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    Chapter 1




    Life would change completely for Siswan on her twelfth birthday. She had enjoyed a wonderful day. Her family and friends had all turned up to celebrate and it seemed as though most of the village was in her front garden.




    She wore the second hand, but pretty, yellow frock her mother had bought the previous day and her long black hair was tied back into a ponytail. She would have preferred to have worn the sandals with the flower design, but her mother had insisted she wear her black lace shoes with white ankle socks.




    ‘Your feet will get too dirty, Siswan,’ her mother told her, as she bent to tie the laces.




    ‘But my feet look too big now, Mama,’ she had argued, but to no avail. Siswan had learned from an early age not to argue for too long. Her mother would only tolerate so much and would end further discussion with a swishing stick. The long, thin canes that grew alongside the broken fence were always within easy reach and the swishing noise they made, as her mother used one across her legs or arms, had earned them their name.




    Actually, her feet didn’t look too big at all. At just twelve years old, Siswan was a very well endowed young woman. Over the previous twelve months she had shot up in height and had started developing some of the feminine curves that, within another few years, would give her a body that men would desire and women envy.




    Even though she played and worked in the heat of the sun, her skin remained a light coffee colour. Like honey.




    She had started her periods just a few months before and, although they were light, she was glad she wasn’t having one on this special day. The uncomfortable pads her mother had shown her how to use would become sticky and smelly after just a few hours.




    Despite the fact that she attended the local school, Siswan had learned most things from her mother. The school was ill equipped and, to be truthful, she didn’t go that often. Her mother usually needed her help in the fields or with the housework.




    From her mother she had learned how to show respect to the monks who lived in the temple a few kilometres from their village. Every week she and her mother would visit to pray and wish for better luck in the future. The monks would look kindly enough upon her but they refrained from getting too close. A monk was never allowed to touch a female and, even when she once bumped into one accidentally, she had been scolded with the swishing stick when she got home.




    It hadn’t really been her fault. She had only been ten at the time. She had run around the corner straight into the yellow robed figure. Her mother had told her to purchase some more incense sticks and, whilst she continued to prostrate herself at the alter, Siswan had raced outside with the energy and eagerness of a young child. The monk had reacted as though her touch was poisonous.




    She had learned long ago how to deal with the big black scorpions that sometimes entered the small garden in front of her house, and she feared for a moment that some part of her body would need to be cut off in the same way she removed the scorpion’s sting from its tail. She ran back to her mother with tears streaming down her cheeks. Her mother had marched her home and used a swishing stick until it broke.




    ‘You cannot touch a monk, Siswan!’ she had shouted.




    The cane had left dark red welts on her legs, arms and back that took weeks to fade away and Siswan was left in no doubt that what had happened had been her fault.




    Her mother had also taught her to show respect to her father, and she would shrink away in fear if Papa even so much as looked as though he was going to lose his temper. She had seen his foul moods before and, whenever he came home smelling of the local whiskey, she and her brother would hide themselves away in their bedroom until they heard the snores of his sleep. They had both felt the strength of his blows.




    On many of those occasions, when she was very young, she would climb into the same bed as her older brother, Bak, and they would lie still, holding one another. The sounds of their father shouting and hitting their mother could be easily heard through the thin walls of their small wooden house.




    Sometimes, the sounds of crashing furniture or the cries of their mother, would make her cuddle tighter into her brother’s arms. She never understood why her father behaved the way he did, but she began to associate the smell of the whiskey with the cries of her mother.




    Bak was almost three years older and, as he grew, he developed the same traits as his father; a foul temper and a complete lack of respect for his sister and mother.




    ‘You must remember your place, Siswan,’ her mother told her, after her brother had hit her.




    ‘But we used to be such good friends, Mama!’ she had replied, through her tears.




    Her brother had slapped her across the face when he caught her looking at the comic books he kept beneath his bed. The books were only drawings of people without their clothes on and she didn’t think they were that important. She hadn’t thought the drawings that good either. They were just black and white sketches. Bubbles were drawn near the character’s faces and she had wanted to read what they were saying. Her brother had walked into the bedroom they still shared and hit her.




    It wasn’t the slap that made her cry so much as the fact that her brother obviously no longer looked upon his little sister as a friend and playmate.




    ‘Why do men hurt us, Mama?’ she asked.




    ‘When they think we have done wrong, Siswan,’ her mother answered.




    ‘But what do we do that’s wrong?’ she asked.




    ‘Sometimes we don’t know. But the men are stronger and cleverer, so we must listen. Life is a test, Siswan. It is a harder test for women than it is for men, but we have to learn. We have to be good in this life so that we can go to heaven and not have to come here again.’




    As Siswan grew, she learned that all men had to be respected. One of the villagers, who lived a short distance up the road, was a policeman and everyone respected him. He wore a dark brown uniform that was far too small for him because it stuck to his skin and didn’t hide his large belly. He also wore a gun on his belt and would threaten to shoot the young children of the village if they played too noisily when he wanted to sleep. Siswan and her friends stayed away from his house. He was angry all of the time. With or without whiskey.




    When the first guests arrived, Siswan ran down the old wooden stairs to greet them. She was an excitable young girl, despite her strict upbringing, and needed very little encouragement to laugh or to smile.




    Her auntie had arrived with her three children and they all gave wais to Siswan’s mother upon entering the home.




    The house itself was perched on tall wooden posts that afforded it some protection from the monsoon floods and offered a shaded area below where the family would sit to eat or to work.




    Her mother had taught her how to tie the bundles of sage that they grew in their small allotment. Each bundle would sell for a pittance, but Siswan and her mother would sit in the shade of the house and tie so many that the family earned enough to survive.




    Her father worked in the town but never seemed to have any money of his own. He was always demanding more from her mother and would lose his temper if none were forthcoming.




    Siswan sat on the old rattan mats and talked happily with her cousins who all exclaimed how pretty she looked in her new dress. No one mentioned that her black shoes made her feet look big so, in the end, Siswan decided that perhaps her mother had been right after all.




    More and more guests filed into the small garden and each of them brought some small offering for the birthday meal. One dish, when it was uncovered, revealed roasted chicken and another, boiled pork. All manner of vegetables were placed in a neat arrangement on the bamboo table and piles of freshly boiled rice were laid out for everyone to enjoy.




    Although the village was poor and could never afford extravagant birthday gifts, food was plentiful. If ever anyone in the village was hungry all they had to do was walk a few paces away from the road and they could have their pick of all manner of fruit and vegetables.




    Food grew everywhere and a diet of rice could easily be supplemented with insects of every shape and size. Siswan’s brother would spend a long time digging up the root beetles he was so particularly fond of as an in-between-meal snack.




    In the early evening, her father, together with some of his friends, came home from work and the women all busied themselves making sure the men-folk had places to sit and enough food to eat.




    Siswan spent most of her time sitting and talking with her young cousins as the adults ate and drank. One, in particular, was her best friend and she and Ped would discuss the most intimate of subjects.




    ‘I started my periods last month,’ Ped exclaimed, with great delight.




    ‘Mine started ages ago,’ Siswan told her.




    ‘Yes, but you are older than me,’ Ped pointed out.




    ‘Only by a month. Anyway your bumps are bigger than mine,’ she laughed, and poked Ped’s developing breasts.




    ‘Yours are bigger,’ cried Ped, and reached over to grab Siswan.




    The two girls playfully pretended to grab each other’s bumps, as they called them, until interrupted by Bak.




    ‘Neither of you have got boobs. Just little bee stings,’ he said, with disdain. At fifteen years old, Bak was already practising the manner his father and friends showed toward women and, laughing, pushed his sister hard so that she rolled backwards into Ped.




    ‘Leave us alone,’ Siswan said, as she sat back up.




    ‘Shut up little girl or I’ll hit you again,’ her brother threatened, as he walked off to join the older men.




    ‘He’s horrible,’ Ped said, quietly.




    ‘He never used to be,’ Siswan said.




    She regretted the fact that her brother was turning into a man. They used to play so happily together down by the pond at the edge of the village. He would run around trying to catch fish by hand and she would laugh so much her sides hurt as he dove and splashed in the muddy waters.




    After drying in the sun, they would wander into the cane fields to look for lizards and scorpions and Bak would be scared when she carefully picked up a scorpion by the tail to show him how easy it was. Things had been different between them when they were children.




    Later, when all the guests had eaten their fill, Siswan was called to her father’s side. She was worried that perhaps she was in trouble again and gave him a long and low wai as she approached.




    ‘You aren’t in trouble, Mia,’ he laughed, as she came to him. She didn’t know why her father insisted on using the nickname ‘Mia’ when he spoke to her, but she was pleased he was in a good mood.




    ‘Here you are. This is for your first adult birthday,’ he told her, and handed her a small box wrapped in brown paper.




    Inside was a silver chain with a small silver image of Buddha swinging loosely from it. She couldn’t believe her eyes as she looked at the small ornament. The image looked up at her with a smile on his face. He looked happy. This was the only birthday present she would receive but it was the best one she had ever known!




    Her mother helped her, and showed her how the small clasp worked so that she could attach it around her neck.




    ‘Thank you very much, Papa,’ she said, and gave a wai so low that she felt the small silver Buddha bump gently against her chin.




    ‘Now that’s over with, let’s have a drink.’




    Her father had dismissed her already and was talking to the rest of the men. A bottle of whiskey was soon produced and the female guests made their excuses to leave, taking their children with them.




    Siswan had said her goodbyes to her friends and family and had taken herself off to her bed. She showered, using the small bucket to throw cold water over herself, and carefully hung her dress on the rail that sufficed as a wardrobe.




    Lying quietly in her small bed, she listened to the noise of the men below as they consumed more and more whiskey. Her father was the loudest of them all. She prayed that he wouldn’t hurt her mother tonight.




    She fingered the small figure that still hung around her neck. This was the first piece of jewellery she had ever owned, or worn, and the chain felt strange against her skin. Not uncomfortable exactly, just strange. She wondered if the small figure minded being in contact with a female.




    Despite the raucous shouts of the men below, Siswan fell asleep clutching the small silver ornament in her hand.




    She awoke a few hours later when Bak entered their shared room. He stumbled through the doorway and she could tell he was drunk. She pretended to be asleep. She heard him undress and curse, under his breath, when he fell against his bed.




    Their father was shouting downstairs. She could hear her mother’s quiet replies. She hoped she wouldn’t hear them fighting again. Why did men become so angry, she thought to herself. Why couldn’t they just be quiet and get on with life like the women?




    ‘Siswan?’ Bak whispered.




    He was standing over her bed. She didn’t open her eyes but she could sense his closeness. He had been mean to her in front of her friends and she didn’t want to speak to him.




    ‘Siswan,’ he whispered again, more insistently.




    She continued to pretend to be asleep. She didn’t know why, but she felt a little scared. Her brother was no longer her friend. He sounded so much like their father these days. Hard and cold.




    ‘I know you aren’t asleep,’ he hissed, close to her face.




    She could smell the whiskey from his breath and felt afraid. She kept her eyes closed and continued to pretend. Her hand, beneath the single sheet that covered her, tightened on the small Buddha. Make him go away, she thought. She felt his hand on her shoulder.




    ‘Siswan. I have something for you,’ he slurred in her ear. ‘A birthday present.’




    She could feel his foul smelling breath waft over the side of her face. He was so close she imagined she felt the spittle spray on her cheek as he spoke.




    His hand slid down her arm and, as it reached her elbow, slid onto her waist.




    ‘Don’t worry. You can stay asleep if you want,’ he told her, as he slid into the bed behind her.




    His hand slid down to her hip and she felt the hem of her nightdress slide up as he gathered the material with his fingers. She trembled at his touch. What was he doing, she thought?




    Bak felt her thigh. He slid his hand down the length of her leg to her knee and then stroked back up again. She held her breath. She felt something hard in the small of her back. He moved up and down against her. She didn’t know what to do. This felt wrong. Very wrong.




    Still pretending sleep, she shrugged away from him and moved further away in the small bed. She was almost on the far edge. Another move and she would fall out.




    ‘Don’t make a sound. Papa will come and you’ll be in trouble,’ Bak told her, as he shifted close to her once again.




    She wanted to shout. She wanted to tell him to get out, to leave her alone. She couldn’t. She was frozen with fear. If she shouted, her father may come into their small bedroom. She would be in trouble. Big trouble. She wasn’t sure what was happening but she knew it was wrong, and she knew, with all her heart, that whatever it was, it would be her fault. Men were never wrong.




    She felt Bak push against her again. Shifting back and forth, up and down. His breathing was becoming louder. More rapid. The stink of the whiskey washed over her. His hand was between her legs. Feeling. Touching.




    ‘It’s alright. Just a few more minutes,’ he whispered, into her ear.




    She screwed her eyes tight. She could hear the shouts below. She heard the first slap as her father struck her mother across the face. She clung to the figure around her neck. The little Buddha smiled in her hand.




    





    *****




    





    It would be another year before Siswan did anything to stop her brother’s attentions. Sometimes he would abuse her two or three times a week. Sometimes he wouldn’t touch her for a fortnight. But, however long the periods in-between, he would always come back eventually. She lived in fear of him. Fear of what her mother and father would do to her if they ever found out about Bak.




    ‘I’ll tell Papa’ was all he had to say if she tried to fight him off. If she tried to stop him. He just smiled. She would never tell.




    Her father declined into an almost full time drunken stupor. He was always angry. Always shouting. Most nights, if he wasn’t so drunk that he just collapsed, he would beat her mother. She could hear her cries. Hear the thuds of her father’s fists.




    Some nights, when the cries were at their loudest and the thuds could be felt through the thin wooden walls of the house, Bak would come to her bed and touch her. He told her he would take care of her, comfort her whilst their father ranted and their mother cried.




    It wasn’t the same as when they were young. He didn’t comfort her as he had then. Now he just took; never gave. There was no comfort or warmth in his touch.




    During the day, Bak treated her no better, and no worse, than he treated his mother or any other female in the village. He behaved with complete indifference. It was as though he saw nothing wrong in what he did. She was just there to clean, cook, work and give him pleasure when he wanted it.




    Siswan didn’t tell anyone what was happening. She saw no reason to ask for help. Who could help? Perhaps this was normal? Perhaps all women lived the same way? She didn’t know.




    She worked hard and tried to take care of her mother as best she could. The woman was taking beatings from her father so often she could hardly work. Her face was swollen and her stomach a mass of blue and black bruises that never had a chance to fade away.




    The rest of the villagers never spoke to her about her mother’s plight. They could see and hear what was happening, but they never said a word. It was unfortunate, they said to each other. Maybe, in her next life, she would meet a kinder man, they said. Maybe, in her previous life, she had not had a good heart.




    Her mother increasingly hid within herself. She spent her time bundling the small crops that Siswan harvested from their fields and withdrew more and more from the world around her. As time went on, and the fists continued to land, she would seldom cry out. Just accept the punishment as just and well deserved. She declined in health.




    Bak had introduced Siswan to some of his friends and, on occasions, she would be made to give pleasure to them in the fields away from the village. The first time, when she had refused, Bak had beaten her so hard and so fast, she was stunned.




    He had never beaten her before and, even though he threatened her often enough, she had only ever felt his hand hit her once before. This time it had been different. No longer a boy, he hit her hard again and again and again.




    ‘You make me lose face, Siswan,’ he had told her. ‘You must not make me lose face.’ And he punched her so hard in the stomach that she had been sick in the field.




    Bak had stood over her, waiting. He still wasn’t finished. Grabbing her by the hair, he pulled her head back and spat into her face. His saliva ran down her cheek.




    ‘I told my friends you would be a good girl,’ he shouted at her. ‘You will do as I say. Mama and Papa can’t help you now. Only me.’




    She did as she was told. She pleasured his friends with her hands and her mouth and Bak left her alone. He no longer touched her or came to her bed in the night. He had passed her on.




    ‘Don’t let any of them enter you, Siswan,’ he told her. ‘You can do anything else for them but don’t let them enter you.’




    She hadn’t understood exactly what he meant but, as time went on, she learned. She learned a lot. It was very seldom when a day went by without her having to leave the field where she tended the sage, and walk into the cane with some boy or another. It became just another job. Another chore she had to perform.




    Over the course of the next year her father lapsed into a continuous drunken stupor. He became bloated and indolent. He lost his job and sat around the home mumbling incoherently. Her mother washed him and tried to feed him but all he wanted was the whiskey. The foul smelling local brew that was slowly, but surely, killing him. Siswan’s thirteenth birthday came and went without notice. The only good thing that came from her father’s increasing ill health was that he no longer had the strength, or inclination, to beat her mother. He became like a truculent child that needed constant attention. Too lazy even to use the hole in the ground that passed as a toilet.




    The family became more and more reliant upon the money Bak earned. Siswan didn’t know what he did but without him they wouldn’t be able to live. What he told her to do for his friends seemed a small price to pay in return.




    Bak provided just about everything the family needed. The few coins Siswan earned from the allotment were pitiful in comparison. He paid the household bills and even bought the whiskey his father craved. When he turned up one afternoon on a brand new motorbike he seemed, for a moment anyway, like the brother she had known so many years ago.




    ‘Where did you get it?’ she asked him.




    ‘From the garage in the town,’ he replied, with a grin. ‘It’s the latest model. It even has an electric starter.’




    ‘It must have been expensive,’ she said.




    Siswan was careful to keep the tone of her voice light. She didn’t want to upset Bak. It was good to see him looking cheerful again.




    ‘I bought it on credit,’ he looked at her. ‘It wasn’t much.’




    ‘Well, I’m pleased for you. Maybe you could take me for a ride?’ she smiled.




    ‘Maybe later,’ he said. ‘I’m going out with my friends tonight. Make sure you give Papa his whiskey.’




    She did as she was told. Sometimes Bak would go out all night and she would help her mother take care of her father. Washing him was the worst.




    ‘Where does Bak work, Mama?’ she asked, as she rinsed the cloth they used to wipe away her father’s waste.




    ‘I don’t know,’ her mother replied, quietly.




    Siswan looked at her mother closely. The woman was old. Older than her years. She never smiled and her eyes seemed far away. She no longer taught Siswan anything new and seemed reluctant even to talk to her. Without the beatings from her father her mother’s previously swollen face had become loose. The skin sagged under her eyes and chin. She looked like a woman that had lost. Whatever it was that she had been fighting had won.




    ‘Are you alright, Mama?’ Siswan asked her.




    Her mother looked at her and, for a second, there was recognition in her eyes. A look that scared Siswan. A look of condemnation.




    ‘Everyone knows what you do,’ she spat the words at her daughter.




    ‘Everyone!’




    Siswan looked at her in shock. The words cut through her. Each one left a welt in her mind much worse than the swishing sticks on her skin. For a moment she didn’t know what to do or to say. She felt stunned. What was it? What had she been doing that would make her mother speak so cruelly?




    ‘What, Mama?’ she cried.




    ‘You are a whore, Siswan. A dirty whore!’




    The sound of her mother’s voice cut into her. What she did with the boys had made her into something bad. Something worse than all the foul names she had heard her father call her mother over the years.




    It must be what she did in the cane fields. There was nothing else she had done that would make her mother speak to her in this way. Suddenly, she felt dirty. Sordid. Feelings that she had never experienced before, welled up inside her.




    ‘I only do what Bak tells me to do,’ she shouted back.




    ‘What you do is wrong.’




    Her mother was drifting away again. Her voice became tired and frail once more. Siswan wanted to shake her mother. She wanted her to stay with her. To talk to her. To tell her what she should do.




    ‘Mama!’ she cried.




    The woman who was too old, too tired, turned back to dress her husband. The eyes withdrew, leaving Siswan alone once more.




    ‘Oh, Mama,’ she cried, quietly. ‘Oh my poor Mama.’




    It was all her fault. What she had allowed Bak to do, what she did to the boys, was wrong. She felt dirty. Alone. Scared. She had made her mother ill. Made her father ill. She didn’t know what to do. The enormity of her realisation threatened to overpower her. She felt sick. Powerless to do anything. She cried into her hands.




    





    *****




    





    Once she had accepted her role in the life Bak had chosen for her, Siswan had learned to switch off her mind to what she did. It had been very easy after all. She had quickly learned what it was that they wanted and she had performed the tasks easily enough. The young men wouldn’t take very long most of the time.




    When they had finished most of them quickly pulled their trousers back up and walked away. On those occasions she would just go back to the fields and work. Sometimes the boys would want more. They would want to touch her, or even kiss her. She let them. It didn’t matter to her what they wanted as long as they didn’t enter her.




    Once she had learned what it was that some of the boys wanted to do, especially the older ones, she had found it easy to convince them not to get carried away.




    ‘I’m having a period,’ she would tell them.




    If that didn’t work, she would struggle just enough to stop them from pushing into her and, after squirming away, would be able to control their passions with her mouth. Most of them seemed to prefer that anyway. She had been surprised at how quickly their passions had died once they had shuddered and trembled under her caress.




    One or two had wanted to talk. Mostly afterwards. It seemed as though they wanted to offer some kind of explanation. A reason for having done what they had, up until a few minutes before, insisted upon. They acted like guilty young children trying to explain their reasons to an angry parent.




    She hadn’t understood why they needed to talk. Why they had wanted to explain. She just listened and smiled. She hadn’t cared, or minded, that much. A smile, or a word or two in the right places, and they seemed satisfied until the next time. She had just accepted her life. Got on with it as best as she could.




    Now it was different. Now she knew it was all wrong. Her mother’s words had stung. Hurt her deep down. She couldn’t walk through the village, or go to the temple to pray, without feeling eyes upon her. Without feeling the stares. Hearing the whispers. Everyone knows, her mother had told her. Everyone knows.




    She took to looking at the ground directly in front of her. She averted her gaze whenever a neighbour glanced at her. She felt ashamed. Her whole demeanour changed and, as if in confirmation of the gossip, she walked with the heavy burden of guilt pressing on her shoulders. At thirteen years of age, Siswan walked through the village as a fallen woman. Her mother had called her a whore.




    Bak noticed the change in his sister. He felt the change in her personality. The cheerful and happy little girl was gone. In her place stood a broken young woman. A woman who, he knew, would gladly watch him die. He didn’t care. As long as the money kept coming in, he would never care.




    ‘You have to work, Siswan,’ he told her one evening. He had been drinking again. His words were slurred. He was sitting in his father’s place at the head of the table under the house.




    ‘I work in the fields,’ she answered, not looking at him. She continued cutting the stems off the bunches of sage she had prepared. The small knife was sharp and she took care not to cut her fingers.




    ‘That’s not work,’ he shouted. ‘You earn nothing!’




    ‘But with the money you earn,’ she had started.




    He reached across the table and slapped her hard across the side of her head.




    ‘Don’t be stupid,’ he smiled. ‘Where do you think I get the money to pay for everything?’




    ‘I don’t know,’ she was holding the side of her face.




    His hand had stung her. She felt the jolt of his blow run through the bones of her face. Her ear rang with pain. Her cheek felt as though it were glowing red under her hand.




    ‘The boys pay, Siswan. They pay to do what they do to you,’ his voice was cold.




    He was enjoying this, she thought to herself. He was enjoying telling her.




    She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. He didn’t work. He did nothing.




    The boys in the village had been giving him money! The household bills, the food, clothes, even the motorbike he took so much time cleaning, it all came from what she did in the fields. Everything. The small knife lay on the table beside her.




    She looked at him. Saw the laughter in his eyes. Saw the grin spreading across his face. He found it funny. He was watching her. Laughing at her shock, her horror. He laughed aloud.




    ‘And, my little sister, you have to keep doing it. Mama and Papa need us now. We have to take care of them,’ he told her.




    Their father lay upstairs in bed. Too ill even to come downstairs anymore. Their mother sat with him and was past caring. The last coherent words she had spoken were to condemn her daughter.




    Bak was right. She had to take care of them. What else could she do? The tears began to fill her eyes. She wiped them away angrily. She wouldn’t cry in front of him. Not again. Not ever. She clutched the handle of the knife.




    ‘How much do they pay?’




    The question caught him off guard. Bak had expected her to cry. Had expected the sobs. In a way he had been looking forward to them. He liked to see his sister cry. Something about a girl crying in front of him gave him a feeling of power. He was more like his father than he knew.




    The question she asked was unexpected. He took another drink of whiskey before replying. She was looking at him. Her face was red from where he had hit her. He wanted to hit her again but he didn’t want to spoil her looks.




    ‘Why?’ he asked.




    She had caught the fleeting look in her brother’s eyes. He had looked shocked for a moment. She fought down the urge to cry. Something inside her hardened. A cold tremor ran down her spine. Her mother had condemned her.




    ‘I want to know,’ she said, calmly.




    ‘Not a lot. More later,’ he answered.




    ‘Why more later?’




    ‘You have something that men will pay for, Siswan,’ he sneered. ‘They will pay a lot.’




    ‘What?’ her voice was cold. ‘I want to know everything, Bak.’




    ‘All in good time,’ he said.




    She looked at the arrogant young man sat cross legged in front of her. He was reaching for the whiskey bottle. There was a knowing smile on his face. He knew something that she didn’t know and it annoyed her.




    From somewhere deep inside her an anger grew. A slow and purposeful anger. Something that she had never felt before. She wouldn’t allow it to explode into a sudden burst of temper. That would be a waste. She had to control this feeling. Control the anger. Use it. Her mother had condemned her.




    ‘No,’ she said. ‘Now. I want to know now.’




    He looked unsure. A hesitation as he poured more whiskey into his glass. A fleeting look of something. Worry? Fear? She didn’t know.




    As she watched him she remembered the young boy who had chased the fish in the pond. How she had laughed and how he had smiled in the sun. A young boy who had held her at night when their parents fought. A young boy who had been so scared of the scorpions in the field.




    She didn’t see that boy now. What she saw was her father. A spiteful, mean man whose only kindness had been to give her the silver chain and Buddha that still hung around her neck.




    She concentrated on the fear she saw within him. A young boy who had been so afraid of scorpions. So afraid of their sting. She had learned to be quick when dealing with the scorpions. Her mother had condemned her.




    ‘And what if I tell you? What will you do?’




    Although the smug grin spread across his face once more, the uncertainty she heard in his voice was all she needed. She controlled the anger.




    ‘You will tell me everything, Bak. Tell me what it is that men will pay for.’




    He leaned forward across the table. His hand flat on the surface ready to reach out and hit her. She needed a lesson again. He smiled. He wouldn’t ruin her looks. A small slap to startle her then he’d give her a beating she wouldn’t soon forget. He’d leave her face alone but there were other places he could hurt her. The whiskey made him feel confident. Arrogant. He wanted to see her cry.




    ‘You are so much like her,’ he spat. ‘No wonder Papa had to deal with her.’ As soon as she saw the tension in his arm, she struck. Before his muscles had a chance to lift his hand, she moved. The anger was controlled. The speed of the knife a blur in the glow of the single light bulb. She knew exactly what she was doing. She had seen the look in his eyes. She had seen the young boy who was scared of the scorpions.




    Long ago she had learned to deal with their venom. Now it was her with a sting. She didn’t stop looking into his eyes as she brought the knife down. How dare her mother condemn her.




    He screamed out in pain. The voice of a young boy. A scared boy. He stared in disbelief at his hand. The pain raced up his arm. Siswan had brought the knife down so hard and so fast that it went straight through his flesh and imbedded itself in the wood of the table.




    Even as she had struck, his arm had been lifting to hit her. The sharp edge of the knife had ripped back towards the knuckles. Blood flowed dark and hot over the back of his hand.




    He clutched at the handle with his other hand but couldn’t bring himself to pull the blade free. The pain coursed through his body. The blood. So much of it! Siswan looked into his face. Into his eyes. She saw the fear now. Not just a fleeting glance but outright fear. Wide and open. She had no right to condemn her. None.




    ‘Tell me everything, Bak,’ she said, when his sobs had subsided enough for her to be heard. ‘Tell me everything.’




    Three days later Siswan left the village. Bak had told her everything she needed to know. He had been saving her virginity to get the best price. He had told her how he was negotiating with three of the men in the village. One of them was the policeman she and her friends had been so scared of when they had played near his house.




    In a way it had been good to learn. Some of the things he told her had horrified her but the most important piece of information had stuck in her mind. She had listened to everything.




    ‘Women have power, Siswan,’ he had said, through his tears. ‘Men will pay anything for the right woman. Anything.’




    She collected her few small belongings together. Parcelled them in one of the sheets from her bed. It wasn’t a large bundle.




    ‘Where are you going?’ he asked her.




    ‘Away,’ she replied. ‘Away from you. Away from this village.’




    In truth she hadn’t known where she was going. Her need to leave was not brought about from fear or the looks from the other villagers. She didn’t care about them. She didn’t care about anyone anymore. She needed to leave to feel clean.




    ‘But what about Mama and Papa!’ Bak had cried. ‘What about me?’




    She had stopped folding her clothes onto the sheet and looked at him. The bloody bandage on his hand, the frightened look in his eyes, the open- mouthed look of disbelief.




    The memories of what she had done to him, for him and because of him flooded into her mind. The nights she had endured his touch. The times spent in the cane fields. She despised him for what he had become.




    ‘I don’t care what happens to you, Bak,’ she had answered, coldly and truthfully.




    She had removed his sting. He was nothing to be afraid of anymore. No venom.




    She walked along the road that led away from her home. She walked with her head held up. Her shoulders were straight. Tears threatened the corners of her eyes but she hardened her heart against them.




    There was an air of confidence surrounding her. Her body was that of a woman and she knew far more than a young girl should know. She walked past the small dirt track that led to their allotment and the cane fields beyond. She wouldn’t go there again. Not ever.




    She had informed Ped that she was leaving and had told her cousin to look after her mother.




    ‘I’ll send you money, Ped,’ she had said. ‘But never give any to Bak. Never.’




    Her cousin had hugged her. Ped was the only person in the village that was sad to see her leave.




    ‘I’ll take care of them,’ Ped told her. The young girl had heard all the gossip. All the stories. ‘Where will you go?’




    ‘I’ll head to the town first,’ Siswan answered.




    The look of determination in her cousin’s voice, the look in her eyes, stopped Ped from asking anymore.




    ‘Remember, Ped. Nothing for Bak.’




    ‘I’ll remember,’ Ped answered.




    As she approached the pond at the edge of the village she stopped. This was a place filled with memories. Where she had played as a child. Where she and Bak had played. Even as she looked out across the still and stagnant water she thought she could hear his laughter. See him running through the mud to catch the fish he had thrown to the banks before they could wriggle their way back down the slippery slopes.




    It felt as though she was remembering someone else’s life. Not her own. She had never been there. Never laughed or smiled in the sunshine. Never splashed in the water with her brother. She closed her mind and shut off her thoughts.




    She put down her small bundle of clothes and reached up to the clasp of her necklace. Taking it off she looked into the smiling face of the silver Buddha. Her twelfth birthday present. A birthday that she would remember for the rest of her life. A birthday that had marked an ending. And a beginning.




    She balled the chain into her palm and, without further thought, threw the necklace far out into the pond. It hardly made a ripple as it sank beneath the muddy water.




    Picking up her bundle of clothes, Siswan walked along the road. Away from the village. Away from her home. Away from the memories and away from her childhood.




    She told herself that she would never again subject herself to the attentions of men. Never again would she allow them to touch her. Never again would she administer to their desires and passions.




    ‘Never again,’ she told herself, aloud.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Mike sat on the stool at the end of the bar and looked along the line of regulars. They were the same faces. They came just about every night. He sipped his whiskey. It was the same brand he always drank. The topic of conversation was the same. The music coming from the stereo was the same bland music he always played. Nothing much changed. Always the same.




    ‘What do you think, Mike?’ A voice asked, bringing him out of his spell of reverie.




    ‘What about?’ He asked, trying to concentrate. Another few whiskies and he’d be okay.




    ‘Have another drink, Mike.’ laughed one of the others. ‘You’ll wake up eventually.’




    The regulars all laughed before returning to their favourite discussion. Mike didn’t need to wake up. He knew what they were discussing and didn’t have to be focused to know that it was all bollocks anyway. They’d never learn, none of them.




    He’d been the same when he had first arrived. The land of smiles they called this corner of Asia. The land of smiles. That was a good one. It made Mike smile anyway. He’d discovered why they smiled. He reached for another whiskey.




    Twelve years he’d been here. Twelve years of drinking and sitting in this bar. He knew he drank too much. Smoked too much. He didn’t much care anymore.




    He had spent the first few years trying to understand the locals. Trying to get to know their ways and their language. He had tried really hard. It wasn’t until he gave up that he started to find out more about them.




    The conversation was beginning to get heated. It always did. Everyone had their own opinion and were certain it was right. It wasn’t. They were never right. He lit a cigarette.




    The only thing that concerned Mike these days was how much his customers spent. Nothing else mattered. He needed them to pay the rent. The electricity. The stock. That was all. Just buy enough to keep me going, he thought to himself. He didn’t need anything else. The room upstairs was good enough to sleep.




    ‘But that’s not it at all!’ A voice shouted.




    Mike concentrated long enough to recognise Barry. Barry always started shouting first. He was a big man with a big voice. Mike didn’t mind him. Barry drank well.




    ‘So what is it then, Barry?’ Tim put in.




    Tim was okay too. Once he’d had his fill of beer he’d move on to the whiskey. That was where the profit was, Mike thought to himself. Drink the bloody whiskey.




    ‘What you have to remember is where these girls come from.’ Barry stated.




    Mike looked at Barry. The big man was getting onto his soap box again. He loved to voice his opinion. Don’t talk so much, he thought, just drink.




    ‘They come from a poor village, most of the time. They can hardly read, let alone write, they can’t speak our language and all they know about is sex.’ Barry was well on his way. ‘It’s the only way they can make money.’




    ‘Yes. But that’s not what we’re saying, is it?’ Tim stated. ‘We were asking if they can love. Really love.’




    ‘No,’ Barry shouted. ‘That’s my point. They can’t love. They think sex is love. They don’t have any feelings. No emotions.’




    Mike left them to it. As long as they were drinking he couldn’t care less what the conversation was about. He’d heard it all before anyway. Always the same.




    He turned to look at the girls sat outside the open front entrance. All of them looked young. Not all of them were. All of them dressed in their sexiest outfits. They all looked the same to him now. The only time they smiled was when new blood walked by.




    The land of smiles. That was a good joke that was. More like the land of guiles. It wasn’t the first time he’d cracked the same joke to himself. It wasn’t funny anymore.




    One of the girls looked at him. Tam was her name. She was the eldest and therefore, by default, the leader of the group of five. She was the one he always had to deal with. The others barely spoke to him. She was a real pain in the ass. Always wanting more money. It was the only thing the girls wanted. Money spoke. Nothing else.




    He smiled and nodded his head towards her. She replied with a look of disdain and turned back to the girls saying something or other. They all giggled and chattered away in their own language.




    Mike didn’t care what they were talking about. He’d never know anyway. He’d learned to speak the language when he first arrived. What a waste of time that had been! Whenever he spoke in the local tongue they just lapsed into a different dialect. They never spoke the proper language in front of him.




    To understand them was impossible. There were about five different versions of their language and the girls could mix them all up to form new versions. Bar-girl speak, he called it. He’d given up trying and only spoke English now.




    He turned back to the bar. At least they were working. Half the time they didn’t bother to turn up. No reason given. Just didn’t come to work. He’d given up asking why.




    Tam had seen the look Mike had given her. The one just before he smiled. It was a look of distaste. She’d seen it before on the faces of the farangs who stayed too long. She turned away.




    ‘Old fool,’ she said, to the other girls.




    They laughed at her nerve and chattered away amongst themselves. They were young and knew nothing. She was their leader. They did what she said.




    None of the farangs were any better than Mike. Drunk fools who tried to understand the life of a bar girl. How could they understand? The big farang, Barry, was off again. Loud mouthed and vulgar. They were all the same.




    Tam was fed up. She’d been working this bar for three years now and had reached the limit of her boredom threshold. It was better to move on after a few years. The regulars got fed up with the same woman and the money reduced as much as their interest. She had slept with all of them. Big Barry wasn’t, that was for sure.




    Two young farangs were walking towards the bar with their eyes bulging. Their white skin betrayed the fact that they were new to the country.




    ‘Hello. Welcome.’ The girls called in English.




    They all spoke English to the farangs. Everyone spoke English. It didn’t matter where the farangs came from. Tam had even learned enough to understand the conversation at the bar behind her, but she wouldn’t tell Mike that.




    In fact, most of the girls could speak English. They learned very quickly. Big Barry was wrong about that, but then, Big Barry was wrong about most things.




    They could love alright. Tam herself had once loved a man so much it hurt her to think about him. Yes, they could love. They just didn’t want to love a fat old drunk farang that shouted too much. What was the matter with these stupid farangs anyway? It was easy to understand the girls. Really easy. Just give us all your money and piss off back to your own country. Simple.




    The two young farangs didn’t stop. The girls tried everything but they just laughed, smiled and walked on. There were too many bars, too many girls. Young farangs, especially good-looking young farangs, could always get a good deal. And the best looking girls.




    Mike would be disappointed not to get another few customers into the bar but who cared? She wouldn’t stay there much longer. The old man didn’t pay enough, that was the problem. She’d only ever come here for the money. In the early days she’d earned a small fortune compared to what she could earn at home.




    After her boyfriend had left her alone with their baby, she had tried hard to get decent work. She was the eldest of three siblings and it was down to her to pay for the life her parents had given her. As the eldest, it fell upon her to take care of her parents, her brother and sister and, of course, her own baby. There had been only one way to earn that kind of money, and it wasn’t from working in the local market.




    Eight years, and three bars later, she had sent enough money home for the family to live a good life. The problem was that, as good as their lives became, they always wanted more. The new clothes would wear out. The motorbikes would need replacing. The house needed constant work. It never stopped. She could never stop. She had put her brother and sister through good schools. Paid every bill. Her son was doing well even though she seldom saw him. Yes, they all had good lives. Paid for by her.




    Tam looked to the future and saw nothing. Only today. Think only about today. Maybe her luck would get better. Maybe it wouldn’t. She’d make an offering at the shrine. Maybe the spirits would look upon her favourably.




    Another farang walked towards them. Old. Alone. She could deal with him. She moved forward. She smiled.




    ‘Hello. Where you from?’ she asked, taking his arm and leading him towards the other drunks.




    Mike smoked another cigarette. Drank another whiskey. He drank more profit than he made. Already his small army pension was subsidising the rent. He wouldn’t be able to keep going much longer. The girls screwed him whenever they could. Tam was a real bitch. She had forced him into paying the girls more than the other bars and, over the years, she had replaced the old girls with her friends. He already paid for their accommodation and she forced him into paying them a more than fair wage.




    The problem was that if he didn’t have any girls he wouldn’t have any customers. It was as simple as that. No money, no honey was the local saying. For the bar owners it worked the other way as well. No honey, no money. No girls, no customers.




    When he’d first bought the bar he’d enjoyed the wheeling and dealing. He’d enjoyed the challenge of building up a business in this hot and humid country. He’d worked hard and fallen for the smiles. For a while it had all been good. The girls were friendly enough, worked well with the tourists, and gave them what they wanted. The bar had earned good money just from the bar fines. After a few years however, the girls became wise. And greedy. It wasn’t just the girls either. The local police had asked for more protection money each month. He was paying three times what he had paid in the beginning. Three times as much money. About a third of the protection.




    In the last year he had needed their response three times. Tourists who had drunk too much. Fighting had broken out. Three separate occasions he had called them. Once, they had turned up, and that was two hours late. They told him he’d have to pay the driver for his ‘fast response’. He didn’t bother calling them anymore. Now, when a fight broke out, he just left it up to the girls to sort out. Tam was good with an empty beer bottle. She seldom missed. The only time he saw the police these days was when they called for their monthly handout. All the bars had to pay them. One or two had tried to get away without paying but they hadn’t lasted long. First the girls had left. Then the local men had turned up. Drinking as much as they could without bothering to pay. There was nothing the farang owners could do. Who could they call? All the time they drank, the young men smiled. Even the police smiled as they took his money. The land of smiles. Oh yes, they all smile.




    Still, tonight wasn’t looking too bad. Tam had brought in another lamb to the slaughter. She laughed and flirted with him. When she put on her act she was quite good. A bit old in the tooth now, but sill pretty good. The poor bastard had already been talked into ringing the bell twice. A short for everyone, including the girls. Another few like him and he would make a profit.




    Tam would keep the farang in the bar as long as she could. Every drink he bought her, every time he rang the bell, she got a percentage. When he was too drunk to care, she’d whisper in his ear that she wanted him. Wanted him so bad. He’d pay the bar fine and she’d get a percentage of that as well. All the girls worked that way. Fleece the farangs. Get their money.




    Mike sometimes wished he’d been born a woman. When he thought of how hard he had to work to get what these girls could make in a single night it made him jealous. Not only did he pay them, not only did they get their rooms free, not only did they get a percentage of the drinks and the bar fines, they also got paid directly by the farang for whatever service they were prepared to offer.




    He knew he was being unfair. He knew it wasn’t that simple. The girls didn’t like what they did. It was just another way to earn money. Money that they probably had to send home anyway. He knew they didn’t keep much for themselves. Sometimes their boyfriends took what they earned. Occasionally, husbands.




    There weren’t too many married women working the bars, but he knew one or two. Their husbands were right bastards. He’d never understand the local mentality. Never. Not now, anyway. He’d given up trying.




    The evening wore on. A few more new tourists were encouraged to have a beer or two by the remaining girls. Tam left with the now very drunk old farang she had brought in. She had stopped just long enough to collect her drink and fine earnings from the cashier. The smile had disappeared as she counted the notes. She hadn’t said goodnight to Mike. Just walked out with her two-legged, portable, ATM machine.




    Two a.m. rolled around and the bar closed. Mike couldn’t afford to pay the extra money the police demanded to allow him to stay open past closing time. Anyway, the girls had gone. Off to the nearest club, he guessed. That was where they went when they hadn’t picked up a farang they liked in the bar.




    The regulars finished their drinks, paid their bills and wandered off into the night. There were bars that stayed open. They could find more places to drink.




    The cashier, a nice little girl called Pan, tallied up the evenings takings. Not a lot after all. Never mind, there was always tomorrow. He nodded to Pan as she left. She didn’t say goodnight either, but at least she gave him a smile. Out of pity, he suspected.




    That was what the farangs didn’t understand. The smiles weren’t just smiles. They were used as communication. Of course they smiled to express happiness. Who didn’t? But they also smiled to acknowledge inferior persons. The wai, the formal greeting, was only used for people with an equal or greater standing in life. The smile was used for children and lesser human beings. Like farangs. The locals thought it extremely funny. The farangs just didn’t get the joke.
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