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If you enjoyed this book, please encourage your friends to purchase and download their own copy and take a look at its companion volumes: Thailand Take Two, The Thai Way of Meekness, Escape to Thailand, The Death of a Thai Godfather, and his latest, A Welsh Godfather.

A Welsh Godfather is a true account of recollections which Matt and his friend Johnny Illsley had of Johnny’s grandfather when they were both in primary school. They were both around 10 years old at the time. Only much later when they were both in their late forties and Johnny’s parents had died were Matt and Johnny aware that Johnny’s grand-dad was in fact a Welsh Godfather.
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Giving a review and posting online would be appreciated. I would love to know what you think. You can reach me at brigydon1@outlook.com , my Facebook page is Matt Owens Rees and my Twitter handle is @MattOwensRees. Constructive comments are welcome. It helps me provide a tailored reader experience for all booklovers.

Thanks for taking the time to look at The Death of a Thai Godfather. Please accept my gratitude for your support. 

My books are available from all good book stores and on line. For your convenience, clicking the link below in your web browser will take you to my Books2Read author page where you can browse and order any of my books from the book retailer of your choice. 
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About this book

Sometimes there are traces of truth and reality in works of fiction. 

Sometimes an author has to develop a plot that is based on true and actual observations by insisting that the characters and events are only the results of his imagination.

Readers may find that there are people and events in The Death of a Thai Godfather that show a close resemblance to their own observations of life in Thailand.

In any case, adopt a willing suspension of disbelief as if you are watching a thriller movie. Even some of the unbelievable scenes in the early James Bond films can now be viewed as quite creditable. A few of the “gadgets” produced by Q for Bond’s escapades have become fully functional today and we don’t blink an eye.

There are two sides to Mafias. 

The violence, the murders, the utter ruthlessness, and the absolute contempt for law and order. And yes, there are examples in some of the true accounts in The Death of a Thai Godfather.

But there is a second side, showing family loyalty and respect to those who are involved in the various businesses of the Parin empire and who become friends of the Godfather.

I acknowledge, without giving names, all those who have assisted in providing actual material when I began writing this novel. Much is also from my own observations. I am sure that many of you have made similar observations, in whatever country you live.

Introducing the Parin Family

Anilek is the forty-six year old head of the family. A market trader, well respected and liked in the local community. 

His wife, Dokmai, was crippled from a motor cycle accident which left her stressed and nervous. She rarely speaks and is 42 years old.

Jatoopawn is the eldest son. He studies art in the evenings at the local university. He is in his second year and is gay. Nok is his steady boyfriend.

Chanarong, the second eldest, is seen as a hot tempered fellow who is always in trouble. A womaniser and a bit of a tough guy. Spends a lot of time away from the family home. “On business,” he says.

Tawin is the youngest son and his ambition is to be a teacher. 

Nongkran is the only daughter and in her late twenties. She is a bit of a snob, spoilt by her father. Dates men regularly although she constantly comes back to her American soldier boyfriend, Oliver.

Pinsinnee is Tawin’s girlfriend and later becomes his wife.

Paiboon is Chanarong’s illegitimate son who is not really accepted in the family. 

Somsee, Nongkran’s daughter, later works within the family.

Dooang Jai, Tawin and Pinsinnee’s son, is still in school.

Arisart is not a blood relative but is regarded as an uncle in the family.

Principal characters are shown at the end of the book in alphabetical order. 

A short glossary of Thai words is provided in the final pages for easy reference. 
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Chapter 1  In the Market
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It had stopped raining and the market traders were uncovering their stalls to display the goods they were hoping to sell when customers returned to the narrow alleyways of the market. It was Thailand’s rainy season and sudden heavy storms were frequent.

Several times a day customers and stallholders had to hurry for shelter or they would get drenched. Sometimes the tropical gale would last for hours, more usually the heavy downpours stopped as quickly as they had come. Tonight, it had lasted twenty minutes and the rains ended just as the sun went down. The market was bathed only by a few dimly lit streetlights. The market’s own lights were not working for some inexplicable reason.

Power cuts were not uncommon. The sixty-year-old wiring was forever being patched up and makeshift repairs were the order of the day. Noppadon looked after the electrics. A 71-year-old man who had been born with a bone disease that stunted his growth. He carried out all the odd maintenance jobs in the market. No one disliked him but he was a rather grumpy individual who seldom smiled or seemed happy.

He knew Anilek but gave the impression that, for whatever reason, he did not like him. Noppadon looked at him in a sly and suspicious way all the time. Maybe that could be put down to his cantankerous and tetchy nature. Difficult to tell.

Thais use nicknames more regularly than their official names as recorded on ID cards and at the amphur, the local authority. They are given them by their parents when they are born. Sometimes they are auspicious names; sometimes they do not have any relevant meaning. Noppadon literally means “from gold.” 

Anilek felt uneasy. It was too quiet, too dark. Something was not right.

He sold lucky amulets, costume jewelry, and did a healthy trade. His customers found his prices reasonable. They were not overly expensive. Thais love strolling round street markets. The locals will shop every day for fresh food. Everyone stopped at Anilek’s stall to look at what he had to offer each day. Sometimes they would buy; sometimes they would just exchange a few friendly words before moving on. Nevertheless, they always stopped, smiled, and acknowledged him with the traditional Thai greeting, the wai. Palms of the hands close together in a prayer-like fashion and raised to face level. The greater the respect; the higher the hands are raised and the deeper the bow of the head. Everyone knew Anilek and who he was.

He was a popular market trader and had built up a loyal clientele and a reputation for quality goods. The reality was that his wares were no better than those of any other sellers. Not that he had any competition. There was an understanding that you did not pitch your stall and start selling the same goods he had for sale. That is unusual in Thailand. If you see one stall selling noodles, you can bet there will be several others close-by doing the same. In the West, stalls and shops are usually sited away from the competition.

A short but thickset man with wiry black hair, Anilek always had a smile on his face. It was both a happy and a confident smile. The smile of someone who was at peace with the world and totally at ease with himself. Everyone respected Anilek; he was a friend you could always turn to for help. If you had a dispute with the authorities or could not pay your market dues for that week, Anilek was always there with a sympathetic ear. He usually found a way to resolve your difficulty.

No one noticed anything unusual in Anilek’s manner. He was not one to display his emotions. His smile could mean anything. He was the only one who knew what was on his mind. Tonight, Anilek knew something was wrong. It was far too quiet.

After a storm, people return and slowly resume their shopping. The hustle and bustle usually builds up quite quickly. Shoppers start chattering and gossiping, rushing to get what they want to take home for their meal with the family. It was like that every evening. But not tonight. Everyone was on edge. There was an anxious atmosphere throughout the market.

It sounded like a shrill whistle. Something flew past Anilek’s right ear. A moment later, another high-pitched sound. He felt something pierce his neck. The crowd screamed as two motor cyclists raced away on their powerful machines, throwing their guns away as they disappeared into the distance.

This was a hit. Anilek collapsed. Was he dead?
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Chapter 2  Blood Everywhere
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Anilek was bleeding profusely when Gew reached him just seconds later. Gew sold woven baskets on the next stall and did some freelance work as a reporter for the local paper. His stall was always pitched next to Anilek’s and they were obviously close friends. They could often be seen huddled in conversation, Anilek doing most of the talking. His facial expression and general demeanour showed he had the utmost respect for Pooyaibaan Anilek. Pooyaibaan is the name given to the village headman in Thailand and is the term used when speaking formally to a person with that authority. In fact, Anilek had never been appointed or elected as a village elder but he was called pooyaibaan nonetheless. He knew the senior community members of course and they held great store with his advice and comments. The elected pooyaibaan, Namsom, and the council were inclined to respect and go along with Anilek’s suggestions and ideas.

Within the family, Anilek was called paw Anilek, father Anilek. His wife, Dokmai, was always mae Dokmai, mother Dokmai. Thais use these polite forms every day. 

Gew was about 30 years old and slightly taller than the average Thai. Jet black hair and smiling and laughing most of the time. Nobody had ever seen him unhappy. You could not imagine anyone more laid-back. He enjoyed chatting and gossiping, always listening to what you had to say. He had studied English in university but dropped out after the first year to join Anilek in the market.

There was no trace of a pulse on Anilek’s body. No one present was experienced enough to know whether their fellow trader was dead or not. Someone had called an ambulance and his motionless and limp body was quickly laid in the back. The nurse bandaged the neck wound as soon as he was secured to the long wooden seat in the ambulance. With sirens sounding, it sped to the local hospital, 15 kilometres away.

Gew had taken Anilek’s mobile phone and tried to ring Jatoopawn, Anilek’s eldest son. The number kept ringing. That was unusual. Jatoopawn was a cell phone addict and answered all calls on the second or third ring. He was always attached to the wretched thing as if it was his umbilical cord.

He could not find the youngest son’s number but got through to Tawin via the operator. Tawin was concerned but took the news calmly. He asked for the name of the hospital and said he would go there. He told Gew to get in touch with Anoocha, a police captain that his father had often spoken of, giving him his full name and telephone number. Tawin rang off. He always gave the impression of being in control and thinking things through carefully. Tawin was not abrupt but was constantly concise and direct in conversations. No wasted words. Although the youngest, it was understood from comments and hints dropped by Anilek that Tawin would be the one to inherit the family business.

Tawin, however, had different ideas. He wanted to make his own way in life, and was training to be a teacher. He was always absorbed and busy in neighbourhood projects. Always trying to help people. In that sense, Tawin was very similar to his father. He helped kids if they had difficulty with their homework assignments. He saw the community as one big family that should stick together and help one another. Amulets and jewelry, and business generally, held no interest for him.

It took just twenty-five minutes for Tawin to get to the hospital. His father was in intensive care and still unconscious. Tawin left a message on Jatoopawn’s answering machine telling him to get to the hospital, rang his mother, and told her there had been an accident and that father was in hospital. Chanarong, the second eldest son, was in Bangkok on some business and could not be contacted. Nongkran was on a date with her American soldier boyfriend. He told her to get home to Mum. There was nothing she could usefully do at the hospital for the moment. He wanted her to bring mae Dokmai to the hospital after she had calmed her mother down. Tawin knew his mother would be shaking nervously and would be unable to cope with the news. Nongkran was the ideal person to deal with that. She was calm, persuasive, and caring. She and her mother had always got along well.

Nongkran could break the news to her gently and give her a sedative. Tawin had realised his father’s life was approaching its end and he wanted his mother to be prepared for the worst.

He loved his two elder brothers and his sister dearly and he would continue to try to contact Jatoopawn and Chanarong. For the moment, though, he just wanted to sit with his Dad. The doctors and nurses were doing all they could. They said he had a 50 50 chance. He had no medical knowledge, but Tawin did not believe them.

Tawin disliked the money side of business. There was no logic in the constant striving for success, always going for the extra baht. The weakest going to the wall. Tawin put those thoughts aside while holding his father’s hand at the bedside. Thoughts that had no place in his mind as his father’s life was slipping away before his eyes. Anilek was a good father and husband. He provided for the family. They lived modestly. Just as the majority of Thais did, in fact. They never dined out as a family and eat home cooked meals every day, seated round one table as a family. He knew little of Anilek’s finances. In truth, he knew nothing. Tawin was aware that his father could afford to pay his tuition fees at college. Anilek was proud of his son’s ambition but often hinted at his joining the family business. Tawin could never convince his Dad that that sort of life was just not for him.

He did not want his father to die so soon. He wanted the chance to make his peace with him and try to get him to understand that his ambitions to become a teacher did not mean he loved him any less. As a Thai, he would end up following his father’s wishes if he had insisted. Thais are culturally wired to do that. Living in harmony with family and community are important essentials to all Thais. The Parin family, especially, had strong views on family unity.

Tawin held his father’s hand and spoke quietly. Anilek was unconscious, making no movement. It did not matter. Tawin told him softly of his love and respect for him and the family. He would take care of Mum. He would work hard, get his teaching certificate, and there would be enough money for the family. His father could not hear him. Nevertheless, Tawin truly believed that in some mysterious way his words were reaching into his mind and that he understood his youngest son’s feelings for him.

A nurse entered and said that his sister had managed to contact the two brothers. Jatoopawn was already on his way to the hospital. Chanarong was catching the last flight out of Bangkok and would arrive around midnight. Tawin prayed they would arrive in time to say their last farewells to Dad.

How could anyone try to kill his father? What had he ever done to deserve such a fate? Tawin had never known anyone speak a bad word against him. Everyone went to Anilek for advice and help. He would lend a hand to any person in need. It was why he had so many friends.

Jatoopawn had always enjoyed drawing and painting. As an infant, he was never without a pencil or a paintbrush in his hand. His brothers could play with their toy guns and soldiers if they wanted, he was happy in his own world of creative make-believe. Anilek had no favourites amongst his children though as the first-born he had initially hoped his eldest son would follow in his footsteps. Nevertheless, he seemed to have some reservations. Was Jatoopawn strong enough to run a business and make decisions that may not always be palatable?  

He had not discouraged Jatoopawn from pursuing an artistic career and willingly paid his university tuition fees. If Jatoopawn was content in what he was doing in his life, then so was he. His sexuality was never openly debated in the family. It was his life and his father would not interfere. Certainly, nobody dared speak of it in front of Anilek.

Jatoopawn was a very secretive man, but very thoughtful and caring. He would help anyone in need. Even so, he was not to be walked over. He could be generous but was not a soft touch. Anilek had once confided to Gew that he thought Jatoopawn did not have the balls to run a family business. You needed to have a certain toughness and ruthlessness that his eldest son did not possess. 

Although in different ways, each of Anilek’s children had strength of character. All of them bonded together as one family. When they spoke, they spoke directly and without any trace of fear. Apart from Jatoopawn, all radiated confidence. You did not know what they were thinking. They kept their own counsel. Chanarong was the only possible partial exception. He sometimes said things out of turn. Not a cautious man.

Jatoopawn had a steady boyfriend though no one knew much about the relationship. Tawin did not even know his name and had never met him. His father probably knew more about his social life than he was letting on, though he never talked about it. Anilek always gave the impression of being aware of what was going on with other people before anyone else knew. It was uncanny.

And now, this remarkable man; husband, father, and friend to all, lay completely still and unconscious in a hospital bed with only his youngest son at his side. 
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Chapter 3  Raised Voices
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Jatoopawn was the first of the rest of the family to arrive, five minutes later. He was shaking and started to cry. “Just hold Dad’s hand, Jatoo, and think of all the good times we had together as a family.” Tawin was trying to ease his brother’s pain. Jatoo was always a tad over-sensitive and emotional but had a heart of gold. He would instinctively rally round for any friend in trouble. He was still sobbing occasionally but he was trying to get more in command of his feelings. You never knew what Jatoopawn had on his mind. Normally, he kept a lot to himself. Discretion was his middle name. The sight of his father lying unconscious in a hospital bed was, however, too much for him.

Nongkran was next to come into the room with her mother and Oliver, her American boyfriend. Mae Dokmai went over to her husband and sat opposite Jatoo, who immediately started crying again. “He’ll be okay, Jatoo. He’s a tough old bird,” Nongkran said, holding back her own tears. She was a hard, no-nonsense person. Saying what she meant with perhaps no thought for the consequences. This trait in her character had evidently helped her prepare her mother for this hospital visit. Mae Dokmai was managing her feelings better than her eldest son.

“Oliver and I are getting married.” Tawin could not believe his ears. Nongkran could make her own choice of husband. That was up to her. Nonetheless, this was hardly the time to announce the engagement. Next week, she could well declare she had found a better fiancé. It had happened before.

Oliver was a pleasant enough guy. He talked quietly and slowly and paused before committing his thoughts to words. He spoke as if he was weighing up what to say and how to say it. Particularly when he had been with Anilek. Oliver had been dating Tawin’s sister on and off for over four years and his tours of duty had been extended each year. Normally, two years is the maximum stay in Thailand. Nobody knew how his stay was extended so easily. Thailand has very strict unwavering rules. 

Apparently, Jatoopawn knew him but they did not speak to each other while in the hospital room. In fact, they both seemed to be avoiding eye contact. Jatoo may still be in shock over the shooting and his father’s condition, but his frostiness to Oliver was a little odd.

Thais do not appreciate people who are loud and think too much of themselves. Nongkran may have made a sensible choice this time. Whether right or wrong, Thais have a perception of foreigners being rather bombastic and self-centred. Not just with tourists and visitors, but with resident expats too. Oliver was not comparable to that stereotype. Anilek liked him. The relationship might work out. Nongkran needs to settle down. Good luck to her. We will see.

There was an argument going on outside the door. There were raised voices and Tawin recognised one of them as being that of Chanarong. Can the man not stop getting into trouble so often? What was he shouting about this time? He had come to see his father not to get involved in some dispute or fight. Chanarong appeared completely unruffled as he walked briskly into the room with a doctor following him. It was as if nothing had happened in the corridor outside. What a fellow, thought Tawin. One minute, all hot and bothered and seemingly in a temper. The next, acting in a totally opposite manner. That’s my brother, Tawin thought.

He made a deep wai to mother, introduced himself to the doctor, and asked calmly and politely what the medical team had done and how long Dad would have to stay in hospital. Tawin now realised that whomever his brother had been arguing with outside - if indeed it was an argument and not an animated discussion - it had not been the doctor. The sole bullet had been removed and the equipment around the bed was keeping Anilek alive and making his condition stable. He would have to stay in intensive care for at least two days, probably a little longer. Patients’ conditions can change rapidly and it was impossible to be precise. It may be better, the doctor suggested, if they did not stay too long at the bedside. He would be unconscious for at least 24 hours. “Why not come back tomorrow evening?”

It was Tawin who answered.

“Because, doctor, Pooyaibaan Anilek is our father. We will stay with him and he will not be left alone.” Tawin could not have been more assertive. The doctor wisely did not respond and left the room. Whenever Tawin spoke, there was this firmness and sense of being positive in his voice. He got that from his father.

They all sat silently for a few minutes. The doctor was right. There was nothing they could do. They would slip out for a breath of fresh air and a coffee now and again but otherwise they would stay with Paw Anilek throughout the night. He had been a good husband and father. He would not be deserted now. 

It was one o’clock in the morning. There was a light knock on the door and Gew entered. He and the other traders wanted to send their wishes for a speedy recovery and inquired after his condition and if there was something they could do to help out. Pooyaibaan Namsom would come later in the morning, provided that was acceptable to the family. Gew told Chanarong that Anoocha was still waiting outside in the corridor and had asked if there was anything more he wanted him to do.

Chana excused himself and went outside. There was no shouting and no loud voices this time, and he returned five minutes later. He said nothing and no one asked what the conversation had been about. His face was expressionless. Tawin knew Anoocha. He had given Gew his name and telephone number but he had no idea that Chanarong knew him. His brother was always in Bangkok. Surely, he would never have had reason to come into contact with the police captain. 

Tawin went over to his father, still lying motionless. His breathing appeared to be near normal and getting better. He kissed his cheek and there was a slight twitch in his face. Anilek, the brave old soldier that he was, had not given up. He was going to survive.

His family stayed with him for the rest of the night. Feeling more hopeful now by the slight movement in Anilek’s face and the improved breathing. They took turns to have a quick nap, however difficult they found it to get to sleep. Everyone’s adrenalin was ultra-high. Mae Dokmai did not want to let go of her husband’s hand and remained awake all night. At any one time, another member of the family sat opposite her on the other side of the bed.

It was a minute after eight o’clock in the morning. The national anthem had just finished playing and while it was not expected that those in private rooms or on the wards would stand, all visitors and staff in the public areas of the hospital stood as a mark of respect for the country’s king. Only when there was an extreme emergency was that tradition not followed.

As expected, Pooyaibaan Namsom was knocking on the door. He had come to see his friend and inquire if there was anything that needed to be done. Gew immediately volunteered to look after Anilek’s stall and organise a rota system amongst the other market traders to keep it manned during the day and secure the goods at night. Namsom said he would gladly be one of the helpers and would bank each day’s takings. Gew and his pooyaibaan started making a list of who was to do what. They were in deep discussion and wanted to ensure they were covering everything that was required in running the stall. Gew said he knew most of Anilek’s friends and would make sure they were contacted immediately. It was important they knew what had happened and that everything was being organised. It would be business as usual on the jewelry stall. 

He possibly was not aware that the family lawyer, Arisart, had already been in touch with the more important of Anilek’s contacts. There was no need for Gew to know that level of detail. Tawin was very touched by the way his Dad’s friends were rallying round during this hour of need. Nobody had asked them to go to all this trouble to make these essential arrangements. However, Tawin was not surprised. This was Thai namjai (caring for friends and neighbours) in action. None of the family needed to ask for assistance. It would just happen.

Tawin had not really had any sleep. Your brain does not think so fast when you are not fully awake. It suddenly dawned on him that Chanarong was planning something. He had spent only five minutes outside in the corridor with the police captain. There had not been a lengthy discussion. Moreover, what had Gew said? That the officer wanted to know if there was anything else Chanarong wanted him to do. “Anything else?” That sounded odd coming from a police captain. Earlier his brother had been shouting at the officer. You do not yell at senior police officers in Thailand. Yet this high-ranking man patiently waited outside in the corridor after the commotion had stopped. He would find out what his brother was up to, but now was not the time. It was not his business. Perhaps he should let it go.

Everyone turned to face the bed. Anilek had moved his head slightly and mae Dokmai could hear a faint breathing sound. Then it got louder and changed into a rattling sort of sound. Then it stopped. Anilek was dead.
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​​Chapter 4  Paying their Last Respects
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The day after he died, Anilek was laid in his coffin in the Shrine Room of their home. The room was only ever used for meditation and to make daily offerings to the Buddha image in the corner. Sparsely furnished, just four wooden chairs and some prayer mats on the floor. There were flowers around the Buddha image together with a number of framed photos of revered monks and Thailand’s longest serving monarch, King Rama IX (1927 - 2016). Anilek’s coffin was adorned with flowers and small twinkling coloured lights. 

In a tradition followed by most Thais, Anilek had led his family in a daily ritual that he initiated the first day he set up home. He would light an incense stick, hold it between the palms of his hands, wai, and place it in front of the image in the shrine room. As a means of making merit for himself and his family, each morning he would place some food and fresh water on a plate near the image. Dokmai and the children would do the same. Today, she took on this daily tradition in his place. It was she who now led her sons and daughter in paying homage to the shrine.

Later in the morning, friends and neighbours arrived at the house to show their respects and to offer condolences to the family. They first lit an incense stick, made a wai, and placed the stick in front of a framed portrait that had been taken of a very young and handsome Anilek. He would have been in his early twenties, resplendent in his army uniform. Close friends of the family then escorted the mourners, many were market traders or customers, upstairs to the shrine room. 

Gew, the basket weaver, brought a wreath. It said simply, “From all his friends. Traders and Customers.” Namsom and fellow pooyaibaans from neighbouring communities carried floral tributes from their respective villages and towns. Two young girls from the university brought a basket of flowers crafted to look like a display of jewels. Anilek was not a college man. He had left school very early. No one knew the connection with the university. A very official looking man was holding a wreath that bore the emblem of the American embassy.  

Around 5 o’clock in the evening, four monks came to start the funeral rites, the nang sop. They sat crossed legged in the lotus position to one side of the coffin. Everyone who came into the room paid respect by making a wai to the shrine and to Anilek’s coffin. The wais were carried out in the kneeling position. The hands, palms together, are held at face level. Each mourner then bows deeply, lowering his hands so that they touch the floor. This is repeated three times in front of the Buddha image and once in front of the coffin.

There was no crying or sobbing. No tears shed in public. Jatoopawn, Chanarong, and Tawin sat cross-legged on the floor with the other men. Immediately behind them were Dokmai, Nongkran, and the other female mourners. This grouping of men and women is normally strictly followed during the rites. At the cremation itself, the family will sit together on ordinary seats in the front row. The Parin family followed the unspoken laws of hierarchy as rigidly as any other Thai family. 

The monks held their ornamental fans, the talapat, close to their faces. The Lord Buddha always carried a fan when preaching and in olden days monks used to hold a fan when making their robes from the material of a shroud. They used it to cover their noses to avoid inhaling the smell. It was considered appropriate that, having given up worldly riches, they should make their garments by this method and not from expensive new fabric. Another quoted reason for the fan is that, because monks must not touch a female, the fans enable them not to be tempted to look at women. Thais love having more than one reason for justifying any action.

Pooyaibaan Namsom started the prayers. All Thai men spend some time in the monkhood. Sometimes for a few days, sometimes for a month. Jatoopawn had stayed just three days when it was his turn to enter the priesthood. He had become ill through food poisoning and was released early before the end of his week of meditation and prayer. Tawin had heard a rumour that Anilek arranged his early leaving because he did not want him in an entirely male community. It was only gossip. Nobody knew for sure. Nobody asked.

The old tradition of novice monks spending the entire rainy season in the wat, the temple, is now not so common. Namsom had learnt all the usual prayers by heart during his time in the monkhood: he had been a keen devotee of the temple. He attended most of the temple rites and on no account would ever miss a funeral when a villager died. He was a typical headman. Always available for a chat or to offer help where needed. People looked up to him and he had the reputation of being a reasonable man in resolving minor local disputes that cropped up from time to time. He represented the village at district and provincial levels and seemed to have a certain influence in those meetings. He was probably one of Anilek’s closest friends. Namsom had started as a taxi driver but now owned a fleet of taxis as well as running a very successful haulage company. Most families in the community had at least one member who worked for him.

The most senior monk began the rite by reading a prayer that stressed that life is not permanent and is always full of suffering. He reminded the mourners of the need to create good karma for themselves by observing right thoughts and right deeds throughout their lives. They all knew from the monks’ teachings that their positions in life now were the result of good or bad karma in previous lives. Namsom believed his achievements in business were the direct result of that karma. He did not sit on his laurels, though. He knew actions in this life would determine how people would be reborn in the future. That was why he had the philosophy of helping people whenever he could. There was always a place for a good man in his companies. Anilek thought in the same way. He befriended most people he met. He used to say that you never knew when you would need a friend. 

The rites today and for the next few days were being held to transfer some of the merit that his friends were making directly to Anilek.

During most of the chanting, everybody followed the custom of keeping the hands in the wai position and feet either tucked under the body or in any case pointed away from the monks. The very infirm sat on chairs alongside the walls and just bowed their heads, but most wanted to kneel for at least some of the time as a mark of respect for Anilek.

Towards the end of each evening’s rite, a sacred and formal ceremony took place. Small bottles of water and a glass were given to Dokmai, Jatoopawn, Chanarong, Tawin, and Nongkran. Tonight, Jatoopawn asked for more bottles and glasses to be given to those of Anilek’s closest friends who were present. Including lawyer Arisart, Gew, and Pooyaibaan Namsom. Dokmai got up and personally gave Arisart his glass. It was a show of great respect to the local lawyer. The courtesy was noted by all present.

At a solemn and silent part of the ceremony, Dokmai slowly poured half the holy water into a glass. Everyone present did the same. As the rite drew to a close, the rest of the water was emptied into the glass. The first part of the ritual was a symbolic gesture, praying for good karma for Anilek. The final pouring represented a prayer for each mourner’s own karma.

The ceremony was over for another night. Gew and some other market traders presented each monk with baskets containing food, a soft drink, and some flowers picked from Anilek’s garden. The giving of alms in this way is a form of merit as well as providing sustenance to the monks who cannot buy their own food. As people were leaving the shrine room, they made a wai to Dokmai and all those still in the room. Dokmai and Nongkran placed a small tray of fresh food and water near the coffin. The two women would stay in the room overnight. Anilek would not be left alone.

The local community centres on the wat and the market. The two places in the village where everyone meets and gossips. People read the newspapers and watch TV but they learn about what is going on around them from meeting at the wat, strolling through the market, and listening to the daily announcements on the village loudspeaker system. It is not downright propaganda and indoctrination. It is the time-honoured means for the pooyaibaan and his team to keep everyone informed. The times of the religious services planned for the next week for Anilek were announced twice a day on the loudspeaker system.

There were several more days of religious services before the cremation. Different monks came each evening. The sermons were a little different but, broadly, the structure of the rituals was the same. During the day; friends, neighbours, and business executives came to pay their respects. Many brought wreaths with them personally. Every day, a courier van drew up outside with more wreaths and tributes from people who lived hundreds of kilometres away. Tawin knew his father was a friendly charismatic person that people instinctively took to their hearts but he had not realised that he had so many friends and acquaintances, some in high positions in Thailand. Anilek never paraded his wealth, was certainly not a member of the country’s “hi-society.” He was the epitome of the ordinary hard working and modest Thai. Yet these people knew and respected him well enough to send wreaths to his home on the days following his murder. No doubt, they would attend in person at the cremation and the final rite.

Food and refreshments were available in the marquees erected in the garden. No official caterers were employed. Those who had known Anilek and his family for a long time staffed the outside kitchen. Women who were neighbours or customers gladly lent a hand wherever they could. Anilek’s colleagues in the market donated meat and vegetables. The three butchers who owned stalls took it in turns to do the heavy cutting of meat. Their wives and daughters prepared and served the meals.

Not one member of the Parin family had asked directly for this help. Thais, by custom, organise the tasks that need to be completed by agreeing to share the different jobs amongst themselves. There was no obvious supervision or direction. Over the five days, there were no hitches or snags. The seamless coordination ensured not a soul went hungry when visiting to pay their respects to Anilek and showing their sympathy to the family.

There was a great deal of chatting in the garden. Thai funerals are respectful but not solemn and sad affairs. People were circulating as they would at any social event. There was a donation box near the front door where mourners could place a cash envelope with their name on if they so wished. Everyone did. Those who were not well off would put in 20 baht; those more fortunate would include several high denomination notes.

On the evening before the cremation and after the last service in the shrine room, the monks walked in front of the coffin as it was carried into the garden and laid on an ornamental catafalque. The castle-like structure was five metres tall from the tip of the spire to the base. Garlanded with flowers and decorative lights, the many wreaths arranged around the base. The shrine in the garden, the san phra bhum, which paid homage to all those who had lived in the house and had passed away, now had greater significance. Dokmai, Jatoopawn, and the rest of the family stayed inside overnight. Anilek’s neighbours and friends kept vigil in the garden. All night long. Playing cards, watching a video, or just chatting. It did not matter what they did, they did not want their friend to be alone during his final night on earth.

From early morning, more and more people arrived. Their first duty was to wai and present an incense stick in front of Anilek’s coffin. Their second act was to introduce themselves to Tawin. Not to the widow or the elder sons, they would offer their condolences and respects to them later. Everyone seemed to be aware that Tawin was the new head of the family. To see bicycles propped up against hedges alongside chauffeured limousines was remarkable. It showed how widely ranging Anilek’s friendships were. It totally transcended class boundaries. 

After the monks had concluded their final service in the garden, they had lunch with the assembled mourners, though on a separate table. The procession to the crematorium commenced. The university band was at the front with a senior student carrying a framed photo of Anilek. Next came the monks, two abreast, pulling the ropes that were attached to the catafalque. The strain was really taken up by the mourners that followed. The monks were symbolically taking the deceased to the funeral pyre. Nearer the coffin was the family, the eldest son Jatoopawn holding the ropes immediately in front of the catafalque.

There was an elaborate farewell at the crematorium. The Parin family sat on armchairs in the front row. The rule of men in front did not apply in these closing stages of the funeral. Local dignitaries sat immediately behind. There were many people that Tawin did not recognise. It is customary in Thai funerals for people you do not know well to attend. He did think it rather strange though that Arisart seemed to know so many of them. He was after all only the village lawyer. 

Two strips of cotton linked Anilek’s coffin to a nearby table. Eight monks; four on the left, four on the right of this table, began a moving ritual. After prayers, they slowly poured holy water down chutes on the sides of the table towards the coffin. Merit was being transferred to Anilek. The great and the good offered saffron robes to the monks on behalf of the family and again this was symbolic of transferring merit and the hopes of good karma for the next life.

Not everyone viewed the body. Traditions are changing. Those that did made a formal wai, and, using a ladle, gently poured holy water down the right side of the body, from the head to the toes. It was an act both of seeking forgiveness on behalf of Anilek for any of his past deeds, and of asking for forgiveness from him for any unintentional wrongs they may have done him in his lifetime.

A senator lit the first flame of the funeral pyre and the earthly remains of a beloved husband, father, and friend were soon engulfed in the fire. His soul now having been released, everyone started to disperse. No one lingered.
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Chapter 5  Reading the Will
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Four days after Anilek’s death, Arisart had called a meeting of the four Parin children. Dokmai, who was under heavy sedation, was at home being cared for by her nurse. Arisart was a local small time lawyer and he would be handling the legal side of the probate when the time came. 

Jatoopawn looked very worried. That would not be unnatural. His father had died from a ride-by shooting and he would still be in distress over the incident. Chanarong was fidgety and vowed vengeance on the two motorcycle riders who were responsible for killing his Dad. Tawin just wanted Arisart to get the will proved quickly without any fuss. “The police will investigate the shooting. Members of the Parin family are not vigilantes. Vendettas never get you anywhere. Let the law take its course.”

“I don’t entirely agree,” said Arisart. “It was dark. Nobody got a good view of the bikers and they sped off immediately. The police won’t catch them.” On reflection, Tawin could see the lawyer’s reasoning. However unfair, these murderers would remain free to kill again.

Jatoopawn looked at Chanarong but did not say anything for a few moments. From the body language, Tawin felt that they knew something that he did not. The worry on Jatoopawn’s face and Chanarong’s nervous twitching were nothing to do with the emotion that a sudden death will cause. They had something else on their minds. Tawin was sure of that.

“As the family lawyer,” Arisart started, “I will handle the will. It is straightforward in as much as all assets remain with the Parin family. It will be less easy to process the paperwork with the authorities.” Was this a lawyer’s attempt to create work and increase his fees? Tawin certainly thought so.

“You need to know, Tawin, that your father was a very rich man. He had investments in many different lines of business. And not only in Thailand.” Tawin was taken aback. The old man looked after the family well. There was always food on the table. He paid Jatoopawn’s college fees and he was helping him through teacher training. He had guessed that he was giving his sister Nongkran a generous allowance and he realised hiring a nurse for a few hours a day to look after his Mum would cost money. That could all be afforded from the profits from his very successful jewelry stall. Did he make that much money that he could afford to play the stock market as well?

“Tawin, your father did not have any stocks. He partnered a number of ventures that turned out extremely well for him. His motive was to provide for the family’s future and make it strong. He could have led a millionaire’s lifestyle if he had wanted.” 

“Arisart is right Tawin, except that maybe millionaire is an under-statement,” Chanarong volunteered. Tawin thought it was a stupid and needless remark but made no reply. His elder brother was fond of bluster and exaggeration.

It seemed that Dad had been sensible with the money that his hard work had earned him. And been lucky to invest well with his partners. Whoever they were. Was that the reason he was killed? Bikers can be hired for 10,000 baht to do a ride-by killing. With a little over 300 baht a day minimum wage, that is big money. The newspapers have reports most weeks of such incidents. Thailand has the third highest rate for murders by firearms after South Africa and Colombia. (UK is 39th)

“Can we get back to the will?” Arisart broke in. “It is short but water-tight. There are many trusts that have been set up abroad and any money in Thailand is quite safe. All control, even if not specifically stated in the legal papers, in reality remains within the family. With the help of the trusts and the spreading of assets within Thailand, there will be little or no taxes to pay. It was your Dad’s wish, Tawin, that you take over the businesses in which he had interests. That is not to say that he has cut out the rest of the family. Far from it. You are in command of everything but it is family money. We need to have a meeting together so that I can start explaining the detail.”

Chanarong spoke up before Tawin had any chance to respond. “Dad wanted you in overall charge, Tawin. He had confidence in your heading up his ventures and protecting what he had built up for our extended family and friends. I have a lot on my plate running Amazing.con in Bangkok. It takes up almost all my time. Both Jatoopawn and I accepted and agreed with what father had put in his will. We knew reading this will would come as a huge surprise to you. None of us thought that the time would come so soon. Father did not want you to be concerned about his businesses while you were concentrating on your studies. He did not want you worrying about the routine running of operations. He had plans for you after you graduated. All that has changed and we need you now. You have my support and that of Jatoo and Nongkran. We have confidence and trust in you. Respect our father’s last wishes and keep this family together.”

“I am not shell-shocked, Chanarong. Surprised, but not taken aback. I know the score now and Arisart will fill me in with everything I need to know. We have always been a strong family. That will not change. I have one question. What does Amazon have to do with us? We aren’t competing in an internet publishing and book distribution company, are we?”

“It’s not Amazon. The family has an operation similar to the US Company and we call it Amazing Household Products. Dad always called it Amazing.con, not a very sexy name but it was his little joke. He did not approve of the way they did business. We currently sell books and products for the home through the internet but I am working on developing franchises with leading high street stores. I am currently negotiating some partnerships with some of them. Unlike most of our enterprises, the family will not necessarily have our usual 60% holding. Although we will not technically have a controlling interest, our business partners are all our friends and are on our wavelength. In a sense, the stores will be competing with our internet activity but I think I can control the market share. A limited amount of competition will actually work in our favour. Customers are suspicious of complete monopolies. There’s good money to be made in the industry.”

Jatoopawn smiled. “You’re going to find running the family business is not like being in a schoolroom with small children obediently listening to your every word, Tawin. We live in a tough man’s society where ruthlessness and danger are around every corner. You can forget the long holidays too, brother teacher of mine.”

Jatoopawn, Chanarong, Tawin, and indeed Nongkran often used expressions such as “brother of mine”, “sister of mine.” It was a stylish form of address peculiar to the Parin family.

“Don’t call me teacher. You know I do not like it. I am not qualified yet anyway. Let us stick to sorting out what we have to do to keep the businesses going. That takes priority. But we don’t make any changes until I have been fully briefed by Arisart after the cremation.”

There was a slight smile on Tawin’s face. Not a smirk, not a smile of pleasure or happiness. It was not in any way disrespectful. It was more a smile of self-confidence. It was a smile that showed assertiveness and being in control. Jatoopawn and Chanarong looked at each other without saying anything. They had both been startled by Tawin’s comment that there would be no changes yet. Dad had picked the right man to head up the Parin family. Nobody would be pushing him around. At that moment, Tawin had the same expression of authority on his face that they had seen so often in their father.

“I didn’t mean it that way, brother. I’m with you on everything you do now.”

The meeting came to a close. Arisart made the formal Thai bow, the wai, to Tawin.

“Sawatdee krap, Pee Tawin.” Arisart used the formal word, pee, a mark of great respect.

Jatoopawn and Chanarong stood up and made a discreet nod of the head. Even though he was their youngest brother, they too said, “Sawatdee krap, Pee Tawin.”

Nongkran went over to her brother, put her hands on his shoulders, and then wai’d him. “Nongkran rak pee Tawin. I love you, Tawin.”
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Chapter 6  The Meeting
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Arisart began. “Your father loved the markets and the contact with ordinary people. That is why he worked his stall for a few hours every day. He could have hired workers to run it if he had so chosen. He did not want to move away from his humble beginnings. He enjoyed keeping in touch with the business of buying and selling and the satisfaction of knowing his customers kept coming back to buy his goods. Contributing to a service the community wanted from him was more important than the money he made.

“I will tell you how his business grew to what it is today and how I became involved. 

“Five years ago, his main wholesaler of jewelry died and Anilek bought the business from his widow. She did not want to continue with the warehousing operation and was glad that Anilek agreed to buy it. She wanted only the value of the stock and for Anilek to take over the lease of the building. Your father, however, thought it right to set up a pension for her and, as his business grew, it was increased significantly. Yai Noi was a proud woman and did not want this additional money. Your father never discussed it with her; he just discreetly put money in the pension fund each year.

“The manufacturers were not keen to deal with Anilek, neither had they any compassion for the widow’s plight. They were not bothered how she would survive after her husband’s death. They believed it would be better for them if rival wholesalers could take over the business, cutting Anilek out. The manufacturers would prefer to ship to fewer locations anyway. Their profits would be the same. Your Dad saw it differently. Why should a small group of businessmen dictate who should and who should not run an enterprise and make an honest living through their hard toil? He had a healthy distrust and dislike for elite groups of people who tried to run the lives of other men. Why were these rich manufacturers so uncaring and thoughtless? He detested them. Although he did not trust them, he would do business with them.

“He got to know some pretty influential people later on. However he never forgot his roots or his principles. Anilek was a tough negotiator and you would not want to cross him. He was never unfeeling towards people in difficulties and he was fair-minded. He ran his businesses by very strict rules. His rules. Rules that most people came to respect.

“Anilek went to see the three main manufacturers involved and tried to persuade them to deal with him. They eventually agreed but insisted on his paying cash up front and they did not quote him very keen prices. He had little option but to accept the one-year contract offered. A new agreement was drawn up two months later that was fairer and to your father’s advantage. I will tell you about that later but first I need to explain your father’s attitude to business, and I suppose his attitude to life.

“To understand your father, you need to know the family background. I imagine he rarely spoke to you or his other children about your great grandparents and grandparents. That is not because he was ashamed of them: he adored them dearly. However, he found it difficult to talk about their problems and the way they had to accept whatever life threw at them. He wanted that to change.

“The family had, for generations, been workers in the rice paddies. Your grandparents lived in a small one room wooden hut. First with a straw roof and later with galvanised sheeting. This was better as it kept the rain out in the rainy season but it made the room hot all year round. There were no fans as there was no electricity. There was no money to pay for it anyway. They kept as cool as they could by blocking the sunlight that came through the two windows. At night, they protected themselves from mosquitoes with a net over their bed. They worked from first light until dusk. After a meal that they cooked at the end of each day, they fell into bed to sleep. That was their life, Tawin. Work, eat, and sleep. Work, eat, and sleep. They earned only enough to feed and clothe themselves. Generations of your family had lived like that. What do foreigners say, “Theirs is not to reason why. Theirs is but to do and die.”

“Along with everyone else who laboured in the paddies, they were allowed no ambition. They knew their lot in life and had to accept it. Your grandfather had different ideas. He set up a noodle stall and, after finishing work for the day, cooked and served noodles to the workers at the side of the field. He did not become rich. He made only a modest amount of money. Nevertheless, after a year he had enough to leave the fields and rent a stall in a small soi in Bangkok. You see these narrow lanes whenever you wander off the main roads in Thailand. 

“He and his wife ran the noodle stall. He paid the rent on time. He pitched his stall wherever he was told to pitch it. Working long hours, they both enjoyed their work though had little time for anything else. Having a chat with customers and joining in the local gossip helped them get through the day. They occasionally went to the local wat for festivals and special events. They went to the weddings and funerals of their neighbours. They were part of the community. Some nationalities find it strange that Thais quickly get involved whenever they move to a new place. Strange that it is important to them to be accepted and to join in socially with everyone in the neighbourhood. We Thais are a community and people based culture. It is not always like that in the West.

“When a big city company decided to build and open a covered market to replace the roadside stalls, there was a great deal of unrest. The old site was perfectly adequate and neither traders nor customers wanted the layout changed. The bankers in Bangkok had the final say. There was plenty of money to be made in commissions for the contractors and planners. The unwanted site went ahead. Granddad’s stall was transferred to some relatives of an official in the land office. They said he could have a stall at the back of the market but it would cost 50,000 baht “tea money.” There would be few if any customers there. He knew that, even if he agreed that price, there would be more to pay later and other obstacles would be created to drive him out of business. By this time, your grandfather had two children: Anilek and Gaseem. The family moved up country and, for the second time, tried to establish a viable business, however unpretentious, to provide for his family.

“Your grandfather had learnt four important lessons on leaving the rice fields and then leaving the Bangkok market. Firstly, that you have to work hard and have great determination to move out of your current station in life. Not a single person will make that easy for you. Second, you must look after yourself. The world does not owe you a living and you survive or fall on your own efforts. Third, you must strive to earn respect and have no truck with those who disrespect or cheat you. Finally, you must create your own place in a community that accepts your honesty and fairness.

“When he took his wife away from labouring in the fields, he was going against the traditions of generations of his family. They had felt it a duty to toil for others. It was not their position in society to have wealth and privilege. Granddad believed that was not an unalterable status. He did not want to take away what the elite had but he did want the opportunity to create a business for himself that would give his family a good livelihood and some security for the future.

“In the Bangkok sois, he learnt that he was still at the mercy of a privileged moneyed class. They could move him from pitch to pitch. They could demand increasing bribes and still give him a poorly located stall. His hard work meant nothing if he was competing with friends or relatives of the owners. He was part of the ordinary working community. He was not allowed to be part of this select group of people. He did not accept their way of life or business methods. Indeed, he did not want to be part of their set. He had his own ideas on how businesses should be run.

“Granddad vowed after he moved from Bangkok to the north of Thailand that he would never again be subservient to any man. He would not accept that their right of privilege and power was absolute. He had learnt some important lessons in running a business. He would never forget them. It almost became his mantra on life. Be reasonable, be honest, and create respect within the community. 
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