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    Preface




    New Years Day 2011, students of my English class surprised me with a gift. In the package was a bar of chocolate and a little book named: The Price of a Life, written by the Thai philosopher and author, Suchitra Onkom, who had composed the tale at the tender age of twenty-two.




    Inspired by the story I contacted Suchitra and asked her if she was interested in a German translation. She was; more so, she granted me free hand.




    The original book has 94 pages. When I told Suchitra six months later that her tale had turned into a novel of twice the volume, she wanted to know what I had done to it. Consequently, she asked me to translate it from German back to English so she would be able to form an opinion.




    After having worked more than a year on both, the English and German manuscripts, I made copies and jumped on the next train to Bangkok where Suchitra met me at Hua Lam Phong train station. The following week we went through the story, made minor corrections and renamed it to “Slum Kids”. Some days after our meeting, Suchitra called me and suggested to publish the novel under both of our names.




    The book reveals the story of a couple of slum dwelling youngsters, struggling to make a living in the atrocious traffic and polluted streets of Bangkok by means of selling newspapers, flowers and other; among them, Ngop and Long, the main figures. Leafing through the first chapter, one already senses the quirk of destiny that lingers all the way through the book.




    Concerning Thai society, the reader will observe that the fine line regarding one’s family background, connections, status and money play an important role in Thailand. Money opens doors, often bypassing written laws and what Westerners call morality. Even if Thais keenly adhere to Buddhism they sometimes tend to overlook the teachings of the Buddha as next to Him, money remains a much-adored fetish, while the poor pass on the fate of poverty from generation to generation with little chance to escape that trap.




    Although the ending of the novel may be argued as being too congenial, I dare say that things like that happen in real life especially in Thailand as many nuptials between European males and Thai females prove. After all, the majority of the bar girls are waiting for the foreign prince that might free them from poverty or other circumstances that drove them to the shores of supposed easy money. Curbed by altruistic family attachments, the girls send the larger part of their income home to support their relatives no matter if the father is a drunkard, the mother addicted to gambling or the brother a lazy slob.




    May it be as it is, those circumstances should not be opinionated by western moralists, as Westerners are the ones who made and continue to make this kind of trade and even darker dealings possible. The quintessence of the story, regardless of the happenings and their consequences, bases on the conditions on which life is built.




    Since publishers nowadays refuse to acknowledge non-demanded manuscripts unless submitted by an agent, we decided to publish Slum Kids as an ebook thus enabling the reader to individually judge whether Slum Kids is a readable and interesting novel. Suchitra and I believe that only the reader can award the work of an author.




    Writing a book is a task that requires hard work, which often puts a damper on things and consumes a lot of mental power. A serious writer is constantly searching for correct and truthful words, simultaneously battling with doubt and discipline. Other than that, he remains an apprentice driven by the obsession to eventually produce a masterpiece. 




    Richard Wolter, Uttaradit, Thailand, November 2012




    Man supposes that he directs his life and governs his actions, when his existence is irretrievably under the control of destiny.




    Johann Wolfgang von Goethe


  




  

    The Family




    The old wooden footpath led into a dead end. Just about in the middle of it, in the third last hut lived Ngop. Since he was able to walk, he had used this way as a shortcut. He knew every gap, every broken plank and all the other looming obstacles by heart and from the traffic intersection where he sold puang maley1 back to his home it took him just about fifteen minutes. Less practised people needed twice as long particularly at the time when the tropical twilight descended its misty mantle over the city, altering the fading daylight into darkness within minutes.




    Along the way on both sides ran a dense medley of makeshift homes. They all looked alike. Messy and poor, and they were all built on stilts budding out of a thick, black swamp that polluted the air with the biting whiff of human waste and foul water, and as is characteristic of still waters, it provided a nourishing environment to an uncountable ever-increasing number of mosquitoes. Ngop did not know whether there were so many mosquitoes because the water was stagnant, or if the water was stagnant because there were so many mosquitoes. He had long given in to the fact that he had to live with both, the smell of the swamp and the mosquitoes. His neighbours ignored the matter. The filth they had accumulated over the years did not bother them, let alone the plastic waste scattered all over the place or the stray dogs leaving their litter everywhere. Now and then, a father of a starving family would secretly kill a dog and roast its meat on a charcoal grill.




    Yai2 Lek, the grandmother of Ngop’s friend, had told him that this part of Bangkok suffered from the smell of rotting water, the annoyance of insects and the odour of poverty, since long before he was born.




    When Ngop was five or six, he used to run away from his mother now and then to amuse himself with the children in the neighbourhood. Often playing rough, he frequently fell into the swamp or on occasion one of the boys pushed him in. Whenever that happened, he stood crying in the smelly broth until his mother came to pull him out and take him home for a good spray with the water hose.




    One damp and drizzly April morning, Ngop fell in again, only this time his mother did not come to rescue him because she wanted to teach him a lesson. For a long time, the little boy stood in the putrid sludge and cried bitterly. After some time, he realized that further weeping would be useless. He waded under one of the shacks and not long after, he found a ladder attached to a pillar, leading to the surface of the wooden pier. Dripping and reeking terribly, he ran home. His mother pleased that he had come out by himself washed him clean and praised him for his bravery. Thereafter, Ngop never called for her again. This day he learned that he had to take care of some of his problems on his own.




    The district near the Chao Praya River where Ngop lived, Bangkokians called: Slum of the Black Water. No one knew who had made up this moniker. Although, it was a proper description of the area, Ngop disliked it. He thought it rather impolite, to call the place where he was born a Slum. He preferred the official reading, congested area.




    The hovel, Ngop called his home, looked no better than all the others in the neighbourhood. His father had built it by using scrap wood, cardboard, plastic awnings, bamboo poles, sheet metal and corrugated iron, which over the years had become rusty and porous. A hefty wind would have been sufficient to blow it away. Nevertheless, the rainy season was over and there was no wind. The air moved as little as the rotting cesspool. Only the mosquitoes stimulated by the least amount of light caused movement when they swarmed out to look for victims and stab them with their fever causing proboscises.




    Ngop’s family consisted of five members.




    Khampan, his father, a man in his early forties worked as a day-labourer at the nearby shipyard but he did not trouble himself to support the family. He preferred to throw away his daily take-home pay by consuming a large measure of Lao-Whiskey. Boonlai, Ngop’s mother stayed at home because she had to take care of her youngest son, four-year-old Ngao. Most of the day, she sat on the floor mat and folded paper bags for a Chinese merchant, who traded rice, herbs and spices. From time to time, he supplemented her meagre salary with a few kilos of rice.




    Yeesoon, her nine-year-old daughter, helped her now and then after school.




    Ngop, only fourteen, was the main supporter of the family. Since third grade, he sold puang maley after school to earn income. The unfortunate conditions the family had to deal with, led the boy to discontinue school after sixth grade to make flower selling his profession.




    Ngop had left home for work during the heat of the afternoon and even now, close to seven in the evening and already dark, the brooding temperatures remained unchanged. Slightly out of breath and sweating, he gave his mother the plastic bag he carried, took off his T-shirt and washed his face and arms.




    »What’s in the bag?«




    »I bought medicine, rice gruel and roasted pork for Ngao. How’s he doing?«




    »He’s asleep now but his fever is still high.«




    Boonlai took off the rubber bands that the street vendor had used to seal the food bags and poured the rice gruel into an old plastic bowl. The faint light from the single light bulb dangling from the corrugated iron ceiling illuminated the brownish blots on the bottom of the bowl that had developed over many years of use, a circumstance that did not bother her.




    »Mae3, please use one of the aluminium bowls I’ve bought. Khru4 Uthai said that it’s not good to put food into plastic dishes. They may contain toxic elements that can cause cancer.«




    Boonlai disliked being criticised and it always showed in her face. With an impatient move, she picked up a bent spoon from the floor mat, and by using the hem of her shirt; she wiped it off and stirred the rice gruel.




    »Don’t get worked up about this, boy, it won’t hurt anybody. All the people I know use plastic dishes and plastic bags. Even food stalls and restaurants.«




    Boonlai believed that whatever most people do could not be wrong. Drying his face with the washed out towel everyone in the family used, Ngop insisted, »Mae, what does it matter what everybody else does? Most people don’t know or care about these things.«




    His mother grew angry and to affirm her authority she said, »alright then, give me the aluminium bowl, hurry up before the food gets cold altogether and stop talking so expertly.«




    The boy wished to say more, but he did not. Instead, he fetched the aluminium bowl from the wooden fruit box, which served as cupboard and gave her the bowl and with a gesture of compromise, he said, »please Mae; don’t forget to give Ngao a spoonful of the medicine. You must shake the bottle well, the pharmacist told me. There’s a spoon in the box.«




    »And you? - What are you going to do?«




    »I’ll go back and sell the remaining puang maley that I’ve left behind with Long. Noo doesn’t want to trouble him more than necessary.«




    Noo was Ngop’s Nickname. Noo means mouse, and as is customary, he sometimes used it when he talked about himself in first person, even now as young man.




    When Ngop had left, Boonlai woke Ngao, fed him and gave him medicine. Then she sponged him with cold water to lower his body temperature and not long after, the sick boy fell asleep again. In the meantime, Yeesoon and Khampan had arrived. Yeesoon had picked up her father in the neighbourhood, where he had been drinking with his mates. She was angry with him and devoid of words; she busied herself with her homework.




    Khampan, totally smashed, stumbled onto the sleeping mat, crawled under the mosquito net that Boonlai had put up and passed out immediately. Shortly after, snoring like a pig, his worn out body oozed the smell of sweat, whiskey, diesel oil and tobacco.




    Boonlai had long surrendered to the condition that her husband was useless most of the time. On the other hand, she considered herself lucky, because Khampan had never hit her or his children. Many men in the neighbourhood molested their wives, when they were drunk. At heart, Khampan was a good man, if not weak, and he loved his family. When he was halfway sober, he liked to sing smutty ligae5 songs or tell foul-mouthed jokes, but most of the time, he was beyond good and evil. Occasionally he passed out on the wooden pathway and slept right where he fell. Boonlai had readied herself for the day when someone would come to tell her that he had drowned in the swamp. Yet, she assumed that angels sympathize with drunkards and that nothing would happen to him. And it never did.




    She finished her day’s work and tied up the stack of paper bags with a cotton string, and by doing so, she thought about Khampan when he was young. He was a handsome man with shiny black hair, white teeth and big black eyes, which sparkled like diamonds every time he laughed. She was sixteen when they married. Her love for him had not faded very much, but the dream of making money in Bangkok and the illusion of going back to the northeast, to Nong Khai6 with pockets full of money, she had long buried. Other than that, she was proud that her children were true Bangkokians by birth, and she had placed her hopes in having Ngop study medicine and become a doctor. Yeesoon was to be a teacher and Ngao a district officer. However, time showed that fate had other plans. Khampan and Boonlai had to realize that their children were born into a poor family, like themselves, and without a decent education and money to pay for it, the mishap of poverty often accompanied by lack of common sense would stay with them as had for generations. Khampan went to school for just four years. He spoke Lao better than he spoke Thai and he had a hard time reading Thai script. Keenly aware of his own incompetence, he took to the bottle and became addicted. Most of what little money he earned, he spent, getting hold of his habitual quantity of Lao Whiskey. Sometimes, when he was sober, he thought about his pitiable existence and it pained him that his fourteen-year-old son had to support a family of five, but he was too soft and too simple-minded to master his drinking routine. He had often toyed with the idea of curing his addiction in a temple by utilizing the supervision of qualified monks, but he always found excuses for not doing it. As most men with no education and lack of verbose knowledge, he preferred to practise leniency.




    Boonlai was a beautiful woman in her days of youth. She still had a dainty mouth, passionate, almond shaped eyes and a fine, straight nose. However, youth and beauty are not a permanent condition and now, at thirty-three, her features showed signs of early aging.




    She washed her face in the dark. The sky was clear and sparkled. In the neighbourhood, two or three TVs blasted out the blare of screams and shouts and music in noisy competition. She took the worn out towel from the rack. It was still damp, as Yeesoon had used it. She dried her face and reflected upon her past, the time when she still lived in the country way up north where the air was fresh and healthy, where for the first time the flames of love had conquered her young heart.




    Then, she cherished Khampan with the innocent allure of a child and the vigour of first love. Holding hands, they often sat beside the Mekong River and watched the overloaded rice barges as they slowly floated down the stream. Sometimes Khampan messed about with the anglers who stood knee-deep in the ruddy water, waiting for a fish to bite. Life was easy then, and they often spoke about their dreams and plans until they had no further words. Occasionally, Khampan would lay his head down on her lap and sing variations of a Laotian song and his lovely voice would never fail to fill her heart with passion, and when the moon dispatched his mystic sheen upon the darkness, creating scary shadows, they hurried home and snuck into the house of Khampan’s uncle who had spared a tiny room for them. Out of breath, undressing quickly, they would sport the game of hugs and kisses until they could no more. Only half asleep, they would listen to the whispers of the pending day, whilst the roosters crowed and the rising sun crept over the horizon, spilling a crimson glow upon the rolling hills of the north east.




    Now everything was different. In Bangkok where no crowing roosters, no fresh air, no real darkness, no mountains and no horizon. However, now she liked it when Khampan abstained from singing and stayed far away from her as she loathed his body odour and his unclean breath.




    In the pale glimpse of the city light, she looked into the fragment of the mirror glass that Khampan had taped onto the wall above the water cock, and smiling forlornly at her memories while humming an old tune, she wiped away a tear, and even if it was a mucky man’s song a decent woman would not dare to sing, she sadly intoned some lines of a ligae song, Khampan used to chant:




    Chalawan, the black crocodile, lives in a green cave,




    Chalawan, the green crocodile, lives in a black cave,




    He may be black, he may be green,




    No matter, he is Chalawan, the crocodile, just the same,




    Behind a stone, laying on his stomach,




    He is waiting for the shameless sisters,




    Thapao Kaew and Thapao Tong,




    Patiently, with outstretched legs,




    His long snout in the sand,




    He waits for them, his eyes half closed




    Chalawan, the crocodile, green or black,




    Chalawan, is waiting in his cave, waiting, waiting…




    Treng – treng – treng – treng– treng …




    

      

        1 Puang maley, - a lace, made of jasmine blossoms


      




      

        2 Yai, - old woman, grandmother (Lek is her name)


      




      

        3 Mae, - mother


      




      

        4 Khru, - Teacher


      




      

        5 Ligae, - smutty song verses


      




      

        6 Nong Khai, - a city in the North East of Thailand


      


    


  




  

    A Matter of Business




    Fifteen minutes later, Ngop arrived at the traffic intersection where he and the boys had chosen to sell their goods. Long, his closest friend, sold newspapers; others sold handkerchiefs, postcards, ballpoint pens or lighters. Some did not sell anything, but made money by means of a bucket filled with water and a cotton cloth that they used to clean the windshields of waiting cars. Ngop found Long at the food stall sitting on a blue plastic stool eating a bowl of chicken noodle soup.




    »Hey Long, sold anything?«




    »Four laces, here’s your money.«




    »Looks like it’s going to be a quiet night.«




    »Yes, it’s close to the end of the month. Most people spent their money already.«




    »What do you mean, Long? Today is the thirteenth, more than half the month is in front of us.«




    »To me, it feels like the end of the month, because it’s so quiet. If this goes on, I will not make a profit.«




    »Whatever is going to happen has to happen. Don’t be pessimistic or you will end up losing out.«




    »Losing out?«




    »Yes, losing out. - You see, nothing has happened yet but you are already complaining. If your worries really materialize, that means you will be losing out, in other words, you’ll suffer more.«




    Long shrugged his shoulders and said, »you talk like a wise old man, Ngop, and like a wise old man, you always seem to find an explanation for everything..«




    »Do you remember what Khru Uthai used to say?«




    »He said many things.«




    Khru Uthai was a slender man in his fifties, with longish, salt and pepper hair and silver framed glasses. It was because of their affection, respect and faith in him, that Long and Ngop had not fallen low like some of the other boys living in the slum. Khru Uthai was an encouraging example of a teacher who practised what he taught, unlike many other educators who did not follow their own schooling. They would moralize not to drink, smoke, and gamble or commit adultery, when they did those things themselves. They ignored the fact that their students were well capable of distinguishing between good and bad in spite of their youth.




    »He said, don’t fear the future and don’t regret the past. Both are irreversible.«




    »He had quoted words of the Buddhist Scriptures.«




    »Right, so don’t waste your time by thinking too much. I have problems myself, but don’t talk about them.«




    He had not yet finished the sentence, when his sick little brother came to his mind. The Aspirin tablets his mother had given the boy had not reduced his critical fever. For that reason he had gone to the pharmacist and bought the medicine the man had recommended.




    »What’s the matter, Ngop? Tell me.«




    »The lights are changing. Let’s sell something first.«




    The boys ran into the road but they had a hard time getting attention. The drivers were either using their mobile phones or simply ignoring the youngsters. When they joined under the almond tree again, Long sat down on his twenty or so remaining newspapers and said, »I sold only one paper.«




    »Hey, Long, be patient. We had days like this before but at the end of the month we were even.«




    Long tightened his lips and said, »be patient, be patient, maybe we should change our business and find a more lucrative occupation.«




    »Ah, Long, think again. We went to school for six years only. That means we barely have the minimum level of education.«




    »So what? - Look at Klooy and Chang, they went to school for just five years and they can support their families. They give three even four thousand Baht to their mothers every month.«




    »Come off it, Long. You know what they are doing. Our work doesn’t make us rich, but we don’t need to hide during the day and worry about the police or worse, fear that some mad man will shoot us in the open road.«




    »Ngop! - I thought you knew me better. Please don’t get upset, I am not being serious. Nobody will get me to do what Klooy or Chang do. It’s bad Karma. Did you know, that they are both addicted to cocaine?«




    »Sure, the gangsters give it to them free in return they have to sell it and get others addicted. Their way of making money will lead to a dead end, and one day they’ll lay in the street with a bullet hole in the head.«




    »Thanks to Khru Uthai, we can figure out what’s going on. Look at the people in our neighbourhood. Most of them are beggars, drug addicts, alcoholics and thieves. Some commit other crimes. The girls aren’t any better. Sorn isn’t yet fifteen and she’s had many men already. I bet she’s selling her puss and her thirteen-year-old sister is already pregnant.«




    »I hope, that I’ll not fall in love for a long time to come,« Ngop said quietly. Then he put one hand on Longs shoulder and whispered, »you know, when my father is halfway sober and he’s doing it with my mother, the whole shack trembles and shakes, and the sounds they make! - I don’t even want to tell you.« And when he tried to imitate them Long laughed.




    »Really?« he giggled, »then I consider myself lucky. As far as I know, my grandmother has never slept with a man. Not when I was in the house.«




    »You’re fortunate, Long. You know, sometimes I want to drink whiskey, smoke cigarettes and have sex with a girl. Only every time when I plan something mischievous, I think about Khru Uthai and quickly change my mind.«




    »I know what you mean, Ngop. It’s a shame that we cannot learn anything from our parents. Look at your father; can you compare him with our teacher? And yet, you are lucky to have your parents.«




    Ngop was indeed glad to have a family, even though he would have liked to have a father who did not drink all the time, but he loved his father, his mother and his brother and sister. Sometimes he felt sorry for Long who did not have a brother. More than that, Long never saw his father or his mother.




    »I often think about my father’s drinking habit and his inability to support us, but right now I worry more about my little brother because, he’s very sick.«




    »Whatever happens has to happen.«




    Long had said that in an attempt to send back Ngop’s own words to comfort him and they both laughed.




    »Come on, the lights are changing again,« said Ngop.




    After their moments of doing business, the boys returned with happy faces to the shade of the almond tree.




    »That was good! I sold three puang maley.«




    »I got a tip of ten Baht and sold five newspapers.«




    »See, fate is twisting already,« said Ngop quite sober and took some laces from the plastic bag. Then he sighed.




    Long looked at him and said, »do you want to tell me now what’s troubling you?«




    »Ah, I told you, it’s about my father, and I just don’t know what to do about his drinking problem.«




    »You can’t do anything about it. He’ll drink himself to death like all the other drunkards in the neighbourhood. At least he doesn’t fight with people or start arguments with your mother. Having a drinking father is better than having no father at all. Look at me, I never saw my father. It makes me sad sometimes.«




    Beset by sudden sorrow, both boys fell silent.




    Long and Ngop were good students, and if they had been the sons of well-to-do families, both would have had a promising future, but fate has its own ways and even children from so-called better families often do not get anywhere in spite of wealth and associations. The two boys had a lot in common and enjoyed a close friendship and they cared for one another like true brothers. The only difference between them was that Long did not have to support a family. He gave his earnings to his grandmother who put the money into a shared bank account. Since Ngop needed all the money he made for his family, there was no room for savings. He had, if at all, little money for himself. However, this situation did not bother him.
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