

        

            [image: ]

        




 


LEK


∞ ∞ ∞


THE BEGINNING


 


Behind The Smile


The Story of Lek, A Bar Girl in Pattaya


 


by


 




Owen Jones









Copyright





Copyright © December 26th, 2017-2023 Owen Jones


Fuengirola, Spain.


 


The right of Owen Jones to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with sections 77 and 78 of the Copyright Designs and Patents Act 1988. The moral right of the author has been asserted.


In this work of fiction, the characters and events are either the product of the author’s imagination or they are used entirely


fictitiously. Some places may exist, but the events are fictitious.


 


Lek - The Beginning


Behind The Smile


The Story of Lek, A Bar Girl in Pattaya


 


by Owen Jones


Published by Megan Publishing Services


https://meganthemisconception.com


ISBN: 9783989118560
Verlag GD Publishing Ltd. & Co KG, Berlin


E-Book Distribution: XinXii
www.xinxii.com
[image: logo_xinxii]







DEDICATION





This edition is dedicated to my wife, Pranom Jones, for making my life as easy as she can - she does a great job of it;
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INSPIRATIONAL QUOTES





Believe not in anything simply because you have heard it,


Believe not in anything simply because it was spoken and rumoured by many,


Believe not in anything simply because it was found written in your religious texts,


Believe not in anything merely on the authority of teachers and elders,


Believe not in traditions because they have been handed down for generations,


But after observation and analysis, if anything agrees with reason and is conducive to the good and benefit of one and all, accept it and live up to it.


Gautama Buddha


∞ ∞ ∞


Great Spirit, whose voice is on the wind, hear me. Let me grow in strength and knowledge.


Make me ever behold the red and purple sunset. May my hands respect the things you have given me.


Teach me the secrets hidden under every leaf and stone, as you have taught people for ages past.


Let me use my strength, not to be greater than my brother, but to fight my greatest enemy – myself.


Let me always come before you with clean hands and an open heart, that as my Earthly span fades like the sunset, my Spirit shall return to you without shame.


(Based on a traditional Sioux prayer)




Chapter One






BAAN SUAY, NORTH THAILAND, 1972






Pang followed her husband and parents off the large, shaded table that served for breaks from the burning Thai sun when working in the rice fields. They had just finished their midday meal having started at seven, and there were another five gruelling hours to complete before they could go home. However, they were lucky, they were working their own na, or rice fields, as most of the villagers were hired labourers. Her grandparents had worked hard to buy a few plots of land on the edge of the forest and they had spent years clearing them so that they were fit to grow top quality rice - the crop that the area was famous for.


Pang had something on her mind and it had caused her to lag behind, so she picked up her pace to as fast as was safely possible in the ankle-deep water and two inches of mud. They were planting their next crop of the latest rice hybrid which would allow them two to three crops a year, if the producers’ promises were to be believed. It would mean half as much work again, but also a hundred and fifty percent of their current meagre income, so they felt as if they were living in very exciting times indeed.


She moved as close to Maar, her husband, as she could, but her parents were only yards away. Still, it was more privacy than they ever got at home where they all dined together in the open air and slept in the same room in their traditional wooden house on stilts.


“Maar”, she whispered to her husband as she looked around. The four of them were planting four-inch rice plugs in the saturated soil.  The layer of water would shield them long enough for them to become established. “Maar! Listen to me, I have something I want to talk to you about. What do you…” but her mother chose that precise moment to tell a funny story. Everyone was expected to laugh and then tell one of their own in turn. It was called ‘sanuk’, an untranslatable word, which meant “having fun at work’; it took their minds off the burning sun, the back-breaking, tedious, toil and helped the long hours seem to pass more quickly.


Pang gave up and joined in the fun.


In fact, planting was the hardest, but least dangerous of the activities involved in bringing a crop of rice to market. At this stage, you could see the snakes hunting frogs in the open expanse of water. When the rice was taller, you could not - then you had to have your wits about you and your machete close at hand. Snakes were very common; of the ninety-odd species found in Thailand, about a dozen of them were venomous, including the King Cobra, ordinary cobras and vipers, of which the deadly Russell’s were the most feared. The six-metre Burmese, and the ten-metre Reticulated pythons were only dangerous if they were hungry and feeling brave.


There were many stories of drunken field workers disappearing, never to be seen again, supposedly eaten by these huge pythons, although there were still a few crocodiles, and also tigers, in the area, despite the government actively trying to catch them and put them into farms or zoos. The wild elephants had been moved on long ago.


“Can we talk later? Maar! Can we talk later? Go for a walk or something after dinner?”


“Yes, all right, telak, whatever you say. I think we might finish this field today… we’re going well”.


“Yes”, she agreed dolefully, and started singing a song that everyone could join in with”.


∞ ∞ ∞


“Do you still want to go for a walk, Pang? It’ll be dark in twenty minutes…”


“I don’t want to be out for long, but we finished late, and couldn’t get away from the dinner table any earlier. However, it is important, and who knows when we will get the next opportunity?”


“OK, tell your Mum we’re going out, and we can leave”.


As they strolled through the village, people living in houses on the main road were sitting on their dining tables in the garden, and not one family would let them pass without saying or asking something. By the time they had reached the Wat, or Buddhist Temple, on the edge of the village, it was already dark.


“Telak”, said Maar, “I know that something has been bothering you, but I also knew that you would find a way to tell me when you had the time. We are alone now, what is it, my dear?”


“Well, telak Maar, you know that we are on the verge of making a considerable increase to our income? I was wondering whether…”


“You want another buffalo? Or two dozen chickens? Have them all, we will soon be able to afford them, and more”. He smiled broadly at her. If they hadn’t been in public, he would have embraced and kissed her too, but showing affection outside the home was taboo.


She looked at him and smiled back. “Thank you, my husband, you are very generous to me. As it happens, I was thinking about adding to our household, but not with animals…”


“Er… children?” he asked slowly. “I thought we had decided that we wanted at least one more rai, before we took that step?”


“Yes, that is true, but I think that Buddha has other plans”.


“What plans… you mean…?”


“Yes, I think so, my love. I am not one hundred percent certain, but I am two months late.“ She searched her husband’s eyes and face for clues as millions of women had done before her. Thais are thought of as inscrutable, but they aren’t to their family and close friends.


He stepped forward and held out his arms. Pang sprang into them relieved, and they broke the social code of not kissing in public. Passers-by would have been shocked, but secretly delighted, for many people found the self-imposed prohibition too restrictive.


“Your parents and my mother will be so excited - their first grandchild… our first child… have you a feeling about what sex our baby is?”


“No, my telak”, she giggled behind her fingers, in the way that had first attracted Maar to her. “Some women seem to know, but this is my first. I have no idea. Do we have to tell our parents yet though?”


“Why not, my darling? I am so proud and so happy, that I would go into the Temple right now and tell each of the monks individually”.


She stepped out of his embrace, but took one of his hands in both of hers. “I want this to be our little secret for a while, Maar. I don’t want to share it with anyone just yet. Is that selfish of me?”


“I don’t know… I don’t think so. We will do whatever you want, my wonderful wife… I don’t care what other people think, as long as you are well… and our little baby, of course”. He touched her stomach and she blushed. “Come on, I want to get you home before a beady-eyed tiger or the hypnotic Jong-Ahn gets you”. She laughed at his reference to the warnings that parents gave their children about tigers or King Cobras getting them if they strayed too far from home after dark, and ran on ahead. Maar played the game and chased her with his arms outstretched before him. She shrieked in mock terror, but allowed him to catch her.


When they arrived home, it was impossible to hide the change that had obviously overcome them, but Pang’s parents didn’t ask. Life had not been generous to them as far as children were concerned, but they knew how to behave and respected their daughter’s privacy, as much as they could. When Pang and Maar went straight to bed, Bang, her mother turned to her husband, Boonchu and beamed at him.


“What is it, woman? Not wind again, I hope”.


“You are so blind… I don’t know how a snake hasn’t got you yet”.


“Why do you talk in riddles? Please, just speak your mind or hold your tongue”.


“You’ll see. You mark my words… you have a surprise in store, and you will get it this year, if Buddha is willing”.


“I don’t know. The older you get, the less I understand of what you say. Your mother, may she rest in peace, was an old witch, I hope it doesn’t run in the family”.


She slapped him playfully on the shoulder. “Don’t talk about my mother like that, and you don’t need to be a witch to see what I just saw. You just have to look and think, but perhaps only women can find the time to do that, eh?”


“Shall we go to bed? I’m not as young as I used to be and we covered a lot of ground today. My back is killing me. I could do with one of your massages”.


“Let’s give them another twenty minutes, Chu. Lie on the table here and I will massage you now before we go to bed”.


Chu laid face down on the table and grinned to himself. He thought that he understood why his wife was giving the ‘children’ a bit of time to themselves, but he had gotten hold of the wrong end of the stick.


“Oh, that’s the spot, nang, right there!” he moaned in pleasure.


∞ ∞ ∞


Pang and Maar lay on their bed arm in arm; their parents bed was against the opposite wall, and they billed and cooed to each other.


“If we are lucky, my telak, this room will never seem so big and empty again”, said Pang.


“Luck will not come into, darling. We have been good people and worked hard. No-one can say anything against us, Karma is on our side, and Buddha has to respect that. Our baby,“ he said rubbing her naked tummy, “will be born, and, that  boy or girl, I don’t care which, will be a wonderful child, because it is lucky enough to have a wonderful mother to teach it how to behave… He or she will be such a fortunate child. Believe me, telak, I will pull all the stops out for our child”.


Pang snuggled into her husband’s strong arms.  Tears of joy ran freely down her cheeks, and she could never remember having been happier.


When they heard their parents clomping up the stairs, they feigned sleep, but not for long.


They were tired too.


∞ ∞ ∞


The following day was difficult for Maar. Like all first-time fathers, he wanted his wife to take things easy now that he knew that she was pregnant, but at the same time, he respected her wishes that nobody but the two of them should know about their good news at that early stage. He winced every time he saw her do anything strenuous, but resisted the desire to rush to her aid lest his concern alerted her parents. Despite that, not once did he wonder why he hadn’t cared about her physical hardships before she was pregnant.


Pang, for her part, thought it comical that her husband should suddenly be so worried because she might have something the size of a peanut growing inside her.


Her mother and the other village women were right, she thought, men were illogical. They don’t seem to give a fig how hard you work for years, but as soon as you are carrying an extra peanut of weight, they are worse than mother hens!


“Are you all right, my darling? You are not finding the work too hard or the sun too hot, are you?”


“Well, now that you come to mention it, yes, I am, but then I always have done, and so has everyone  else, but we’ll get over it, and we will survive, just like we, and everyone else, always does, until the moment when Buddha calls us home”.


“I would feel so much better if your mother knew about… er, you know what”.


“Yes, I suppose you would. All right, if all is well a week from today, we will announce our surprise”. Maar had to stop himself from sploshing over to his wife and hugging her”.







Chapter Two








LIFE GOES ON









Maar soon got used to the fact that being pregnant wasn’t seeming to prevent his wife from working as hard as she always had done, and so he became less concerned. Pang noticed this, of course, and, while she had encouraged this reaction, she resented it too, although her pregnancy was not causing her any distress at all. She had been expecting morning sickness, but she seemed to be one of the lucky ones. It was funny, she thought, now that the pressure was off from Maar about telling people about her condition, she was keen to tell her friends and mother, even if she found the thought of telling her strict father a little daunting.


She glowed with happiness, she was aware of that, because people remarked on it.


“You look happy today, Pang, did you find five Baht in your husband’s trousers when you were doing the washing?” asked one old friend. As she walked down the village street, her happy face attracted smiles and greetings like she had not experienced since her wedding day.


‘That is because of you, my darling’, she would think to the child in her womb. ‘You are already spreading happiness and only your Mummy and your Daddy know you exist. You are such a clever baby’.


She liked to talk to her child and most of her unspoken words were directed to it. She would describe her day; what she was doing; the weather; people’s moods; and her favourite, what she was about to eat and share with her child.


Since they didn’t know the sex of their baby, Maar and Pang had taken to calling it ‘Lek’, which means ‘Little One’ in Thai.


It was to be a nickname that would stick.


∞ ∞ ∞


The week passed without event, and so Pang and Maar made their preparations to tell their parents about the forthcoming happy event. Lek was to be the first child in the family for twenty years


“Mae, mother, may we invite Maar’s parents for dinner tonight?” she asked at their lunchtime break on the table in the na. “Don’t worry about the extra food or the cooking of it. It will be our treat”. Her mother tried to keep from smiling, but she had a good idea what her daughter had in mind.


“There is no need to go wasting your money, child. Take one of the chickens. Paw, which one of the chickens should Pang take to cook for dinner tonight, if Maar’s parents can make it?”.


“They only live next door but one, why can’t they come over after dinner?”


“Oh, my Buddha! Paw! Thrift is one thing, but miserliness is something else! How often is it that your daughter asks for family, not even friends, mark you, but her husband’s family, to be allowed to come to dinner? Don’t you think that she might have a good reason for wanting to do that?” Pang’s husband sat on the table staring forward. He knew when he was beaten.


“Take the cock with the white flash on his head”.


“Pang, tell Maar he can take the cock with the white flash on its head courtesy of your father and me”.


“Thanks, Paw, thank you, Mae. Maar! Maar!” He arrived a minute later, was told the good news and set about capturing the unlucky bird. He held it in his arms for a good fifteen minutes, stroking and talking to it, allaying its fears before swiftly breaking its neck. Meanwhile, Bang had boiled a pot of water to make the plucking all the easier, and Maar gutted the cockerel.


While the bird was resting, Maar and Pang went to invite his parents to dinner, which they accepted without a second’s hesitation; perhaps because Pang’s mother had already told Maar’s of her suspicions.


“Eight o’clock, do you say, Pang? That will be most convenient. Thank you both. We will be there on time. Don’t you worry about us”, said Bing, Maar’s mother.


∞ ∞ ∞


Pang’s family put on clean clothes for dinner, something which they only did under very special circumstances, since their custom was to shower and go to bed an hour after eating. It was normal practice in the village, even on the weekends. Maar’s parents recognised the import of the invite and changed too, despite Maar’s father’s reluctance. He put a bottle of Lao Deng, the middle-grade Thai whisky, in his pocket to take with them.


The four parents sat on the large garden table and allowed their children to cook for and serve them the first plate of curried chicken, as they drank the whisky out of a solitary shot glass, which they passed from one to the next in a clockwise direction.


Before the first dish had been consumed, Pang’s mother started cooking a second, and then Maar’s mother cooked something. Within an hour, there were six different dishes on the table and people were talking freely. When the pace started to slow, Pang took a deep breath and waited for a gap in the conversation.


“We have an announcement to make”, she said rather officiously, and then looked at her husband. He waved her on with his eyes and she blushed. “Well, it’s like this… We, er, think that I am pregnant”. There was a silence, during which the expectant couple looked at each other nervously.


“Really?” asked her mother. “Why, that is fantastic news! Isn’t it, Bing?”


“Yes, of course it is! Isn’t it, Yem?” Maar’s mother prompted her husband.


“Er, yes, of course, it is. When is the baby due?”


“We’re not sure”, answered Pang, “we haven’t been to the doctor yet, but I reckon that our baby is two months old”.


She smiled as she watched everyone counting out the months.


“August?” asked Maar’s father, Yem.


“Yes. I think so, Paw. Around about the middle of August”.


“That is good”, said Pang’s father. “A summer baby has the best chance…” His wife nudged him.


“What a thing to tell a young, first-time mother!”


“What? It’s as true now as ever it was! There is always plenty of food and especially fruit in the summer. What’s wrong with saying that?”


“It might be true, but it is not what a mother wants to hear. Keep your options to yourself for now!”


“That is wonderful news, my dear. Don’t let your father get you down. He doesn’t mean anything”.


“Have you any idea what it will be?” asked Bing, Maar’s mother.


“No, I am sorry, but I don’t have a feeling either way”.


“No problem”, said Bing, “show me your breasts”.


Pang looked around with a worried expression and then at her mother.


“I don’t want to. Why?”


“Well, one test is, if your right one is bigger than the left one, then you are carrying a girl, and vice-versa.


“What’s the matter, are you shy? Maar, which is the larger?”


“Er, I don’t know, Mum, they are both the same”, he said shyly, looking briefly at his wife, who was hating having her private anatomy discussed in public, even if it was only by her closest family.


“Perhaps, it’s too early to tell by tit size”, said her father-in-law”.


Pang looked down at her hands in her lap and wished that she could be anywhere else.


“All right”, continued Bing unperturbed, “if your breasts won’t tell us, lie down on the table and pull up your blouse”.


Pang gave her mother a ‘do-I-have-to’ look, and her mother nodded, much to Pang’s consternation, then Bing took off Pang’s wedding ring, tied it to a hair from her head and suspended it above her belly button.


“If round and round it goes, it is a girl, ‘cause the ring always knows! You will have a girl! The ring never lies”.


“There you are, my dear, Bing says that you will have a girl”.


Pang sat up quickly and readjusted her clothing. “Thank you, mother, but I am not concerned about the sex of our child. Thank you for the trouble you have taken though, Bing. Do you want a boy or a girl, husband?”


“Me? I don’t mind,” said Maar taken aback, “but if it is a girl, I hope that she is as beautiful as the ladies on this table, and if it is a boy, I hope that he works as hard as any of us”. Pang beamed at him for his diplomacy and briefly touched his knee.


∞ ∞ ∞


The following morning, when Pang went to the corner shop at six o’clock for some sugar, Poon, the shopkeeper, congratulated her on her condition. “So, you’re expecting a baby girl in August, are you? I wish I was… I love children… I really  envy you”.


Pang just smiled and nodded. She already knew how efficient the village telegraph system was and Poon was the most prolific gossip in the area. If she knew, then most people in the village would also know by then.


∞ ∞ ∞


When the four of them returned from work that evening, they barely had time to put the rice on before friends and family started coming round.


Pranom, one of Pang’s oldest school friends was one of the most welcome and least embarrassing.


“Oh, my darling best friend, I am so happy for you. I was worried about you, but I didn’t like to say anything”. Pang looked at her quizzically.


“Well, we were in school together. I got married as soon as I could, well, at eighteen but you waited, what, five or six years? You have been married for two years…? Well, I ask you, what are we to think? Perhaps, Maar was not, you know, er, up to the mark. Or perhaps, you were incapable… You know what I mean, don’t you? We were worried that you would not fulfil your potential as a woman.


“Still, that is all behind you now. You have been blessed and soon you will join the motherhood of the village”.


Pang grinned, but did not feel completely comfortable.


She was an independent woman, although most Thais were, but her mother had left home at seventeen and walked the countryside alone looking for work - an act of bravery unheard in women in those days. She had returned three years later with a husband, her grandfather. Her mother had only travelled twenty kilometres, but in those days, it could just as well have been a thousand. There was no railway, no bus service, no taxi, and no other means of public transport for the poor.


When she had returned, the other local women had tried to ostracise her, but her strength of character had beaten them all. Everyone in the village respected her and sought her opinion these days, and Pang was immensely proud to be her daughter.


When they went to bed that night, Pang was glad that the cat was out of the bag. There would no longer be any need for pretence, and she could share her happiness with her friends.


She cwtched up closely to her husband in bed that night, but didn’t like to talk about her feelings because her parents were only metres away. Yet, she felt like a pioneer. She was the proudest woman in the world, and her baby, she was as sure as eggs that it was a girl, would be someone special… and not only to her, Maar and their family, but to everyone she ever met.


Her daughter Lek would be a champion. She would break out of the village life of drudgery, like her own mother had done. She personally, had not felt the need, nor had the courage, but she felt that she was carrying a Wonder Woman, couldn’t wait to meet her, and frequently told her so.


She poked Maar in the side, which was her way of letting him know that he was snoring, and when he rolled onto his side to face her, she snuggled her bottom into his crutch. He was warm. She was warm and so was Lek. The three of them were warm, and snug and safe in her parents’ house.


She relished the feeling, and didn’t want to go to sleep, but eventually succumbed.







Chapter Three








LEYNOU ARRIVES









Pang continued with her normal activities the following day and even weeks. She was adamant that her pregnancy would neith disrupt her life nor those of her family. She worried some people by her determination to keep working in the field.


Then, one day, in her seventh week, she was so violently sick, that she didn’t even have time to get out of bed. She was very angry with what she described as her ‘weak body’.


“Do you remember what Aunty Da said the other day, Maar? She said that the more violent the morning sickness, the higher the chance that the baby would be a girl. I have always thought of our Lek as a girl, and now I am certain of it”, she said stripping their bed. “What do you think of my breasts too?”


“I think they’re lovely. I always have done. I used to dream about them before we got married…”


“I don’t mean that, you randy beggar. Another indication of the sex of the baby is if one breast is bigger than the other”. She lifted her nightshirt for him to see. “Is one bigger than the other?”


“Come here, and I’ll tell you”. She edged over and he took one in each hand.


“No, they are both like ripe mangoes… beautiful, soft, ripe mangoes…” She stood up and let her shirt fall. “We don’t have time for all that now. Are you sure that one is not bigger?” she asked cupping them in her own hands. “I fancy that the right one is slightly bigger. The problem is, I can’t remember if a larger right breast indicates a girl or a boy… a girl, I think. Anyway, I’m pretty sure that Lek will be a girl.


“And she’s making me as sick as a dog… Here we go again…” she said through her fingers as she raced down the stairs. Maar got dressed and followed her down carrying the soiled bed linen.


“Morning, Mae… Paw”, he said to his in-laws in greeting. “Pang was so proud of not suffering from morning sickness, but she’s got it now all right.


“Do you think she ought to go to the doctor, Mae?”


“You can take her if she wants to go, but my mother just gave me ginger tea, and put a bit more ginger in our food. It worked for me… and a lot of other women swear by it too, but it doesn’t help every woman. But there again, nothing works for every woman… not even a doctor’s fancy pills, because not every woman is the same and not every baby is the same.


“Perhaps it has something to do with the father too, and they can’t be all the same either, can they? Or there would be be one very happy handsome man in every village, and all the others would be walking around with their chins on their chests!” She laughed out loud at her own joke. Boonchu looked at him and shook his head slowly.


“I’ll go and see if she’s all right”, said Maar.


He found his wife around the back of the house leaning against the wall with one hand outstretched. There was a pool of multicoloured vomit in front of her and she was groaning. “I have never been this sick in my life. I feel so bad. I don’t think it’s worth my eating again until she’s been born…”


He stepped forward and put an arm around her. “You have to eat, my dear. You need your strength to build a little body for our baby”.


“It’s all right for you. You’ve done your bit, now you can sit back and take nine months off. Well, it hasn’t finished for me! I’ve got another six or seven months of this and then twenty-odd years of worrying about her in front of me”.


“I admit that I can’t do much until she’s been born, but after that, I will take care of Lek with you”.


“Yes, that’s what all men say, especially first-time fathers, but look around the village! What is the reality? The women take care of the kids and the men sit around drinking Lao after work”.


“It won’t be like that for us, my telak, I promise you. We will do this together. Mum says that ginger tea helped her when she was carrying you and your sister. Do you want to give it a try? Come on, I’ll make some for you”. He took her shoulder and led her to the table in the front.


“The water is on, Pang, I’ll make you some ginger tea, and you can take a bottle into the field with you to sip during the day. Come on, sit down by your father. There’s a good girl. Do you want something to eat? I’ve made a squid omelette, just as you like it. Look…”


Pang took one look and as soon as the smell hit her nostrils, she slid off the table and ran holding her mouth.


“Oh, she’s got it bad. Poor girl, poor, poor girl”, said her mother.


∞ ∞ ∞


Pang had a rough six weeks. She told her mother that the ginger tea was working, but her mother could see for herself that her daughter was suffering. It was worst in the morning, but she was sick all day on and off, only recovering when they arrived home from work, which she was finding increasingly difficult as she became weaker from lack of food.


Maar tried to make up for the small amount of food she could keep down by making sure that it was of the highest quality available in the village. She ate fish from the river, shrimp from the rice fields, and high-protein frogs and snakes that children caught after school.


Pang refused to go to the doctor, because of the cost, despite protests from her friends and family.


By the twentieth week, Pang was completely fed up with being pregnant. She had gained ten kilos despite the fact that she was still working, and she had more spots on her face, back and chest than at any time since she was sixteen. Not only that, but her beloved three-foot long, jet black hair became greasy and lifeless only hours after she had washed it, and it was falling out at an alarming rate, and her back hurt like a septuagenarian’s.


At the young age of only twenty-six, she felt like an ugly, fat, spotty, greasy old frump, and she was not happy about it one little bit.


One day, she collapsed in the field. She claimed that she had slipped on a snail, but no-one could remember her falling for at least ten years. She didn’t like the idea, but she had to accept her family’s judgement that she was no longer fit for work. At first, they allowed her to go into the field with them, but she had to remain on the table and prepare snacks and drinks for their breaks, and chop vegetables for their evening meal. However, just walking in the muddy fields soon becoming too dangerous for her and the baby, so they would leave her at the irrigation canal nearby so that she could fish for her supper.


By the twenty-fifth week, even this was beyond her, so she was left at home on her own to do whatever housework she could and prepare the evening meal. It was the first time in her life that she had ever spent hour upon hour alone, and she had never felt so lonely and useless.


Worst of all, there were times when she found herself blaming Lek for her misery, ugliness and loneliness.


She had gone from school direct to the rice fields and so had never learned how to be alone. She missed the companionship and, of course, the sanuk. Depression soon set in, causing her family to worry, which affected their lives as well, which she could see and that made her feel even worse.


After the thirtieth week, young mothers started visiting her during the day with their newly-born babies. They talked about their own experiences, and tried to show Pang how to change nappies and prepare baby food, but she was not particularly interested. They reported this back to Bang, since she had been the one to organise the visits in an effort to lift her out of the doldrums. Everybody tried to ‘talk some sense’ into her, but everyone failed, and her husband even got several tongue-lashings during which she told him ‘not to interfere in things that he knew nothing about’.


This hurt his feelings no end, but he had heard about pregnant women and their mood swings from friends who had been there before him, and he tried to make allowances, although he did start drinking more with his mates and coming home late and drunk, which caused Pang to hate her looks, blame the baby and wonder whether he was having an affair.


Life became truly miserable for the whole household.


At thirty-eight weeks, Eet, Pang’s sister, who was three years younger and living with her husband in Phitsanulok seventy-seven kilometres away, came to stay until the baby was born. They had been close when they were younger, but only saw each other a few times a year now. She was overjoyed to see Eet, and she felt the same. Pang could not control her emotions and cried like a baby, while Eet hugged her, patted her back and made cooing noises in her ear. Eet’s presence made all the difference.


Pang went into hospital to prepare to give birth at the start of her thirty-ninth week, and the family paid for a private room, which was fairly common practice in the case of a first baby. The room was not large, but there was room for one to sleep on the couch and two to sleep on the floor. Boonchu borrowed a pick-up and drove them all in, and Maar and his sister-in-law stayed the night. In fact, they stayed a week, and their parents visited every day, bringing them clean clothes and home-cooked food, since what they were paying the hospital only covered the room, the treatment and the mother-to-be’s meals.


Lek was born at two eleven a.m. on the twelfth of August, which was Mothers’ Day in Thailand, and the queen’s birthday - a momentous day, and one of most Thais’ favourite public holidays.


When Pang got to hold Lek in her arms, she immediately forgave her for the awfulness of the past nine months, and she had not seen her husband as happy since their wedding day. Her parents were a picture too as they gazed at their first grandchild. Eet sat on the bed with one arm around her sister and one hand on the baby’s blanket.


“You were right, darling. A little girl, and she is so perfect and so beautiful… just like her gorgeous mother”, said Maar, sitting the other side of Pang from Eet. “I never imagined that it would be like this”. Tears trickled down his cheeks, but he wasn’t embarrassed about it.


“You became a mother on Mothers’ Day! That’s pretty good timing”, said her father. “A little girl… I remember when my little girls were born… What are you going to call her?”


Pang looked at Maar, and he nodded. “Leynou… Leynou Suksawat. Lek for short”.


“Hello, Leynou…” said Eet and tickled under Lek’s chin. Lek opened her eyes for a second and everyone responded with an ‘Ooh!’ or an ‘Ah!’


They kept the little Suksawat family in hospital for three more days before allowing them to go home and get on with their lives, but it soon became apparent that the house was not really big enough for them and their new baby, or to be more accurate, they wanted their own little nest, if they could find something near by.


Lek was a lovely child – everybody said so. She didn’t cry, scream or throw tantrums, rather, when she needed attention, she bleated ‘mae, mae’ like a lamb or a kid. Indeed, until he became accustomed to her bleats, Maar would look around for a stray goat, although there weren’t many in the village. Maar and Pang were mesmerised by each of her stages of development.
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