
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The End of a Life

        

        
        
          Matt Owens Rees

        

        
          Published by Matt Owens Rees, 2024.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      THE END OF A LIFE

    

    
      First edition. December 28, 2024.

      Copyright © 2024 Matt Owens Rees.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8230864103

    

    
    
      Written by Matt Owens Rees.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 6

[image: ]




The End of a Life

He even rather arrogantly demanded some petrol money to go to the hospital.

Dta Sompet had been bitten by a neighbour’s dog and needed a rabies injection as a precautionary measure. (Dta is a respectful title given to a grandfather). Whether the dog was provoked or not, we will never know. Anyway, the owner paid for the hospital fees and the petrol. But he thought his insistence that he pay for petrol costs was a little over the top. The families smiled when they saw one another but it was not the smile of close friends. It was the automatic Thai smile. They certainly never intended speaking again.

Farangs (Westerners) may not notice the coldness of the snub but then the Thai smile is never easy to understand.

Dta Sompet had been unwell for a few weeks with regular visits to the hospital. Occasionally, I would see him reading his newspaper in the shade of his garden. We’d exchange a few words but he was not his usual self. Whenever I asked his family if he was getting better, I was told he was okay. A standard response from a Thai. They didn’t want people to feel sorry for them. Caring for the feelings of others, greng jai, is the Thais’ routine response to not putting you to any trouble. But I was genuinely concerned for his health.

I buttonholed his granddaughter, Renu, a week later, as she was riding her motorbike to university. She told me he was dying and that the surgeons could not operate on his kidney problem because of his age.

He was eighty-three years old and was being sent home to die.

I found him a kindhearted man. His youngest daughter, Fai, was divorced and lived alone above her shop a few hundred metres away. It had been burgled twice. Until he became very ill, he had slept over every single night of the year without fail to protect her. 

We saw him that evening. Lying on one of the long wooden teak benches that the Thais like to have in their homes. They are expensive because they are well crafted and ornate but Westerners find them uncomfortable, even when provided with lots of cushions. He was propped up to stop him falling to one side and was cheerful enough. He smiled and understood what we were saying, very light-hearted stuff.

We had often shared a joke together. But now he was not able to talk. Only his wife, Khun Fon, and eldest daughter, Khun Faa, were with him when we visited, but many close friends had popped around during the day for a short while. Perhaps bringing a soft drink or something they thought he might be able to eat. There were smiles and chattering amongst the visitors, but no assumption that he was going to survive.

Always, the family thanked them for coming round to see him. Always, the response from his friends was the same: “Mai bpen rai krap.” (Literally, it doesn’t matter.) It seemed an inappropriate response to their thanks, but it is the correct one in Thailand. It wasn’t that they didn’t mind. They cared a lot. The meaning was that they did not need to be thanked for visiting their old and beloved friend. Mai bpen rai can have many different shades of meaning. In the context of a man dying, it still seemed odd to a western ear. 

The next day he was moved upstairs and laid on a mattress on the floor of what one might call the “shrine room.” This room is typical of many Thai homes. In one corner stands a Thai altar with some Buddha images, flowers, candles, and photos of revered monks. In presenting sticks of incense to a Buddha image, you cup three sticks in your hand and wai. On one side of the altar, there is a small plate of food and a glass of water. They are placed there, fresh, each day. This is a symbolic gesture, much like decorating Christian churches with flowers.

Many family photographs are hung on the walls, together with pictures of past kings, particularly King Bhumibol. Cut out from previous years’ calendars. On another wall are stacked many magazines and books gathered over the years. Most of the books are cartoons, or school or university entrance texts. Apart from two small teak chairs, the room is otherwise not furnished. It is a place for quiet contemplation, not one for ordinary everyday use. Victorian front parlours in England were similar. Used only for resting a coffin or for very formal occasions.
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