering his mantric undertone. I tried to talk to him, but he wasn’t listening. He wasn’t focusing on anything outside him. It was like he was trying to keep it all in his head, and the further we got from the temple, the harder he had to concentrate on it. I could only guess at what it all meant to him, and perhaps I felt a bit of envy, and a sense of having so far to go – so many questions to ask and so many wrong questions not to ask – before I even started to understand what made this country tick. 33

         
             

         

         Returning from Suthep mountain, I walked into the hotel courtyard and there, sitting at the table next to the bar, chatting in French with Guy, was Harry the gem-trader. He was looking cleaner and smarter than when I’d last seen him a few days ago. A thin black moustache had been salvaged from the stubble, his loose white shirt was freshly laundered, his thinning black hair was wetted and combed straight back. He looked less like a prospector, more like a tout of some sort.

         He greeted me with that same slightly stilted manner as before. ‘Very pleased to see you again,’ he said. ‘Guy told me you were here.’ He motioned me to a chair. ‘Won’t you join me in a drink?’

         There was a half-finished bottle of Mekong whisky on the table. Rice whisky is Thailand’s favourite tipple. It is blander, browner and sweeter than grain whisky, and has a vague caramel savour like Fundador brandy. Drunk neat it will give you a hangover that starts in your throat at the end of the first glass, but taken long with soda and ice it is palatable enough.

         He waved the bottle at me. ‘This is very special stuff, my friend. You know why? Because it is free. Tonight, regrettably, I have no money, je suis fauché comme les blés, and so I must ask my good friend Guy for credit. I’m sure you appreciate. Credit from a Lillois. Very special.’

         He turned to Guy, rattled off some quip. His pied noir French was fast, rough and flat, with hard consonants where Guy’s were classically fluid.

         Guy laughed indulgently. He was drinking beer, so I assumed the inroads into the whisky were all Harry’s. The waitress, a sweet girl called Nid, brought me a glass. Harry poured me a generous slug, and pushed the soda and the ice-bucket over.

         A half-drunk prospector in financial difficulties might not seem the best companion for the evening, but something about Harry fascinated me. He was an old Asia hand, a serious traveller, a man with a hundred stories to tell. Of course, I wasn’t really here for stories. I was here to visit a forest temple, to get my head together, to write about the deep things in life. But in writing, as in much else, 34 it’s not what you go looking for that counts, it’s what you find. And right now, what I’d found was Harry.

         A pair of backpackers came in to the courtyard, looking for a room. Guy rose suavely to greet them.

         I asked Harry how long he was planning to stay in Chiang Mai.

         He said, ‘That’s it. I have to leave very soon.’

         ‘Where are you headed?’

         ‘Further north.’

         ‘Chiang Rai?’

         ‘Further. Business, my friend. I go where business takes me.’ He pronounced the word with an untrustworthy leer: beez-ness.

         ‘What business is that?’

         He took a draught of Mekong, narrowing his mouth and his eyes as he drank. I noticed again the big silver rings on his long fingers. He said, with a rather chilly smile, ‘Precious stones. I thought Khris told you on the train. I deal in stones.’

         I felt caught out. ‘Where is Khris?’ I asked.

         Harry frowned. ‘He split off. He met some girl he used to know. They’re going to walk to Pai, some damn thing.’ He scratched his chin reflectively. ‘He said they met up by chance. I told him: don’t tell me about chance. No such thing. It’s the code of the road, my friend. You come to a crossroads and you got to choose.’ He shrugged. ‘He chose the girl. She was Quebecoise. She was OK. Trouble is, he was a useful guy to have around.’

         I wondered quite what he meant by that last remark, but now he was leaning back in his chair, calling out, ‘Noo! Noo!’ The word means ‘mouse’, but it’s a common mode of addressing young girls and particularly waitresses. Nid appeared from the murky little kitchen out behind the bar. Harry bantered and flirted a bit, soft voice, crow’s-foot wrinkles at his eyes. He didn’t speak particularly good Thai, I could tell that, but it was quick enough, and she seemed to understand what he was saying. Once or twice she laughed, and at the end she said, ‘Ka’, and hurried off. She came back with two more bottles of soda, a pack of Gold City cigarettes, and a couple of sweetmeats done up in squares of banana leaf. 35

         ‘Whisky, cigarettes and sticky rice,’ said Harry, smiling. ‘A man could live for a hundred years on this.’ It was the first time I’d seen him properly smile. A tooth at the edge of his mouth glinted gold.

         ‘So what’s your line, my friend?’ he asked, replenishing our glasses.

         I told him I was a writer. He laughed. I could see that this hadn’t impressed him. ‘Sniffer, eh?’

         ‘Well, sort of.’ I was surprised to hear this Fleet Street term from him – ‘sniffer and snorter’ is rhyming slang for ‘reporter’. I asked him where he had learned rhyming slang.

         ‘I knew some Australians, out in Saigon. Journos … Sniffers …’

         ‘Were you in Saigon during the Vietnam War?’

         ‘During and before. I first came to Saigon in 1960. I guess I’m what you would call an old hand. As we say: je connais la musique Indochinoise. Saigon, Hue, Vientiane, Luang Prabang: I knew them all before …’

         He trailed off. There was a silence. ‘Long time ago,’ I said

         He lit a cigarette. ‘Sure,’ he said, drawling the word out a little jokily, as if to dispel this troublesome moment of nostalgia. ‘Plenty of blood under the bridge since then.’

         ‘Have you been back there since?’

         ‘You interviewing me for your paper?’

         
             

         

         One thing I’ll say for Harry: he was always very honest about what he thought about things. He let you know where you stood. At heart he was a secret man. He loved to play parts, to weave mysteries around himself. Some of them I penetrated in the weeks to come, others are still mysteries to me now. But in the business of life, in the commerce of travelling together, he was as straight as anyone I’ve ever met.

         So when he said he was going to a club called My Place, a few minutes’ walk away, would I care to come along, I knew the invitation for what it was. I was English, and he didn’t much care for the English. I was a ‘sniffer’ – or so he insisted – which meant I asked too many questions. I was not ostensibly a ‘useful guy to have around’ like Khris. But I was someone with a few baht in his 36 pocket, so I’d be OK for a couple of drinks at My Place, and – who knows? – perhaps there was some way in which I too could be ‘useful’ to him.

         My Place was full of farang and bar-girls. There were coloured lights flashing and country music on the jukebox. A contingent of Americans sat at the bar, light shirts, Lee jeans, big bellies. They looked like they were drinking in some down-town bar in Oklahoma City, except that each of them had a lissom young Oriental wrapped around him, and one of them had three.

         Harry chose a table with care. It had a view of the door, and a wall behind it. I ordered Mekong: after drinking rice whisky the only viable option is more rice whisky. A couple of bar-girls came over, but Harry rose silkily to his feet, spoke something quietly to them. They giggled and shrugged, and went off.

         I asked him what he had said to them. ‘I told them we were waiting for someone. I told them they were too beautiful for tramps like us.’

         ‘Thanks.’

         ‘You want a girl?’ His eyes fell to my wedding-ring.

         I said, ‘So are we meeting someone?’

         ‘Hold on here a moment. I’ll find out.’

         He slid out with that slightly sinuous way he had, moved among the crowd of Americans, spoke to a big, grizzled man wearing a baseball cap. The man seemed to know him, but didn’t look all that pleased to see him. Harry was asking him something. The man was shaking his head, mouth downturned. He was either saying, No, he didn’t know something; or perhaps, No, he couldn’t do something.

         Harry came back. He said, ‘Everyone’s out of town when you need them.’

         ‘Who are you looking for?’

         ‘See those guys over there? They’re pilots, aerial reconnaissance boys. They’re working for a Canadian outfit. I’ve got a friend, very useful man. He gives me a ride in his chopper sometimes, takes me where the roads don’t go.’

         ‘Sounds like fun.’ 37

         ‘That depends how strong your stomach is. You’re flying down at four hundred foot, going with all the contours. You can leave yourself behind doing that.’ He leaned forward and said, ‘And sometimes he gives me something else.’

         ‘Oh?’

         I turned over the possibilities in my mind. Drugs? Guns?

         ‘You know why these boys are up here?’ he asked. I shook my head. ‘They’re making a map, that’s why. One to fifty thousand, hundred foot contours, tight stuff across the whole of the country. And do you know who it’s for? It’s for the Department of Mineral Resources.’ He leant back rhetorically, studied my face. He was waiting for some penny to drop. ‘OK, I’ll spell it out for you. These guys are putting together a map of all the precious metal and gemstone resources of Thailand. Well, I’m sure you appreciate. This kind of survey can be pretty interesting to an … independent like myself.’

         ‘You mean your friend tips you the wink about new areas to look in?’

         ‘Bravo.’

         ‘And you get there before anyone else?’

         ‘In this business being there first is the only way to make the big one. Down on the Gulf’ – he meant in Chanta Buri Province on the eastern coast, Thailand’s major gem-producing area – ‘it’s all sewn up. The Chinese have got the business by the balls. I don’t mess with Chinese. It’s a rule I have from way back. On the Gulf you mostly don’t see a stone before it’s polished up. OK, I’ve got my man down there, a Vietnamese, I’ve known him for years. He’s got a small concession. He sells me stuff wholesale, unpolished, but it’s getting tighter all the time. Too much hassle, too little money. So a few months ago I decided to get the hell out, take a look around. I’m getting too old for picking up sous off the sidewalk. I want to get my hands on the big one. It’s waiting there. That’s all it ever does. Just waits for a million years until someone finds it.’

         This sounded like prospector’s talk. I remembered what Khris had told me, and said, ‘So you went up to Kanchana Buri looking for sapphires.’

         38 The tight smile again. ‘I like Americans but they got big fucking mouths.’

         ‘Well, did you find any?’ I persisted.

         ‘I found shit. I paid … well, I put out a sum of dollars US. I just had the merchandise assayed.’ He ground out his cigarette. He spoke half to himself, mouth twisted: ‘On a salopé le boulot.’

         I didn’t understand the expression. He translated: ‘I fucked up.’

         ‘Fakes?’

         ‘Hey look. I’m not an amateur. I don’t have anyone putting fake sapphires over on me. But the quality, that’s different. That’s the gamble when you’re buying at the farmgate. It’s hard to tell before the stone’s polished up. You back your instinct. I thought they were good and I was wrong.’ He reminisced, as of some girl he had met too briefly. ‘They sure were pretty, though. Pale but strong. We call it bleu barbeau, in English I think it is “cornflower”. They were different. Most Thai stones are dark: Siamese indigo. But they were flawed inside, flawed the wrong way. Just like the rest of us, you know?’ He shrugged. ‘It’s OK, I’ll come out on top, but the man won’t buy them off me. He’s just fencing them for a commission. That’s why I’m short right now.’

         His voice trailed off. The way his rap came round to this point, and stayed there, made me think that any minute now he was going to start importuning me for money. I quickly prepared my alibis. Whatever my interests in Harry from a story point of view – ‘A Day in the Life of a Siamese Sapphire Trader’ – I was not in a position to start seriously bailing him out.

         He had a way of pulling at his ear-lobe, staring off into space, absenting himself for a moment. It looked like he was daydreaming, but soon enough you learned that these were his times of hardest thinking.

         When he spoke, it was not to ask me for some money, but for the time. I told him it was eleven o’clock. He seemed to come to a decision. ‘OK. It looks like I’ve got a problem,’ he said. ‘My friend’s out of town, and the only other guy who might possibly help me isn’t here either.’

         39 ‘So no chopper ride.’

         ‘Right. And no chopper ride means, my friend, I am going to have to ask you a little favour.’

         ‘It does?’

         He nodded, whisky-red eyes on my face. Springsteen was singing about Spanish Johnny on the jukebox, and I was wondering what the hell French Harry wanted from me. Would it be dangerous? And if so, would it be worth it? He refilled our glasses, and said, ‘Really just a little favour, man.’

         
             

         

         He was the soul of plausibility as he explained. He had to leave for the north tomorrow. Something had ‘come up’. He had to be where he was going on Thursday, two days from now, and two days was what the journey took overland. That was why he needed his friend the helicopter pilot. You can do the same journey in three hours in a chopper.

         I thought now he was going to ask me to drive him up there for some reason. I have known one or two perennial travellers who couldn’t actually drive. I asked him where he was going exactly, but he shook his head. ‘I told you. Up north.’

         So what was the little favour?

         ‘I need you to meet a friend for me, here in Chiang Mai.’

         ‘What kind of friend?’

         ‘A very special friend,’ he said. ‘Her name is Katai. She is coming from Bangkok especially.’

         Relief and disappointment. All he wanted me to do was to meet his girl off the train. I listened blandly to the details. Katai would arrive with the night train on Thursday morning, the day after tomorrow. She was a room-maid in a big Bangkok hotel. This was her holiday: they were going to spend it together. He was damned if he was going to put her off just because he had to be out of town for a few days. Anyway he didn’t ‘believe in’ telephones. So he needed someone to meet and greet her, to explain what had happened, and to look after her for a few days while he concluded his unspecified ‘beez-ness’ up north.

         40 ‘So when will you get back?’ I wasn’t sounding very enthusiastic, I suppose. Harry hastened to answer – I was obscurely pleased to have made him hasty – ‘No, no, my friend. I am not suggesting you stay in town with her. No, you will travel together up to Chiang Saen. This is a day and a half if you’re not hurrying. It’s a nice town, right on the banks of the Mekong River. I will be able to meet you there on … Saturday night.’

         ‘But Chiang Saen’s straight north from here. I told you, Harry, I’m going to a temple. The temple’s west of here, another direction entirely.’

         Harry was unperturbed. ‘After,’ he said. ‘You go to the temple after, man. It’ll still be there.’ He waited for my reaction, got very little. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘You’re asking yourself what’s in it for you. That’s no problem. I’m a trader, my father was a trader. Something for something: code of the road, right?’

         ‘Well, right.’

         He drained the last of the Mekong into my glass, sat back with his fingertips pressed pedantically together. ‘Well, I’ll tell you this. She’s a charming girl. Her English is good. She’ll tell you all you want to know about Thailand.’

         I nodded, but said nothing.

         ‘And then, of course’ – a faint air of moustache-twirling – ‘there’s the Triangle.’

         ‘The Triangle?’

         ‘Sure. Any sniffer worth his salt would want to get into the Golden Triangle. I mean … right in there. Know what I mean?’

         Again I nodded. I did indeed know what he meant. The Australian, Dixon – a genuine ‘sniffer’ – had bent my ear on the subject in Bangkok. Drugs and guns, bandit armies and tribal rebels: all apparently more story-like, more real, than forest temples.

         Harry went on, casual and persuasive. ‘I know some people. I know how it works up there. OK, it’s a while since I’ve been, but I know some places where nobody goes unless someone shows them. From Chiang Saen it is not far. We can go on up, take a look-see, the three of us: you, me and Katai. She’d like that. I can 41 take you up to the poppy fields. The harvest is beginning soon: very beautiful.’ He leaned forward. ‘I can take you across the border, man.’
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