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    Chapter 1




    Phitsanulok, Thailand




    Somjit Chutima glanced at her watch; it was almost eight o'clock. Daylight had faded and the geckos, frogs, and other night creatures were warming up for another evening of chirping, croaking, and mating.




    Somjit stirred at the overcooked food she had been nursing on the hotplate since seven. She knew she should throw it away but she was afraid to do that. Her husband would be hungry when he got home; he would be angry if his supper wasn't waiting.




    She grabbed a piece of the overcooked pork with her chopsticks, brought it to her nose and sniffed. It wasn't anything her husband would eat, she was sure of that. She put the bite in her mouth, chewed once, and then spit it back into the pan. Definitely nothing she wanted to eat either.




    She glanced at her watch again. If Nong came home soon, there would still be time to buy food from a street vendor. It wouldn't cost much and it would be a lot better than what was on the hotplate. She reached into the front pocket of her slacks. She knew from the shape and size of the coin that it was a ten baht piece, about 25 U.S. cents. Not enough even for the cheapest of meals.




    She considered her options. If she threw the food away and Nong didn't have thirty or forty baht in his pocket, there would be no dinner and he would be angry. On the other hand, he would be just as angry if she kept the food and he couldn't eat it. If he was angry enough, he might even make her eat it.




    The thought of having to eat the entire pan of the overcooked pork made up her mind. She switched off the hotplate, picked up the pan, and walked to the door. The baby kicked hard as she stepped outside. With a kick like that, she knew it would be a boy.




    She looked down the street. In the dim glow of the streetlight she saw the neighbor's dogs lying at the edge of the dusty lane. She walked to them and dumped the still-steaming food on the ground. The dogs sniffed cautiously and then proceeded to eat. The way they curled their lips away from the heat made them look like they were grinning.




    Somjit smiled and turned back toward her house. At least the rats wouldn't get it, she thought.




    The rats—Somjit hated the rats. Rats had killed her parents. Not directly, but they had killed them just the same.




    Six years earlier, when Somjit was just fifteen, her mother and father had become infected by leptospirosis, a disease known to Thai farmers as rat fever. The fever is caused by a dangerous combination of open wounds and rat urine in the rice paddies. It infects a surprising number of rice field workers each year. Most recover, some don't. Her parents didn't. Their deaths had changed her life completely.




    From the day Somjit was born until the year she turned twelve, she had lived in more places than she could remember. Her mother and father had been laborers for one of the largest construction companies in Thailand. Working for a large company didn't mean they were better paid, only that they had jobs as long as they were able to work. Her family had migrated from construction site to construction site living in temporary camps built by the company for its workers.




    The labor camps were nothing fancy, long narrow buildings erected from bamboo, scrap lumber, and corrugated sheets of steel. Paper-thin walls divided the shacks into small, one-room cubicles. Furniture was sparse to none. Cooking was done on hotplates or charcoal grills. Privacy between neighbors was minimal while privacy amongst family members was nonexistent. But it was the only life Somjit knew and she was happy.




    Then, three months before her thirteenth birthday, her father broke his leg and was confined to bed. Her mother continued to work while Somjit stayed home and tended her father.




    A few weeks later the construction project was finished and the company moved on. Somjit and her family stayed behind. They would catch up later, after her father's bones had mended and he was out of his cast. They knew it could be a long time.




    Somjit and her mother took jobs in the rice fields. It was hot, backbreaking drudgery but it earned them a living. When her father's cast finally came off, he, too, joined them in the paddies. His leg muscles had withered from months of disuse and he walked with a noticeable limp. It seemed like forever before his strength returned to normal.




    The right time to chase the construction company eluded them and the weeks turned into months. Their farmhand wages were small, but with three incomes they lived. In time, their old life in the labor camps became faded memories.




    A sharp knock at the door jerked Somjit from her reverie. She turned to look.




    "Hello, it's only me." Nok, a young woman from down the street, stepped inside.




    "You scared me!" Somjit's heart pounded. "I thought you were my husband."




    "Actually, I came to see if my own husband was here," the girl said. "I think they are out together. I hope Prem is not with another woman. He has done that before and I hate him for it."




    Somjit was worried, too, but not about another woman. She was worried about her own husband's attraction to drugs.




    "I'm sure they stopped to have a beer after work. They will be home soon." Her words came out more confident than she felt.




    "I hope so. If he is with some whore, I’ll kill him. I worry about the diseases he might bring home."




    Somjit didn't know what to say, so she said nothing.




    After an uncomfortable silence, the girl finished her thought. "First, I will cut off his penis."




    Somjit smiled. "That's like cutting off your nose to spite your face. Don't you think?" She had heard that saying somewhere and now seemed an appropriate time to use it.




    The girl squirmed. "Well, maybe I wouldn't do that. But if he brings some disease home, I will kill him."




    Somjit nodded her understanding. "Me too."




    Her friend left without further comment.




    Once the girl was gone, Somjit's thoughts returned to her past. By the time she turned sixteen, she had lived on the rice farm for two years. It was the longest time she had ever lived in one place. She had made new friends and had an acceptable, although limited social life. It was a time of her life she would never forget.




    The farm owner had a daughter who was less than a year older than Somjit. In time they had become friends and the girl shared what she was learning in school. Before long, Somjit learned to read and write and do basic math. It was the only real education she ever had.




    Then, in the last half of her fifteenth year, Somjit's world was turned upside down. First the farmer's daughter was sent away to a private school in Bangkok for advanced education and Somjit's own schooling came to an end. Not much later Somjit's parents and a few other field workers became sick with the rat fever. Three of them died, two were her parents. Within three days their bodies were cremated and smoke and ashes and memories were all that remained.




    Somjit couldn't survive on her own so she left the farm. She spent the next two years wandering from place to place, living with any relative or family friend who would allow her to stay. She had enough relatives, but they were strangers to her. When she was younger, she had met a few of her aunts, uncles, and cousins at weddings, funerals, and infrequent visits to their hometown; but she had only met them and didn't really know them. Still, they were family and they were all she had. They gave her a place to sleep as long as she worked. Most of her pay was exchanged for their hospitality.




    As time passed, Somjit had matured into a very attractive young woman. Tall and slender, yet bulging in all the right places. The men noticed—and she noticed that they noticed—but she never gave them a second thought. They only wanted sex and Somjit knew the trouble that could bring.




    By the time Somjit turned eighteen, she was living with her great aunt, her grandmother's sister. Her great aunt was old and she was odd. Some relatives made jokes about her aunt and called her crazy, but Somjit didn't find her any crazier than most people she knew. In fact, she liked her great aunt very much. Over the years the old woman had saved enough money to live modestly.




    Like the rest of her relatives, her aunt insisted that Somjit work. Unlike the others, she also insisted that Somjit read and study. Living with her great aunt provided a much needed sense of stability.




    Six months after moving in, her aunt fell and broke her hip. After that, everything changed. The old woman shifted her focus from education to matchmaking. One young man of whom she was especially fond was the choice she made for Somjit. He was thin, muscular, and handsome. His name was Nong.




    After a few days of feigned shyness, she agreed to the marriage and she and Nong became husband and wife. Two months after the marriage, the old woman died, leaving Somjit and Nong to make their way in the world.




    Somjit inherited most of her great aunt's money but it was a trifling sum. She and Nong spent it quickly, as young people are apt to do. When the money was gone, they both went to work for her father's old construction company.




    During the last year and a half, they had worked at three different construction sites before landing in Phitsanulok. Seven months ago, Somjit had learned she was pregnant. Two months ago, when she was no longer able to do her job, she had quit working. With their income cut in half, the few extras to which they had become accustomed came to an end.




    Lately Nong had seemed embarrassed, even disgusted, by the sight of her pregnancy and refused to be seen with her in public. During the last few months he had changed from an oversexed husband who couldn't go more than two days without making love, to a man who wouldn't give her a second glance.




    Somjit often wondered if he had a girlfriend on the side. She had hinted at that once and was rewarded with a beating that had left nasty bruises on her face, arms, and back. She had never mentioned a mia noy, a minor wife, again. She prayed Nong would treat her nicer after their baby was born.




    Nong would be home soon. The thought pulled her from her mental meandering. She stepped through the doorway into their labor camp room to wait.




    Thirty minutes later Nong arrived. His eyes were bloodshot and his pupils dilated. She smelled neither whiskey nor beer on his breath. She hoped he hadn't been using drugs again.




    Both of them had experimented with drugs when they were first married. They had stopped after Nong had beat a man nearly to death over an incident so trivial that neither could remember what it was. His violence had terrified them both.




    "Sawasdee ka," Somjit said. Good evening. "You are late. I was worried about you."




    "I'm hungry," His words came out slurred, not in his usual carefully-pronounced Thai. His eyelids drooped half over the dilated pupils of his glassy stare. "I haven't eaten since this morning."




    "Teelak,” she said. Darling. “If you have thirty baht, I can buy some food from the cart down the street."




    She saw his body tighten. It was not a good sign.




    "I gave you money this morning." He took a step toward her, his posture neither threatening nor affectionate. His expression was blank. "What about that?"




    Somjit eased away from him. "I bought food today and I cooked your supper, but you are very late." His face took on a look she had seen before. A sharp uneasiness gripped her chest.




    "Are you saying this is my fault, you fat water buffalo?" His right hand lashed out and slapped hard against her left cheek. It balled into a fist as he brought it back to his side.




    It had happened so fast that Somjit didn't have time to react. She had seen him tense, but didn't realize he was swinging until she felt the sharp crack of his hand on her cheek. The blow sent her reeling. She staggered and fell. Nong stalked toward her.




    "Please, Nong," she pleaded, "I know I'm not a good wife. I will do better, I promise. Please don't hit me. You might hurt our baby."




    "It's not our baby," he hissed. "It's your baby and I hate it." His left foot snapped toward Somjit in kick-boxer fashion. He aimed it toward her swollen stomach.




    Somjit tried to move away but she was too slow. His kick pounded full force into her body. Oddly she felt little physical pain, but the thought that he could have hurt the baby sent her into a rage. She saw the pan lying not far from her hand.




    With surprising speed for a pregnant woman, she grabbed the pan by its handle, rose to her feet, and turned to face Nong. At that moment Somjit was not Somjit—she was a mother protecting her child. Her every instinct was focused on killing the man who would harm her unborn baby. There were no thoughts of love or hate or anything other than protecting her baby. A loud inhuman cry issued from her mouth. The pan rang as her swing collided with Nong's fist. She recovered and swung again.




    Nong was surprised when Somjit returned his attack. He parried with the heel of his fist and the pan rang in response. The blow should have hurt, but he felt nothing except blind rage. She had ruined their lives by allowing herself to get pregnant. He should have made her get an abortion as soon as he found out. He would end it now before the baby was born. He caught her arm on her next swing and snapped the pan from her hand.




    "I’ll kill you!" he roared. His fist shot toward Somjit's face; his whole body behind the powerful blow.




    She turned her head at the last moment and his fist caught her just behind her left ear. She went down like a sack of wet rice.




    "Get up, damn you!" he shouted.. "I will kill you and your baby both."




    He stepped over and kicked her again and again. "I will kill you both!" he screamed each time his foot dug into her stomach.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    A solitary monk ambled up the dusty street lined with labor camp houses. A small cloth bag hung loosely from his shoulder. His face was solemn, his eyes pointed straight ahead. His shaved head and saffron robe made him an unmistakable sight.




    It had been a good day. He had spent the afternoon with his mother and father, and the early evening with a childhood friend. This was the first day he had taken from his religious duties in over four months. Now he was heading back to the temple, his home as long as he devoted his life to the Lord Buddha.




    The evening was warm, but not overly so. An occasional mosquito buzzed near his ears. He felt mildly lightheaded from the two beers he had shared with his friend. He knew it was not proper to drink while he was in the monkhood, but today was special. Having a couple of beers with a friend was not the same as getting drunk. No one would mind.




    He stole an occasional glance at the people sitting in front of the shabby little houses that lined the narrow street. They were construction workers, nomads who wandered from place to place following their companies to wherever there was work to do. Most had little education and their career choices were few. They did what they had to do to survive. He felt sorry for them but there was nothing he could do. There were too many of them for one man to make a difference.




    He heard a woman’s eerie wail echo from a nearby house. It sent a chill down his back. The wail was followed by an angry male voice threatening to kill the woman and her baby. He picked up his pace and headed toward the screams.




    A young boy of maybe fourteen stood listening to the dull thuds and loud threats. The monk grabbed him by the arm. "Come with me." He pulled the boy toward the house.




    Without hesitation he pushed the door open and stepped inside. He flinched at the brutal assault taking place before him. "Stop now!" he shouted.




    The man turned. Thick veins pulsed deep purple on his neck and forehead. "Fuck you, bastard of Buddha. Get out of my house or I will kill you, too."




    The monk saw the wild look in the man's eyes. Before him was a man capable of anything. The pregnant woman on the floor was proof of that. By reflex he assumed a Muay Thai stance he remembered from his teen years. "If you leave now, I won't hurt you."




    "Fuck you," the man snarled. Without further warning he attacked, swinging and kicking like a man possessed.




    By luck as much as skill, the young monk managed to fend off the assault. At an opportune moment he delivered a sharp blow to his attacker's head and the man stumbled sideways.




    "Leave now, before I really hurt you," the monk shouted.




    Nong tried to remount his offensive but nearly fell in the attempt. After a moment of confusion he abandoned his rage and staggered out of the hut.




    The monk took the boy by both arms and shoved his face close. "Get an ambulance and hurry. Then get the police—I want that man arrested."




    The boy stood unmoving, stunned by what he had just witnessed.




    The monk shook him hard. "Do it now!"




    The boy nodded and ran from the room. His cries for help started as soon as he was outside.




    The monk knelt beside the woman on the floor. He pulled her blouse up and the waistband of her slacks down. Already, huge blotches were forming on her stomach. She was twitching unconsciously. The eerie sight unnerved him.




    He pressed his ear tight against her lower abdomen. He heard one heartbeat and it was strong. He didn't detect fainter beats he strained his ear to hear.




    He pulled a half-empty water bottle from his shoulder bag, dampened the hem of his robe and wiped gently at the woman's forehead. After a minute her twitching stopped and her eyelids flickered. A siren screamed in the background. Her eyes opened briefly then closed again. A pitiful moan came from her mouth.




    He took her by the hand and whispered softly, "Everything will be okay."




    He prayed he was right.




    At the hospital, he forced his way into the emergency room against the wishes of the doctors on duty. They gave way to his saffron robes and his insistence. He watched as the doctors examined the woman. The baby was dead.




    "You will take the baby from her?" he asked.




    "She has no money and no insurance," the doctor answered. "The hospital has rules."




    The monk noticed a trace of resignation in the doctor's voice. "I want her to have proper care. The cost is not important. I will pay."




    The doctor regarded him neutrally, "You have money?"




    The monk nodded. "My father is Isara Horungruang."




    The doctor proceeded to take the dead baby from Somjit.




    The following day the young monk went back to the hospital, paid what was owed, and took Somjit to the safe house at the temple. She did whatever he told her, but she didn't talk. She was in a state of physical and mental shock. The brutal beating by her husband and the loss of her baby had destroyed her.




    The monk could see the dark depression on her face. She was a patient in his care, and he was losing her. He hired a taxi to the nearest pharmacy to buy antibiotics and antidepressants. He treated Somjit with a fervor he had never felt in his life.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Chiang Mai, Thailand




    Surat Duansawang awoke as dawn overtook the dark Thailand night. He rubbed his eyes for a moment, and then stared off into the heavy grayness.




    His room was one of two in the painfully small house. The concrete floor and corrugated tin walls made it more like a shack than a house, but it was his home.




    His cot took up nearly half the space in the room. A small dresser and an assortment of boxes crammed with personal belongings filled the rest. The second of his two rooms was almost identical, except they had somehow managed to fit a sewing machine into the already cramped space.




    Near the door sat the small duffel bag his wife had packed for him the night before. Hanging from a wire stretched along the ceiling were the clothes she had selected for him to wear today. He smiled at the thought of his wife asleep in the room next door.




    In a moment, he slipped into a pair of well-worn shorts, grabbed his towel, toothbrush and razor, and then stumbled outside. Today was going to be busy and he had to get started.




    Most mornings, Sawat's mouth tasted like something had crawled inside and died. He had never been able to smell his own breath, but he knew it couldn't be pleasant. He fiercely brushed his teeth and tongue.




    Today would begin a three day assignment driving a German couple to Chiang Rai and other places in the Golden Triangle area of northern Thailand. Surat wanted to make sure his breath didn't stink.




    When he finished brushing, he cupped his hand over his nose and mouth, exhaled slightly, and sniffed. He didn't smell anything except his hand. He hoped no one else would either. He rinsed his mouth one last time, and then abandoned the brushing for a bath.




    The cold water he ladled over himself shook away the last shreds of the drowsiness. He washed thoroughly, paying special attention to his underarms. He wanted his body to smell as good as his mouth.




    Five minutes later, satisfied he was as clean as he was going to get, he toweled himself dry.




    He caught sight of himself in a mirror hanging on the wall. At 177 centimeters he was taller than most of his friends. Even better he looked much younger than most of them; certainly younger than a man in his late thirties. Lucky genes, he figured.




    He combed his straight black hair into rough position with his fingers and moved closer to the mirror to examine his face for beard stubble. Hardly enough to shave but he shaved anyway.




    Surat was not a vain man but he cared how he looked. He had always taken pride in the light color of his skin and the green flecks in his eyes. It made him look aristocratic, high class. Lucky genes for sure. He rinsed and dried his clean shaved face, and then hurried back to his room.




    Quickly but quietly he dressed in neatly pressed slacks and white shirt. Both would be wrinkled within an hour, but that was okay. He was happy his wife had taken the time to iron his clothes to help him look professional.




    He walked to the room where she lay sleeping. Her stomach was swollen with his baby. He watched her with a tenderness only an expectant father can know.




    Chalamsee was his wife's given name but everyone knew her as Nuang. They had been married for nearly seventeen years. In all that time they had never had children. He had often wondered if it was him or her who was infertile. Now he knew it was neither.




    Nuang had become pregnant months ago. He remembered the day clearly. She had just returned from visiting her brother in Pattaya and wasted no time letting him know she wanted to have sex. He had never seen her so aggressive. It was like she was possessed.




    Surat had been surprised at the way his body responded. They made love that night for the first time in months. The following week they made love every day, but Surat knew it was that first night when she became pregnant. That evening had been magic and Nuang carried his child as proof. He could hardly wait for the baby to be born so he could brag to his friends. He didn't care whether it was a boy or a girl, or what it looked like, as long as the baby was healthy.




    He wondered how many more days it would be before his baby arrived. He hoped it would wait until his assignment was finished. He would be gone for less than three days but he worried nonetheless.




    Surat knelt silently beside his wife and laid his hand on her stomach. His touch was light. She stirred but didn't awaken. He stared at her face for a long minute, then leaned over and kissed her cheek.




    Her eyes flicked open and she smiled up at him.




    "What time is it? Are you going to work now?"




    "I don't want to be late. Will you be okay until I return?"




    Nuang smiled at her husband, "I’ll be fine. The baby won't be born before you return. I will make it wait for you."




    Surat laughed. "I think the baby will come when the baby wants to come and you can't make it wait."




    "Not yet born and already I have a disobedient child. Sort of like his father, don't you think?"




    "I’d say more like her mother."




    Nuang slapped him playfully on the shoulder. "Get out of here and let your fat wife finish her sleep."




    Surat laughed, "You are not a fat wife. You're the most beautiful woman in Thailand. I'll be back in three days. If you need anything, call me on my cell phone."




    Nuang's smile faded into seriousness. "Please drive safely."




    "I always do," he said. "I will be home as soon as I can. Goodbye, teelak. I love you."




    "Goodbye," she whispered as Surat picked up his small suitcase and left their house. "I love you, too."




    Nuang shut her eyes and tried to sleep but couldn't. She lay there thinking. The last few years of her life had been full of surprises. Her brother had opened his own business in Pattaya, her younger sister had married a man from Scotland and moved away, and her youngest sister had fallen in love with an American. Her own pregnancy was the biggest surprise of all. No one had expected it, especially herself.




    But there had been tragedies, too. Her mother and father had separated, her brother-in-law and her nephew had drowned in a freak accident, and her sister who loved the American had died in a motorcycle accident. Nuang wondered what would come next, a good surprise or another tragedy.




    A sharp pain interrupted her thoughts. She'd had stomach cramps like that before—just last week in fact. She had been sure she was going into labor and Surat had rushed her to the hospital. After a series of tests, the doctors had diagnosed her with an acute case of gas and sent her home. The baby would not arrive for another two or three weeks. Nuang's embarrassment had been complete. She wouldn't go to the hospital with gas pains again.




    As the cramp eased, she turned her thoughts to the day she had told Surat she was pregnant. She had never seen anyone so happy. From that moment on he had become a different man. Surat had started working harder than ever before, and when he was home he doted on her entirely. He had even started offering to send money to her family in Phitsanulok.




    Nuang couldn't believe the change in her husband. If only he had been like this forever, she thought, their lives would have been much different. During the months she had been pregnant, she and Surat had rediscovered their love for each other. She prayed their happiness would last.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Nuang dozed on and off for a while, but never fully slept. By ten o'clock the tropical Thailand sun had heated their corrugated tin house to uncomfortable levels and she'd begun to sweat. It was time to get up. She left the bed and got dressed.




    She wanted to go outside and wash, but she didn't. The thought of anyone seeing her pregnant body embarrassed her. Huge abdomen, widened hips, and swollen breasts. Later, she would bring a bucket of water inside and wash herself in private. Surat wouldn't be home tonight so she wasn't concerned that she might smell bad.




    Nuang turned on the fan and propped open the oversized shutters of the front wall. In a few minutes, the fan and a breeze had cooled the house a few degrees and she stopped sweating.




    She stood in the doorway and watched the cars, trucks, and motorcycles passing by. Down the street, a sidewalk vendor was setting up for lunch. The vendor's name was Noy and she was an excellent cook. Nuang's stomach rumbled at the thought of food.




    As she reached for her purse, a familiar terror gripped her. Her eyes darted through the house but she saw nothing. She strained her ears, but didn't hear the voices. If they were here, they were quieter than usual.




    She checked the strips of aluminum foil hanging from the ceiling. She had put them there to ward off the demons, and they were fluttering out of position. At once she turned off the fan and the aluminum strips stopped moving. She went to the door and cautiously stuck her hand outside. She felt nothing. The voices stayed silent.




    She picked up her purse, pulled the door closed, and waddled to Noy's sidewalk restaurant.




    "Sawasdee ka," Noy greeted her politely. "You look wonderful today."




    "Khop khun ka," Nuang smiled. Thank you. "I don't feel so good today. I think maybe I am hungry."




    "I can cure that," Noy smiled. "My special today is cashew chicken on rice."




    Nuang had eaten this before and it was good. "Yes, I will have that and a bottle of water."




    As Nuang waited for her meal, another contraction twisted her insides. She nearly cried out at its intensity. Maybe not a gas pain, she thought. She turned away so Noy couldn't see the grimace on her face. Suddenly she felt hot and flushed. Beads of sweat formed and ran down her face. Her head spun. For a moment she thought she might faint. The contraction subsided about the same time that Noy delivered her food.




    "Are you okay?" Noy asked, noticing the look on Nuang's face.




    "I don't know. I feel dizzy and my stomach is cramping. I'm not sure I can eat."




    Noy touched Nuang's forehead. "You're warm but you aren't feverish. I think I should put your food in a bag so you can take it home. You can eat later, when you feel better. Are you having labor pains?"




    "I don't know. I've never had a baby before. I don't know what labor pains feel like."




    "Never mind. You will know soon enough. I'll walk you to your house."




    Nuang's cramps returned when she stood and grew worse as she walked. Less than halfway home she stopped; a look of utter embarrassment covered her face.




    "What's wrong?" Noy asked.




    "I think I just peed myself," Nuang answered, wincing.




    Noy looked at the small pool of liquid forming at Nuang's feet. "I think your water just broke. Is your husband at home?"




    "No."




    "Then you can forget going there. I will get you to the hospital. Unless I miss my guess, you'll be having a baby before the day is over."




    "I must go home." Nuang forced her words between clinched teeth. "I need to bathe, and put on clean clothes. My house shutters are open. Someone might break in and steal my sewing machine."




    "I’ll close your shutters and you won't need clean clothes in the hospital. Go now and I'll hear no arguments. Understand?"




    Nuang nodded.




    Two minutes later she was bouncing through the streets of Chiang Mai in a three-wheeled tuk-tuk taxi. The ride did nothing for her pain. As the tuk-tuk stopped at the front of the hospital she heard the voices and they were laughing.




    While Noy closed up and bolted down the house, she found a piece of paper and wrote a note for Nuang's husband. "Your wife has gone to the hospital to have your baby."




    After everything was secure, Noy locked the front door and hurried back to her restaurant.




    Nuang spent the next six hours at the hospital in periodic misery. The contractions came and went, but mostly they came. She never thought labor would be so painful.




    In her thirty-six years Nuang had seen many women get pregnant and have babies, but it had never happened to her. She had stopped thinking about having a family years ago. Now she was in the final stages of labor and she was scared. Thirty-six was too old to be having a baby under the best of conditions. It is definitely too old when you're not sure who the father is. That last thought terrified her.




    It's your husband's baby, she had been telling herself since she learned she was pregnant. It's your husband's baby. She knew the words were probably a lie, but she kept telling herself that anyway.




    Nuang knew who the father was if it wasn't Surat, yet she denied the thought every time it entered her head. She had once made love to a man other than her husband, just weeks before she learned she was pregnant. It was the only time in her life that she had been unfaithful. It had been a fluke, a twist of fate, a mistake. Women don't get pregnant from having sex just once, she struggled to convince herself. She and Surat had made love many times. It had to be Surat's baby.




    The doctor came into her hospital room and did some tests and measurements.




    "You will be giving birth very soon," he announced. "You are a small woman and your delivery may be uncomfortable. I’m going to give you something for the pain, and then we will start to work bringing your baby into the world."




    Nuang only nodded. Her latest contraction had eased but still wouldn't allow her to speak.




    "Is your husband here?" the doctor asked, making conversation as he worked.




    She managed a weak no.




    "If you’d like, we can contact him."




    "No," she said again, her words stronger this time. "I don't want my husband near me."




    "Okay," the doctor replied evenly, "It isn't uncommon for women to feel like that at about this time of delivery. You will feel better about him later. I see on your chart your nickname is Nuang. May I call you Nuang?"




    Her contraction eased to acceptable levels. "Yes, that would be better. It's my name."




    Five minutes later they had finished giving her an epidural and the pain had all but vanished. The relief was bliss.




    At seven twenty-four p.m., Mrs. Chalamsee "Nuang" Duansawang gave birth to a daughter. What she saw, when they brought the baby to her, confirmed her deepest fears. There was no mistaking whose baby it was and it wasn't her husband's.




    She made them take the baby away so she could think. The voices, which had been tormenting her for the last few weeks, came back and they were louder than ever. They insisted she must run away. That night, Nuang made her plans.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    The next morning, against the doctor's orders, Nuang left the hospital and took her newborn baby with her. She was not feeling well and knew she should stay, but the voices were unrelenting. Her mind was a dizzy blur. She was in shock from her labor. She was in even more shock from seeing what had emerged from her womb. She could not let Surat see this baby.




    Her first stop was an ATM where she withdrew most of the money from their bank account. Next she took a taxi to the Chiang Mai bus station and bought a one way ticket to her hometown of Phitsanulok. She found a seat away from the main terminal and waited for her departure time.




    She kept the baby's face covered with the blanket she had taken from the hospital. She didn't want anyone to see it. No one needed to know her baby had fair hair and blue eyes.




    Four hours after checking herself out of the hospital, Nuang and her newborn baby boarded their bus to Phitsanulok. She breathed a sigh of relief as they entered the main road heading south. An unexpected coldness crept through her. She wished she had taken time to go by her house for clothes. If the bus stayed this cold, it would be a long ride to Phitsanulok. She thought she might even freeze to death.




    An hour out of Chiang Mai, the baby awoke and began to cry. The passengers within eyeshot turned to look, then turned away.




    Nuang wasn't sure what to do. She knew the baby must be hungry, but she had never breastfed a baby before. She rocked back and forth in her seat hoping the cries would stop, but they didn't. Finally, she knew she had no choice. She unbuttoned her blouse and put the baby's mouth to her breast.




    It was an unusual sensation. Surat almost never touched her breasts, and had never taken one in his mouth, not even when they made love. The feeling was not unpleasant, just different. She kept the blanket pulled across her as the baby nursed.




    The man seated across the aisle from her stared for a few minutes when he realized she was nursing a baby, but lost interest when she held the blanket in place. No one gave her a second look as she softly patted the baby's back to burp him.




    Nuang slipped one hand under the blanket and probed a finger into the diaper. It was wet. She hadn't thought to buy diapers before getting on the bus. Even if she had, she was sure she didn't want to change the diaper on the bus while it was daylight.




    She glanced at her watch. She would be in Phitsanulok in three hours. The wet diaper would have to wait.




    Nuang arrived in Phitsanulok long after the sun had set. It was almost nine o'clock by the time she exited the bus terminal. She flagged down a taxi and gave directions to her mother's house. Two blocks later she changed her mind and switched directions to her sister's. After a minute, she told the driver to stop at the nearest Seven-Eleven store and asked him to wait while she went inside to buy diapers, wipes, and powder.




    When Nuang returned, she gave him new directions. This time it was to the temple. As much as she wanted to see her mother and her sisters, she wasn't ready to face the shame of having a baby from an illicit affair with a farang.




    As the taxi made its way through Phitsanulok, Nuang changed the baby's diaper. It was only wet and nothing else. She wondered how long it was before babies had their first bowel movement. It was something she had never thought about and something she didn't know.




    The driver never looked back, so he didn't see the baby uncovered. But Nuang did. As they passed beneath the street lights, she got a perfect look. It was the first time she had seen her baby uncovered since the hospital.




    Her skin was mostly red and obviously more foreign than Thai. Her hair wasn't as fair as she had first thought, but it was far from being black. Her eyes were shut but she knew they were as blue as she remembered. Her baby was not Thai. She was farang, foreign. Her baby was a half-breed, a mongrel, and it was hers. She stared for a long minute. Yes, it was definitely hers. When the taxi slowed for a stoplight, she wrapped the baby back into the blanket.




    "Why are you going to the temple?" the driver asked, pretending nonchalance.




    He was being nosy, but Nuang answered anyway, "I am taking my baby to see her grandfather." It was a lie, but the truth was none of his business.




    "Your grandfather is a monk?"




    "My grandfather is the abbot," she lied again, hoping the driver would stop his questions.




    "How long has he been a monk?"




    Nuang didn't answer. Instead, she pulled the baby to her chest and sang a soft lullaby. The driver took the hint and kept his mouth shut. Five minutes later they arrived at the temple. She paid the driver and he drove away.




    Standing at the edge of the courtyard, she heard faint chanting emanating from inside the temple. She was surprised. It was late, and the temple should be quiet by now. Probably some religious holiday she had forgotten. She saw a lone monk walking toward her. She wondered if he would speak to her or just ignore her.




    "Sawasdee, krup," he said.




    "Sawasdee, ka," she replied. "Please excuse my bad manners, but I cannot wai while holding my baby." A wai is a polite greeting of respect, presented by pressing one's hands together in prayer-like fashion and then placing them in front of one's face. She knew she could have put her baby on the ground and wai'ed to the monk, but she didn't. "Please accept my apologies."




    "Mai pen rai," the monk responded. Never mind. His eyes focused on the small bundle she held close to her chest. "Can I help you?"




    Nuang guessed the monk to be in his late twenties. He was lean but not gaunt. His head was shaved. He seemed uncomfortable in his saffron robe. She suspected he was at the temple to do a short period of service to the Lord Buddha, rather than make the monkhood his life.




    "I have a baby and very little money," she said. "I need a place to stay for tonight. A man told me this temple sometimes helps desperate women. Please, can you help me?"




    "How old is your baby? Is it well?" he asked, his tone gentle.




    "The baby was born just yesterday. Please, I need some place to lie down. Suddenly, I feel very tired."




    It was true. This was the longest she had stood at one time since the baby was born—and she hadn't eaten in two days. There was an itching, burning, sensation in her pelvic area. She felt nauseous.




    "May I see your baby?" the monk asked.




    Nuang pulled the baby closer. "No."




    The young monk was taken aback. He had never met a woman who didn't want to show off her baby. He studied her face. She wasn't young, but not old either. He guessed her to be in her mid thirties. The maternity dress bagged unflattering down her body. She looked exhausted. The baby hadn't moved or made a sound.




    "Please come with me," he said. "I'll show you where you can sleep."




    She followed him to a building away from the main temple area. The room was stark but clean. Most important, it had a bed. A deep chill gripped her body. She shook involuntarily and the young monk noticed.




    "Are you okay?" he asked, stepping closer, extending his hand to touch her forehead.




    Nuang pulled away. "I'm okay. Please, I want to sleep now."




    "What about the baby? Will you need help? I can have someone take care while you sleep."




    "No!" The word shot from her mouth. She hesitated for a moment then said in a softer tone, "I mean, no, thank you. I will be fine."




    She laid the baby on the bed, then turned and presented the monk with a very proper wai. "Khop khun mahk, ka. Now I must sleep."




    "I will come for you in the morning to eat breakfast. It will be very early." He turned and left the room.




    Another chill swept through Nuang. She never knew Thailand could be so cold. Being careful of her baby, she slipped under the bedcovers, pulled herself into a tight fetal ball, and shivered violently.




    As she lay there trying to get warm, she realized the voices had not spoken since she left Chiang Mai. She prayed they didn't find her here. In a while the shivering calmed and she slept.




    During the night an infection grew wild, uncontrolled. It ravaged her body to near death.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    Mike Johnson stared down at his shoes. Mud rimmed the soles and part of the leather uppers. There was a swash of wet brown across his trouser cuff where his shoe had brushed unnoticed. It rarely rained in Pittsburgh in mid August but it was raining today. There was no thunder or lightning, only a steady light rain that dampened everyone unlucky enough to be outside.




    Directly across from him, a Methodist preacher was doing his best to be inspirational. Mike hardly noticed. He was beyond the point of inspiration. Mostly he was just tired; tired of all the bullshit that came with life.




    Positioned between him and the preacher was Susan's casket. She had been dead for four days now. Four days of living hell. He had never in his life ever had to identify the body of a dead person. Certainly he had never had to identify the mangled body of his wife before.




    His sister, Carol, had been his constant companion through it all, arranging the funeral. His old friend alcohol had joined him too, less than an hour after he identified Susan's body. Carol took care of details, while the alcohol kept him numb.




    The preacher ended his prepared speech and said amen.




    Mike wasn't sure what he was supposed to do, so he simply stood and walked away.




    His sister Carol chased after him, but he brushed her off. "I want to be alone right now, but I want to see you tomorrow. Can you meet me at my house at two o'clock?"




    "I have to work, but if it’s important I’ll be there."




    "I'm meeting a real estate agent and an attorney. I'm selling everything. There will be papers for you to sign."




    "What about Josh?"




    "What about him?" Mike's tone turned harsh.




    Carol didn't answer. Instead she said, "Some people from your work have brought food to my house. You should come; they’re expecting you."




    He opened the car door and slipped inside. "I'm not in the mood for those people, especially Jess Ankrom."




    Carol's eyes flicked to the Jack Daniel's bottle lying on the front seat. "I thought you only drank beer."




    "I’ll see you tomorrow at two."




    "Are you going home?"




    "I can't sleep there anymore. It was never my home anyway."




    "Where are you going? I might need to contact you."




    "I’ll see you tomorrow."




    He pulled the car door shut and drove away. He had no idea where he was going except that it would be someplace cheap. Someplace where he could live until he died. He hoped that would come sooner rather than later.


  




  

    Chapter 7




    Chiang Mai, Thailand




    Surat's three day assignment to Thailand's Golden Triangle ended on the second day. The German couple he had been escorting had cut their trip short due to a family emergency. After making sure they had confirmed flights, Surat left them at the airport and headed home. It was nine o'clock in the evening.




    The traffic was light and Surat reached his house in twenty minutes. A seed of apprehension sprouted when he found the shutters bolted and the door locked. He tapped lightly at the door and waited. Nuang didn't answer and he didn't hear her moving inside. She is only asleep, he tried to convince himself as he fumbled through his keys. In a moment the door was unlocked and he stepped inside.




    He turned on the bare overhead light and walked quickly through the house. Nuang wasn't there. It wasn't like her to be out this late at night. In fact, for the last month she had hardly gone out at all. She had become extremely self-conscious and thought everyone was staring at her pregnancy. More than that, she had become paranoid. She was always talking about voices he couldn't hear, and evil spirits and other things that put cold bumps on his skin. No, she wouldn't be out this late without a good reason.




    He searched the house again looking for any clue that would tell him where she had gone. This time he saw a note on the bed. He held it under the light and studied the writing. Surat was not an educated man, but he could read road signs and other simple words as long as they were written in very proper script. Beyond that, reading was a struggle. Whoever had left the note had scribbled so badly that he couldn't read a word of what it said.




    After a few minutes he thought he recognized the words baby and hospital, but he wasn't sure. He folded the note and slipped it into his shirt pocket. His heart raced neck-and-neck with his thoughts as he hurried outside to the car. His employer didn't approve of him using the company vehicle for personal business, but sometimes he did it anyway. He started the car and sped to the hospital.




    At the information counter, he spoke to the nurse on duty, "Kaw thort krup," he said, very polite. Excuse me, Miss. "I need the room number for Mrs. Chalamsee Duansawang."




    "It's past visiting hours," the woman responded.




    "I know," he lied. He had no idea of their visiting hours. "She is my wife. I must see her right away. It's important."




    The lady stared at him for a brief second, then punched at the computer keyboard. In a moment she looked up. "Are you sure she is your wife?"




    "Of course I'm sure," he said, irritated at her question. "What's her room number, please?"




    "She's not here. She checked herself out this morning. It was against her doctor's orders. She didn't pay her bill before she left. You owe the hospital 10,800 baht."




    "Did she have a baby?"




    "Yes, she had a baby girl. Are you sure you are the father?"




    "I told you once already. Thank you for your help. My insurance will pay for the hospital."




    He returned to the car not sure what to do next. His thoughts were confused. He wanted to revel in the joy of being a father, but the situation wouldn't let him. Why hadn't Nuang called his cell phone when she went into labor? Why did she check herself out of the hospital and where could she have gone? He couldn't tell if the feeling overtaking him was anger or worry or terror.




    He remembered the voices Nuang had been hearing. Certainly that wasn't normal. Now he wondered if they could be dangerous. Suddenly he wished he hadn't laughed at her when she had told him about them. He slid into the driver's seat and pulled away from the hospital.




    He drove aimlessly through the streets of Chiang Mai trying to think like Nuang. There weren't many places she would go besides their home. In a while he had narrowed it to her mother's house in Phitsanulok or her best friend's apartment here in Chiang Mai. It took him less than five minutes to drive to Siriwan's.




    Surat rang the bell at the bottom of the stairs leading up to Siriwan's room. A moment later a window opened above him. He looked up, "Sawasdee krup, Khun Siriwan. Have you seen Nuang?"




    "I haven't seen Nuang in over a week," she shouted down. "Is everything okay? Have you lost her?"




    Surat blushed at his situation. How many men lose their pregnant wives? "I was out of town for one night. While I was gone, Nuang had her baby and left the hospital. She is not at our house. I was hoping she had come to visit you."




    "I’m sorry. I haven't seen or heard from her. Is the baby okay? Is there anything I can do?"




    "I don't know about the baby except that it was a girl. If you see Nuang, make her wait here and call me. I think maybe she is afraid to be at our house alone. She thinks there are evil spirits there."




    "Maybe she went to her mother's house."




    "I thought about that but didn't think she would travel so far with a new baby." Memories of the evil spirits crept through his head. "But I will call and ask. If she's there, I'll drive down and bring her back. Thanks for your help."




    "Mai pen rai," Siriwan answered. "I will watch for Nuang. If I see her, I’ll let you know. Good luck, Surat. My prayers are with you."




    He drove back to his house hoping Nuang would be there, but she wasn't. He slid his cell phone from his belt and sighed.




    Nuang's mother, Nui, didn't like him much and she didn't hide it from anyone. The old woman tolerated him only because he was her daughter's husband. His feelings toward her were mutual. Reluctantly, he dialed her number. He winced at the sound of her voice.




    "Sawasdee krup," he said with forced politeness. "I am Surat."




    There was a noticeable silence before Nui spoke. "I know who you are. Did Nuang have her baby? Is she okay?" Nui didn't make any attempt at customary Thai politeness. She simply asked her typical pointed questions.




    "Yes, she had a baby girl. Do you mean you haven't seen her?"




    "How could I? You keep her locked away in Chiang Mai. You do know where she is, don't you?"




    Surat's chest tightened. "No, I don't. She left the hospital, but she didn't come home."




    "How could you lose your wife and your baby?" the old woman shrieked through the phone. "What kind of a husband are you? I always knew you were no good. I told you..."




    Surat turned off his phone. He didn't want to listen to her ranting. He hadn't lost Nuang; she had lost herself and he was worried. If she hadn't gone to Siriwan's house and if she hadn't gone to her mother's, then he had no idea where she might have gone. On impulse he drove to the bus station. It was only a hunch, but maybe someone had seen her.




    Buses arrived and departed Chiang Mai at all hours of the day and night, but the terminal was quiet when Surat entered. He approached the ticket counter and asked loud enough for everyone to hear, "Did anyone see a woman with a very young baby here today? I'm her husband. It's very important that I know where she has gone. She is not well and needs her medication."




    It was a lie, but he didn't care.




    "Does she have braided hair?" one woman behind the counter asked.




    "Yes, yes she does. Have you seen her?"




    "Earlier, when I first came to work, I sold a ticket to a woman with a baby. Her hair was in braids. She looked ill. She bought a ticket to Phitsanulok." The girl glanced at her watch. "She should have arrived there already."




    A woman with braided hair and a baby. It had to be Nuang. Surat ran from the bus terminal. If he drove fast enough, he would be in Phitsanulok by morning.




    At a stop light he counted the money in his wallet: less than 1,200 baht. Probably enough for gasoline and food, but just barely.




    He stopped at an ATM to withdraw extra money from his account. It registered a balance of 200 baht. That wasn't possible. Over the last few months he had saved several thousand baht for when the baby was born. He tried again with the same results.




    "Shit," he said aloud. Not only had Nuang ran away, but she had taken all of their money with her. He hoped she would spend it on the baby.




    He ran their balance to zero and drove south toward Phitsanulok.




    It was five o'clock in the morning and still dark when he coasted to a stop in front of Nui's house. He sat in the car and waited until he saw a light shine from inside. Then he walked to the door and knocked. In a moment, Nui pulled the door open. The old woman looked tired.




    "Good morning," he said, his tone cordial. "May I speak to Nuang?"




    "Why are you here?" she demanded, her eyes narrowed in contempt. "I told you last night that I haven’t seen Nuang."




    "I don't believe you," his courteous smile faded. "I want to see my wife, and I want to see her now."




    Nui hesitated as if calculating her next remark. She tilted her head back and stared down her nose. "If you were a better husband, Nuang would be at your house and we wouldn't be talking."




    Her words grated at his exhaustion. He forced himself calm. He knew he would never win an argument with Nui's sharp tongue. "Please just listen for a minute. Yesterday I went to work and when I came home Nuang was gone. The hospital said she had a baby one day and checked herself out the next. A woman at the bus station said Nuang had bought a ticket to Phitsanulok. I thought she had come here. If she's not here, then I'm very worried."




    "Nuang didn't come here and I am worried, too. Maybe she went to her sister's house. Neet has a baby of her own. I think that must be it. Wait for a minute and I’ll go with you."




    Neither spoke as they made the short drive. Neet was already awake and clearly surprised to see Nui and Surat together. "Is everything okay?"




    "We don't know," Nui answered. "Surat has lost Nuang. We hoped she would be here."




    Surat ignored Nui's barb and explained about Nuang's recent odd behavior, and the voices that whispered in her ears. He told them how nervous she seemed every time they talked about their baby. He sensed something was wrong but he didn't know what.




    For two hours they discussed Nuang's unusual behavior and where she might have gone. Later, they called her brother, Anan, in Pattaya, and her sister, Itta, in Scotland. They didn't expect either to know more than themselves, but they wanted to let the others know what was going on in case Nuang contacted either of them.




    With nothing left to do in Phitsanulok, Surat drove back to Chiang Mai. His boss was going to be pissed; he hoped he wasn’t going to lose his job.
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