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			Author’s Note


			Thailand. The very word conjures up images of an exotic, 
faraway, land. Once known as Siam, Thailand is a beautiful and romantic country filled with rice paddies, ancient Buddhist temples, and deadly cobras. From the mountains in the north to the beaches in the south, Thailand is an endless treasure of excitement and adventure. It’s a magical world, which is rightfully known as “The Land of Smiles”. 


			The Kingdom of Thailand lies in the heart of Southeast Asia. It is surrounded by Myanmar to the west, Laos and China to the north, Cambodia to the east, and the Gulf of Siam to the south. The legendary city of Bangkok is its capital. This story takes place in the cities of Pattaya, Phitsanulok, and Chiang Mai. Strange names to western ears, but well known to Asian travelers. Pattaya, in the south, is the focal point of this tale. During “high season” - the tourist season - visitors from around the world come to Pattaya. For many, the allure is so strong that they return time and again. Some never go home.


			For the sake of clarity while reading this book: One Thai baht is worth about 2½ U.S. cents, a kilometer is about .62 miles, a farang is a foreigner of western descent, a wai is a polite Thai greeting with hands held together in a prayer-like fashion and U.S. Eastern Standard Time lags Thailand time by exactly 12 hours (12:00 noon in the U.S. equals 12:00 midnight in Thailand). I am sure there are other things I should tell you, but these are the ones that first come to mind. 


		


	




	

		

			Chapter 1


			Tippawan Bongkot stood at the intersection and stared down Soi Bonklong, a dusty side street near the Nan River. Not far away was the small house she shared with Sawat, her fiancé. It was little more than a hovel, but it was their home. Someday, when they had saved enough money, they would find a nicer place to live. 


			As she stood there, a trace of anxiety crept through her. Today was Thursday, and Sawat was not expecting her home until late tomorrow night. As far as he knew, she was still at her job in Bangkok, and not here in Phitsanulok. She wondered what his reaction would be when he saw her. She hoped he would be happy, but she knew he might not be. Lately, he was always in a bad mood, as if her very presence irritated him. During the last couple of months, he had grown distant, almost indifferent. She couldn’t even remember the last time they had made love. 


			Tippawan suspected that Sawat had found another woman to satisfy his male needs, while she pursued her career in Bangkok. She couldn’t prove it, but she was sure he was screwing the sixteen-year-old girl who lived at the far end of the street. Her certainty of Sawat’s affair had been at the forefront of her thoughts the night she allowed the police captain in Bangkok to seduce her. But there were other things too. Things a lot more basic, like the need to be wanted, loved, and desired - even if it was for just a moment. Things that Sawat had stopped giving her.


			But Tippawan had not come home early to confess her indiscretion with the policeman, or to catch Sawat with his teenage lover; she had come to spend extra time with him and make one last attempt to rescue their faltering relationship. She wasn’t sure what would happen, if Sawat rejected her again this weekend. Probably nothing, except that she would sleep with the police captain again next week.


			A young man on a motorcycle sped past and came to a stop in front of her house. She didn’t recognize him, but thought nothing of it. She figured he was a friend of Sawat’s and that she would meet him soon enough. At least it wasn’t that girl. She continued her short walk home.


			Tippawan hesitated at the doorstep. She wondered if Sawat would somehow know she had been with another man just two days ago. She was sure there was no way he could tell, but the thought bothered her nonetheless. She took a deep breath, put on her best smile, and entered the house. What she saw put her into a state of shock. 


			Sawat and the young man were in an unmistakable sexual situation. Sawat was the dominate partner, that much was clear. What he was doing to the young man made Tippawan want to vomit. If Sawat had been with another woman, even the slut down the street, she might have understood and been able to forgive. But this was not a case of simple infidelity - this went beyond anything she could have ever imagined. Her shock gave way to outrage and all sanity deserted her. 


			The screams which erupted from her were like those of some mindless beast. It wasn’t Tippawan, but some unknown thing that had found its way inside her body. Emotions she never knew existed ripped through her. Her fiancé, the man she was to marry, was having sex with another man. 


			At that instant, Tippawan decided to end her life. She couldn’t live with such a shameful loss of face. With tears streaming, she fled into the bedroom and found the pistol Sawat kept hidden in the dresser. She had the gun-barrel shoved tightly beneath her left jaw and was building the nerve to pull the trigger, when he came into the room and shouted for her to stop. 


			His presence refueled her frenzy. She lowered the weapon from herself and pointed it at Sawat. Quickly she pulled the trigger. Bang! Bang! Bang!


			Tippawan jerked upright in her seat and looked around, heart pounding. She was sure she had heard gunshots. The other bus passengers were looking too, but no one seemed overly alarmed. 


			The vehicle lurched and the bang came again. The bus was backfiring, and it was slowing down, too. A minute later, the driver pulled to the side of the road. Tippawan silently cussed her bad luck. She couldn’t even escape from Phitsanulok without something going wrong. She hoped it was not a sign of things to come.


			The driver stood and announced that they were stranded until another bus arrived to continue their journey to Bangkok. With that he stepped outside and made a call on his cell phone. A few passengers exited the bus, their faces frowning at the situation. 


			Tippawan stayed in her seat. It was still cool inside, and she was sure their wait would be short. She closed her eyes and tried to relax. The minutes ticked past with agonizing slowness as the mid-morning heat intensified with amazing swiftness. Within the hour, she was one of the few passengers remaining on board.


		


	




	

		

			Chapter 2


			Tippawan stared out through the window at the surrounding Thailand countryside. Since the bus wasn’t moving, she could take in everything with a slow, casual glance. To her left was a large sakoo or tapioca field. To her right was an equally large pineapple field. Dividing the two fields and scattered helter-skelter across them were coconut trees. To Tippawan’s inexperienced eye, everything looked ready to harvest, ripe for the picking. But her relatives weren’t farmers, so she wasn’t really sure. The only thing she knew for certain was that it was damned hot inside the bus. What little breeze found its way through the open windows did nothing to ease the blistering assault of the late morning sun.


			Trickles of sweat snaked through Tippawan’s hair and slid down her face and the back of her neck. Her clothes clung to her damp skin as if fastened by some perverted form of post-it note glue. Tippawan did not like to sweat, it was not lady-like. Besides, she thought, it would make her smell like the farangs, the foreigners who came to Thailand on holiday.


			Outside, the coconut fronds and sakoo plants stood nearly motionless in the stagnant air. For a moment she was tempted to join the other passengers, who had already abandoned the broken down bus in favor of the cooler air outdoors. The glaring sun gave her second thoughts. Better to smell like a farang, she decided, than to have the sun darken her skin.


			Tippawan, like most Thai women, preferred her skin to be as white as possible. Dark skin branded you as a common laborer, a peon. Light skin was beautiful. It elevated you to the status of the educated and the affluent - or at least something other than a peon. She chose to sweat it out inside the bus, and prayed the backup bus would soon arrive.


			Tippawan was her given name but everyone knew her as Math. In Thailand, nicknames are common. Usually, the nickname has little or nothing to do with the person’s given name. For instance, Math’s oldest sister’s name is Chalamsee, but everyone calls her Nuang. Her brother’s given name is Peebanlat and everyone calls him Anan. Math didn’t know where her nickname came from. In Thai, the word Math means nothing, it is just a word. In English, Math is a shortened word for mathematics, the study of numbers and calculations. Her nickname was a mystery she had never asked about. She just accepted it in Thai lady tradition.


			Math had left her hometown of Phitsanulok in north-central Thailand at six o’clock that morning, headed to Pattaya on the eastern seaboard of the Gulf of Siam. She was going to visit her older brother Anan. He wasn’t really that much older, but at her tender age of twenty-three, two years seemed like a lot. 


			Anan was now a successful entrepreneur. Two years ago, he had quit his full-time job as a graphic artist to start his own advertising business in Pattaya. He had taken a partner in exchange for the initial investment. The first months had been a struggle. Some weeks he made no money at all. During those lean times, he had borrowed money from Math to help pay his bills. She had little to spare but had given him what she could. Anan had never repaid her, but she had never pressed him about it either. In Thailand you don’t bother family over things like that - especially when it’s your older brother.


			Anan’s business catered to Pattaya’s bustling tourist trade. Now was the so-called “High Season” and Math was sure his business must be booming. She knew Anan was making money because he had bought himself a house and two motorcycles. To have that much, at such a young age, made him the richest person in their family. 


			Math hadn’t been so lucky. Her own short-lived career had ended just a few weeks ago. After six months at her first real job with a finance company in Bangkok, her position had been terminated. It had happened so quickly. Looking back, she realized she should have seen it coming. 


			The finance company was in the business of making loans on cars, trucks and motorcycles. Math had been hired to work in collections and repossessions. Her workload had started large, then grew at an alarming pace. Every day, more and more people defaulted on their loans. Each default created a mountain of paperwork for everyone. Soon, the business of repossessions outpaced the business of collections, and Math barely kept up with her work. 


			As a corporate bill collector, Math had not been part of the company’s inner circle, but she had been a full-fledged member of the office gossip circuit. One of her friends was the secretary to the company president. The girl knew most of what went on in the front office but she kept her lips sealed tight. In their conversations, her friend never so much as hinted that anything out of the ordinary was happening.


			Then one day, about a week before the end, she told Math everything. The Thai economy was in meltdown. Some of the banks which had been supporting the finance company had suddenly stopped. Even worse, they had been demanding full payment on past due advances. In an incredibly short time, the whole thing fell apart. The finance company folded and the employees were let go. 


			Oddly enough, Math felt responsible for the company’s failure. Not because of anything she had done, but because she believed she was a bad luck charm. Luck had never been her friend since the day she was conceived. She had little doubt that if they hadn’t hired her, the company would still be in business. 


			Math was sure her very presence had been enough to destroy everything. More than that, she believed her bad luck had somehow overflowed the bounds of her employer and brought the entire Thai economy to ruin. Bad Luck Lady. She called herself that sometimes. Bad luck to everything, even to this stinking bus. 


			There was a sudden bustle of activity outside. Stranded passengers rushed from the scanty pieces of shade they had found and headed toward the rear of the vehicle. Math pushed herself up in her seat and looked back. There sat another bus. She stood and headed down the aisle. Before she was even halfway to the door, the driver announced that the bus behind them was not the backup they were waiting for. It was just another bus with a few empty seats. The other driver had stopped to help however he could. An elderly couple and a lady with two babies were getting the empty seats. 


			Math turned and trudged back to her seat. Suddenly it felt hotter than ever. She didn’t know how much longer she could take the heat. If the backup bus didn’t arrive soon, she would have to risk getting her skin darkened.


			***************


			Math was conceived twenty-three years before, on a rainy night in early July. As confusing as it may seem, her biological father was not her mother’s husband. Math was an illegitimate child. Certainly, the out of wedlock conception had not been planned. Math’s mother, Nui, hadn’t meant for anything to happen that night. Especially, Nui had never intended to get pregnant. It had just happened. 


			At that time, Nui’s husband, an uneducated man named Supit, had been struggling to keep food on the table. At their house, missed meals and late rent payments had been the rule rather than the exception. Supit liked to drink and many of the family’s missed meals had gone to pay for his Mekong Whiskey. Whenever Supit drank, he was not a loving man. To the contrary, he was a verbally and physically abusive drunk. 


			On the night Math was conceived, Supit had come home crazy drunk. His assault had started with Nuang, their thirteen year old daughter. For no reason, Supit had started slapping at Nuang with his open hand. When Nui demanded he stop, he turned on her with his fists. His assault that night was brutal. 


			Nui was terrified her husband would kill her. She screamed for Nuang to take the younger children and run. When she was sure her children were away from the house, she, too, fled into the night. She went to a friend’s house for solace and protection. 


			Her friend took her in without question. He cleaned her cuts and tended her bruises. He held her tight and crooned softly until her panic ebbed to calmness. Before that night had ended, the comforting touch of an old friend’s hand had turned into a lover’s thrusting passion. In a minute it was over for the man, but for Nui it was only the beginning. 


			Within a month, Nui began experiencing physical symptoms she knew all to well from three previous pregnancies. At first she ignored the symptoms, hoping against hope it wasn’t true. After missing her third menstrual cycle, she knew she was pregnant. Also, she knew who the father was and it was not her husband. This wasn’t the sort of thing that happened to a married and proper Thai lady. It was the sort of thing that happened to the whores in Bangkok and Pattaya. Nui hated herself for what she had allowed to happen. If anyone ever learned the truth, it would bring shame to herself and to her family. 


			Nui had been desperate at the time, but she couldn’t afford a doctor - especially for something like the abortion of a bastard child. Supit’s work had become even more sporadic and they barely survived from day to day. He had even given up his Mekong Whiskey. Nui toyed with the idea of going to the unborn baby’s natural father for help, but she was too ashamed, too embarrassed. 


			In her fourth month of pregnancy, Nui attempted a self-induced abortion. A friend gave her a drug guaranteed to cause a miscarriage. Nui didn’t know what the drug was, and at the time she hadn’t cared. She only wanted to stop the baby from being born. But the drug didn’t work, and Tippawan “Math” Bongkot emerged into the world in March of the following year. 


			Math’s true father learned the truth when Nui was eight months pregnant. Unable to live with her disgraceful secret, Nui told him everything. Her confession turned the man inside out. He had known and loved Nui for a very long time and had once planned to marry her. Even after she married Supit, he had continued to fantasize of her having his child. 


			That day, when Nui told him she was pregnant with his baby, had been the happiest and saddest of his life. Everything he had ever dreamed of was happening, but he couldn’t take pride in any of it. As right as it was, it was wrong. His shame was overwhelming. Out of embarrassment, self-hate, and self-imposed humiliation, Math’s birth father entered monkhood on the day she was born. 


			Math had learned about her mother’s attempted abortion in a conversation she overheard when she was twelve years old. She would be much older before she discovered that Supit, her family father, was not her biological father. 


			***************


			Thirty minutes after the Good Samaritan bus left, Math reached her moment of decision - dark skin or death by sweat. Dark skin really wasn’t all that bad, she finally convinced herself. She stood and headed down the aisle. As she neared the exit door, there was another flurry of activity outside. Again, she looked back. There sat another bus. It was empty. Thank Buddha! 


			Math picked up her pace and hurried outside. She transferred her luggage to the backup bus, then got in line with the others.


			The air conditioning of the bus felt like an icebox. Math took her seat and pulled her arms close across her chest, shivering, trying to get warm. It took several minutes for her body to adjust to the coldness. After everyone was on board, the bus pulled into the traffic and sped south.


			Math had made this trip from Phitsanulok to Bangkok more times than she could remember. While working in Bangkok, she had come home to Phitsanulok almost every weekend. She had been up and down this road many times, but only a few times when it was light. Funny how different everything looks in the daytime, she mused. 


			Away from the main roads, Thailand is mostly an agricultural country. The climate is perfect for crops like rice, pineapples, oranges, bananas, tomatoes, cashews and an incredible variety of tropical fruits. 


			The road from Phitsanulok to Bangkok is an endless spattering of gas stations, produce stands, and impromptu roadside restaurants. Every few kilometers, areas of denser population appear. There seems neither rhyme nor reason as to where these places are located. It’s as if someone just decided to stop and build a few buildings for no reason at all. 


			These areas all look pretty much the same. On either side of the road are short rows of two-story buildings constructed of concrete, bricks, and blocks. The ground floor spaces are used for shops, while second floor spaces are for storage or apartments. Some people call them shop houses. Math noticed that less than half of the shop spaces were in business. 


			There were never many people around either. The few people she did see almost always stopped what they were doing to stare. Some of the younger ones would wave as the bus passed. 


			Being from the city of Phitsanulok, Math couldn’t understand how these people lived in such isolation. She couldn’t imagine living in a place where you know everyone in town, and when you meet strangers, it’s through a bus window as they fly past at 100 kilometers per hour. She wondered how these people survived. What work did they do to make money? Without a vehicle, their isolation would be complete. Math couldn’t think of many worse ways to live.


			The rest of the trip to the Bangkok was uneventful. Math spent most of her time worrying if she smelled bad. From time to time, and as inconspicuously as possible, she would sniff at her clothes and her armpits. If there was any unpleasant odor, she couldn’t smell it. But then, did the farangs - the foreigners - ever smell bad to themselves? She had no way of answering that question. 


			By the time they arrived at the Bangkok bus terminal, her sweaty clothes had dried and she had drank the better part of three bottles of water. She went directly to the ladies toilet and washed herself as best as she could with the small cloth she carried in her handbag. A shower would have been better, but that would have to wait. At least for now, she felt cleaner and less smelly.


			Because the bus had arrived late in Bangkok, Math had missed her connecting bus to Pattaya. She wasn’t the only one. Several others had missed that bus too. A bus company representative gathered the stranded passengers into a waiting area and updated them on plans to get them to Pattaya. The good news was that there were seats for everyone on a later bus. The bad news was that there would be a wait. What the representative didn’t mention was that the later bus would be leaving in the middle of Bangkok’s notorious rush hour traffic. Unless there was a miracle, the rush hour would easily add an hour or more to their trip. 


			Math stood next to a young lady who was about her own age but who, in her opinion, was much more beautiful. Actually, the lady wasn’t more beautiful; it was just that Math had never considered herself as anything other than plain. The lady’s skin was darker, but her well-formed body and near-perfect face easily overcame the dark skin stigma. She wore a heavy gold chain around her neck and an equally heavy gold bracelet on her left wrist. 


			 “Hello. My name is Math,” she whispered to the lady, so as not to interrupt the bus representative. “Are you going to Pattaya on holiday?”


			The lady eyed Math warily for a moment before she spoke, “No, I am going to work with my sister.”


			“Oh, same as me, except I am going to work with my brother,” Math said, smiling. “Does your sister have a business in Pattaya?”


			The lady laughed. “No, my sister works as a dancer in a nightclub. Her boss said he would hire me as a waitress or cashier or dancer or something. By the way, my name is Tana. What bar will you be working in?”


			Math felt herself blush. “I don’t understand. My brother has his own business. Why do you think I would work in a bar?”


			Tana put her hand on Math’s arm. “Because all of the prettier and sexier ones eventually end up working the bars. I worked in a beer bar last year during the high season. I had a few short times every week and made a lot of money. Really, I had a lot of fun, too.” She smiled, waiting for a reply.


			Math returned the girl’s smile, even though she didn’t feel like smiling. She wondered what a short time was, but was embarrassed to ask. From the way Tana said the word, she had an idea of what it meant. If it was what she thought, she was sure she didn’t want to talk about it. Tana’s hand on her arm made her uncomfortable and excited at the same time. She felt emotions she thought she had buried long ago. 


			Two years earlier, while Math attended technical college in Phitsanulok, she had become very close friends with one of her classmates. In time, she had fallen in love with the girl, or at least she thought she had. But she had never mentioned her feelings to the girl. She wasn’t sure if it was because she was embarrassed, or because she couldn’t stand the rejection that might come. She had been crushed when her friend got pregnant and then married. After that, Math had been very careful about her relationships with women. She never understood why she felt attracted to certain ladies. She often thought she must be a lesbian, but on the other hand she liked men too. She was very confused about her emotions. 


			Math raised her arm to adjust the purse strap on her shoulder. The movement broke the contact with Tana’s hand. Math took a step away from the girl. “I don’t think I will ever work in a beer bar or any other kind of bar,” she said. “If I can not work with my brother, I will find some other job or go back to my home.”


			Tana smiled. “Darling, that is what I said last year. We shall see what you do after you get to Pattaya.” 


			Math did not respond.


			After an uncomfortable silence, Tana suddenly perked up. “Oh, I see a friend of mine. A girl I know from Pattaya. I must say hello. Do you want to come with me?”


			Math shook her head. Tana left the group of stranded passengers and hurried away. Math was relieved to see her go.


			The bus company representative finished answering questions and returned to his other duties. The stranded passengers drifted off in various directions from the waiting area. Math found a seat away from the commotion of the bus terminal. She was exhausted from the heat of the broken down bus and the long ride from Phitsanulok. She propped her feet on top of her suitcase and settled back in the seat. Within ten minutes she was asleep.


		


	




	

		

			Chapter 3


			Math was awakened by a firm but gentle hand shaking her shoulder. She looked up to see Tana’s smiling face. Tana held out her hand, “Come on, let’s go. The bus is boarding. If we don’t hurry, we’ll miss this one too.” 


			Math took Tana’s hand by reflex and allowed herself to be pulled from her seat. Together they walked to the boarding area and entered the bus. Math waited until Tana found a seat, then sat four rows away. She didn’t mean to seem rude or unfriendly, but she was tired and not in a mood to talk. Outside, the Bangkok sky had grown pale. An east moving mass of clouds promised rain before night.


			Rush hour was in full swing. The streets were clogged with cars, buses and motorcycles. After twenty minutes of little progress, the storm arrived and assaulted the city with heavy sheets of rain and jagged bolts of lightning. The stop and go traffic became mostly stop. She glanced at her watch. It was after six. Unless traffic cleared up soon, it would be ten o’clock or later before they reached Pattaya. A prick of uneasiness jabbed at her. She had called her brother several times during the last two days but he had never answered his phone. He had no idea of her plans and would not be waiting for her when she arrived at the bus station. 


			When she had left home earlier that morning, she had intended to arrive in Pattaya no later than five or six o’clock, while it was still daylight, and then catch a motorcycle taxi to Anan’s house. She liked to surprise people and she thought Anan might enjoy her surprise visit. Now she wasn’t sure if she could find his house in the dark. She had been there only once, and that had been more than a year ago. On impulse she dialed Anan’s number from her cell phone, her handy as she called it. Again, there was no answer. 


			Time flew while the bus was going nowhere fast. Going nowhere fast, Math thought, pretty much described her life. It was going nowhere fast, slow and at all speeds in between. Nothing was going right. She had no job, no money and no man who loved her. Now she was headed toward Pattaya on the slim hope that her life would somehow change for the better. More likely, with her luck, her brother would be out of business within a month. If things didn’t work out with her brother, she would do something else. Maybe she could find work in a restaurant or a hotel. Tana’s suggestion that she could work as a bar-girl entered her thoughts. She found the idea both repulsive and exciting.


			She pulled at her bra, adjusting it away from the scar on her chest. It was an ugly scar that started at her cleavage and streaked close beneath her left breast and across her side before racing to stop at the middle of her back. The scar was a constant reminder of her heart defect - a lifelong gift from her mother’s failed, fourth-month abortion. A gift her doctors predicted would end her life before she turned forty.


			***************


			Long before Math turned ten years old, she knew something was wrong. She couldn’t keep up with the other kids when they played. She was always tired and out of breath. Sometimes her heart felt like it would jump from her body. By the time she was eleven she had started fainting on a regular basis. When it became clear that something was terribly wrong, her mother, Nui, had taken her to a doctor. The doctor and Nui spent a long time talking in private. Nui was crying when she emerged from his office. The doctor took Math aside and explained everything about her heart. There were two options, surgery or death. Until the financial details could be arranged, Math was restricted to limited activity. She rarely left her house.


			At that time, her father, Supit, had a job that provided their family with medical insurance; but the operation was very expensive and the insurance company refused to pay. Every day her mother called the insurance company, begging them to change their minds. Every day she hung up crying. 


			As the days multiplied into months, Math resigned herself to the fact that the doctor had been wrong. She had just one option and it was not surgery. 


			One day, several months after the doctor’s diagnosis, Math slipped away from her house and went to the temple to pray. She had been to the temple many times in the past, but always with her mother or older sisters, never alone. She knew some of the monks who lived there. They had always been very kind to her. 


			That day, as eleven-year-old Math knelt praying, one of the monks entered the room. She had talked with him many times. His name was Jum. He watched her for a long time that afternoon, before coming to sit next to her. “You look very sad,” he said.


			“I am sad,” she replied. “I am going to die.”


			The monk sat in silence for a long minute. “Why do you think you will die?” he finally asked.


			Math explained everything about her heart and the operation and the insurance company. 


			When she finished talking, the monk said, “I wish your mother had told me.”


			“I don’t understand. Why would she tell you such a thing?”


			“Never mind,” he replied. “Come, we must pray for your health.”


			Math and the monk prayed together that day. She felt good knowing he had asked God and Buddha to help her. She left the temple happier than she had been in months.


			Three days later, the insurance company relented to Nui’s daily begging and crying. They would pay for the operation. It was like a miracle. Math was positive that God had heard their prayers.


			Two days before her twelfth birthday, Math underwent open-heart surgery to remove the excessive and dangerous blood vessel growth inside her chest. Her body had been doing it’s own version of a heart bypass and doing it all wrong. Blood vessels had sprouted in places they didn’t belong and were growing haphazardly between veins and arteries. Her heart was being starved to death by her own body. At the time of her operation, the doctor’s only promise had been that he would probably have to operate again. 


			It had been while she was recovering from that first operation that she learned about her mother’s attempted abortion. She was lying in her bed at home, trying hard not to cry from the pain in her chest. Her mother was in the next room talking to Nuang, Math’s oldest sister. 


			As the evening wore on, her mother’s mood turned from worry and sadness to guilt and self-condemnation. As Math listened, small bits of truth bled out into the night, cutting deeper and colder than any surgeon’s knife. Her own mother had tried to kill her before she was even born. It was a cruel realization for twelve-year-old Math. It would be a cruel realization for any twelve-year-old child.


			“Stop,” she screamed, when she found her voice. She didn’t want to hear anymore. 


			Nui rushed to her side. “Is it your heart? Are you in pain?” 


			Math answered truthfully, “Yes, it’s my heart.” Indeed, it was in horrible pain, but not from the surgery. 


			That night something died inside of Math. That same night something also died between Math and her mother. 


			***************


			The bus crept slowly out of Bangkok. The windows had fogged over, making it difficult to see outside. There wasn’t much to see anyway, except other buses, trucks and cars inching forward, maneuvering for position. She closed her eyes, hoping she would fall asleep. 


			As the bus rocked gently down the road, memories from her recent past floated through her mind. Memories of her ex- fiancé and the nightmare of their engagement. Memories she wished she could forget. She tried to focus her thoughts on something else but failed. Eventually, she gave up and let the horrid memories take over.


			Her ex-fiancé’s name was Sawat Janchai. Sawat was tall, thin and handsome. Also, as she had just recently found out, Sawat was gay. Not 100% gay, but bisexual, which to Math was gay enough. She and Sawat had become engaged and moved in together four months before she started her job in Bangkok. The job and the engagement were both finished now. Their relationship had turned into a nightmare that would not stop. She wasn’t sure how, or if, it would ever end. 


			Sawat, like most Thai people, had not gone past the sixth grade because his family could not afford the tuition. But Sawat was street smart, a survivor. At the age of fifteen, he disappeared from Phitsanulok and didn’t return until he was twenty-one. 


			Math had been surprised when she bumped into him at the Big-C Shopping Center. They had been friends and playmates when they were both younger, but she hadn’t seen him for a long time. Sawat had changed so much she barely recognized him. They spent that afternoon talking about when they were kids and laughing at the silly things they had done back then. Later, they brought each other up to date on what they had been doing since they had last seen each other. 


			Sawat told her about his travels with a Thai carnival group that went from city to city entertaining people at festivals and cultural events. His job had been to set up stages and to load and unload the props and costumes. Sometimes he would perform in the shows. Sawat had been a roadie, a common laborer. After six years, he had tired of the gypsy life and returned to Phitsanulok. He had found a job doing maintenance work at the Big-C Shopping Center.


			When Sawat had finished his story, Math updated him on her own life. She had graduated from high school, had endured a second operation on her heart and was nearly finished with college. She told Sawat she was determined to get an education, even though her family was too poor to afford it. She had been selling clothes, make-up, perfume and anything else people would buy so she could pay her tuition. Languages came easy for Math and she was at the top of her class in English. In less than a year from that day, she would graduate with a technical degree in computers and accounting. She was sure she would get a good paying job somewhere. 


			After that day at the Big-C, Math and Sawat dated on and off. They would go shopping, to the movies or out for dinner. Then last fall, at the Loy Krathong festival, Sawat had asked her to be his future wife. She had been so excited and happy that someone loved her that she said yes without hesitation. One week after his proposal, they moved in together. Her mother and father had been against it. It wasn’t proper and it wasn’t polite. But Math didn’t care, she only wanted someone to love. 


			Sawat was her first lover and she had tried very hard to please him. The first two times they made love she had reached an orgasm. After that she could not. No matter how hard she tried, it just never happened again. Still, she had taken pleasure in satisfying Sawat. She believed it was her duty to take care of her man and to make him happy.


			By the following February, Math had graduated from college and had been hired by a finance company in Bangkok. The salary was okay and they provided an apartment and insurance as part of her pay. She and Sawat decided to keep their small rented house in Phitsanulok. They agreed she would come home every weekend until he could find work in Bangkok or until she could find a good paying job in Phitsanulok. 


			For this past Valentine’s Day, Sawat had bought her a cellular phone. They couldn’t really afford it but she couldn’t refuse it. The following week she had started her new job in Bangkok.


			***************


			The bus hostess offering a complementary meal interrupted her reminiscing of Sawat and their engagement. Math welcomed the distraction, though she merely picked at her food. Her stomach was still upset from her earlier suffering in the heat of the broken down bus. Besides, she had never liked the boxed lunches served by the bus company. She had often wondered where they found such incredibly bad Thai cooks. 


			Outside, the day was fading to shades of gray. As if on cue, the streetlights lining the freeway sparked to life. The bus was moving faster now but they were still inside the city limits of the sprawling megalopolis of Bangkok. With a population of over ten million people, Bangkok stretched for kilometers in every direction. She glanced at her watch. It was seven o’clock. She had a sudden hope she would arrive in Pattaya by nine. 


			For a while, she watched through the bus window as they passed a continuous stream of shops, malls and factories. She was on the verge of sleep when the uninvited memories of Sawat crept back into her head.


			From the very day Math had started her new job in Bangkok, Sawat had been accusing her of having affairs with other men. It wasn’t true, but he wouldn’t listen to anything she said. His misguided jealousy distressed her so much that she sometimes became physically ill. There had been times when she wanted to end her relationship with Sawat, but her Thai sense of loyalty would not let her. Math had continued to come home every weekend. 


			As the weeks passed, Sawat had become ever more abusive - not physically, but verbally and emotionally. Not a weekend passed without an argument. Typically, Sawat would find some reason to explode at Math then storm out of the house leaving her to cry alone. More recently he had become unresponsive to her presence. His blatant indifference had been painful.


			Just before their engagement ended, Math had a one night affair with a police captain in Bangkok. She had not planned it but she hadn’t rejected the policeman’s advances either. She needed someone to love and Sawat already thought she was having an affair. She did it out of need and spite. Afterwards, she felt dirty and cheap. 


			The guilt of her affair had eaten at her for two days before she decided she had to get away from Bangkok and what she had done. She wanted to make one last attempt to save her relationship with Sawat. She asked her manager for some time off and it was allowed. On her way to Phitsanulok, she silently prayed, asking for Sawat to be surprised and happy. 


			Sawat had been surprised, but no one had been happy. Her memories of what she had seen and what she had done that night were as clear as yesterday. It had been the first time she ever fired a gun but her aim had been very good. Two of the three shots had hit Sawat. The impact from the .22 caliber bullets had barely made him stagger, but the shock had made his knees buckle and he fell to the floor. Calmly, she had laid the pistol down and called the police on her new cell phone. 


			Sawat’s wounds had not been life-threatening or even very serious. The police had considered the whole affair domestic violence and waited for Sawat to decide her fate. Typical of Thai law in domestic cases, the injured party could decide whether or not to press charges. Sawat had six months to decide and he was in no hurry about it. Until he decided, Math was required to go to the police station every two weeks to report her whereabouts and her activities. 


			She had continued to work in Bangkok and returned to Phitsanulok only to visit her family and to report to the police. Then, just two months ago, her job with the finance company had been terminated.


			Math had contacted Sawat only once since the shooting. She had called to beg for his mercy and to ask him to drop the charges. In that conversation, Sawat had made his feelings clear. If he could not have her, then no one else would either. 


			Since that time she had waited for the worst, but it never came. Sawat just kept telling the police he hadn’t decided. He still had eight more weeks before the case would simply be dropped. Meanwhile, the threat hung over her like a cobra poised to strike, like the deadly sword of the mythical monkey-man from Thai legends. 


			***************


			The bus bounced over a pothole, jolting Math awake. She looked out through the window. The rain had stopped and every trace of daylight had vanished into the night. She was no longer in Bangkok. Outside, there was little to see except passing cars and lights from the occasional roadside shops and restaurants. 


			She wasn’t sure how long she had slept and she didn’t see anything to help her know how far they had traveled. She turned on her reading light and glanced at her watch. It was 7:45 p.m. She flicked the light off and continued staring into the night, looking for a road sign that would tell her where she was. In a while she saw one that read, Pattaya - 60km. Traffic was moving smoothly and the bus was far south of Bangkok’s traffic and construction. With luck they would be in Pattaya by eight-thirty. 


			Math noticed a slight but unpleasant odor emanating from her armpits. Dear Buddha, how she needed a bath. She spent the rest of the trip realizing that she too could smell like a farang.


		


	




	

		

			Chapter 4


			The bus arrived at the Pattaya terminal at 8:40 p.m. Ten minutes later, Math had collected her small cardboard suitcase from baggage claim. She called her brother’s house again. Still there was no answer. Bad luck lady, she thought to herself. 


			After jostling with the other passengers and bargaining with a motorcycle-taxi driver for a minute, she was on her way to Anan’s house. At least she hoped she was. Her memory of where he lived had dimmed and the driver didn’t know the street. She gave directions as best as she could remember. She wondered what she would do if she couldn’t find her brother’s house. 


			As they rode, she began to worry. She had heard the stories about motorcycle-taxi drivers taking young female fares onto lonely highways, then raping them or worse. She remembered the short stretch of deserted road on the way to Anan’s house and said a quick prayer for her safety. The driver swerved in and out of the traffic with brash recklessness. Maybe, she thought, rape was the least of her worries. Her prayers must have worked, because fifteen minutes later she arrived unharmed at what she hoped was her brother’s house. 


			She paid the driver and carried her suitcase to the small front porch. The door opened on her second knock. The man who answered was not Anan. Math didn’t recognize him. A chill crept down her arms. What if she had the wrong house? 


			“Who are you?” she asked, her voice quavering with uncertainty.


			The man stared at her, his eyes glassy, his gaze penetrating and not polite. “Who are you?” he asked in return.


			She didn’t like the look on his face. She thought maybe he was drunk or on drugs. Then again, maybe she was just being paranoid. “I am Math,” she said. “Anan is my brother. I have come to visit him. Is he here?”


			“No,” the man answered. “Was he expecting you?”


			“No, he wasn’t.” She felt a mild sense of relief, knowing she had the right house. “Where is my brother and who are you?”


			“My name is Ziriwat. I am Anan’s business partner. I have heard him mention your name. Your brother has gone to Chiang Mai to visit your sister and to see about some business there. He didn’t say how long he would be away. Maybe just a day or two.”


			“Why are you here? Anan never told me anyone lived with him.”


			“I don’t live here all the time. Anan said I could stay here while he is gone. It’s a nice house so I have accepted his generous offer.” Ziriwat paused and stared at Math for a long moment. “I guess I am being rude. I have not invited you inside your own brother’s house.” He turned away from the door and motioned at her with his hand, “Please, come in.”


			Math’s female intuition sounded an alarm. She wasn’t sure what to do, but decided she had little choice for the moment. She forced herself calm, picked up her suitcase and followed him inside. She was careful to make sure she didn’t shut the door behind her. “Are you staying here tonight?”


			“Well, of course,” Ziriwat smiled, his voice purred. “You can stay too, if you want. After all, it is your brother’s house. You will be safe here.” His eyes scanned the length of her body. 


			His blatant inspection made Math’s skin crawl. She wanted to turn and run out the door but she wasn’t sure where she would go if she did. She wasn’t sure the man could be trusted, but for the moment she needed a shower and some time to think. Meanwhile, she would try to find out exactly what sort of person he really was. After all, the man was her brother’s partner, and it was possible that her first impression could be wrong.


			“Sure, I will stay here. It’s my brother’s house and I feel safe enough,” she said, trying to convince herself as much as Ziriwat. “Which bedroom can I use?”


			He pointed to one of the doors. “That room is where I will sleep.”


			“Then I will sleep in that one,” she said, pointing to the other door. “Are there any clean towels? I need to shower. I have been on the bus since early this morning and I am very dirty.”


			Ziriwat found a towel and gave it to Math. She put her suitcase in the bedroom, then went to the shower. She ignored his stares as she passed through the living room. 


			The water was barely lukewarm, but it felt good. Within five minutes she was finished and happy to be clean again. She wrapped the towel around herself and pulled back the shower curtain. There stood Ziriwat, ogling. 


			“You left the door unlocked,” he smiled.


			“It’s cold in here,” Math said, unnerved by his boldness. “I must get dry and into clean clothes.” She grabbed the dirty clothes she had laid on the basin and hurried to her bedroom. She shut and locked the door behind her. At that instant, she decided her first impression of Ziriwat had been correct. Also, she decided not to spend the night here. He might be harmless, but she didn’t trust him. The way he had looked at her was frightening and disgusting. Buddha only knew what he might do to her if she stayed. Math slipped into clean clothes, combed her hair and put on new make-up, all in record time. She phoned her sister’s number in Chiang Mai, but the call would not connect. She took a deep breath to calm herself, scrutinized her make-up in the mirror one last time, then opened the bedroom door. 


			Ziriwat was sitting on the sofa. He stood when she stepped into the living room. “You look very nice,” he said, giving her a brief inspection. “Are you going out?”


			“I am going to Soi 2,” Math answered, walking toward the front door.


			“Going to work?” he asked, his words polite but his tone insinuating. His eyes drifted down, stopping where her tight black slacks hugged her hips and thighs. 


			“No,” she replied disdainfully. She remembered her earlier conversation with Tana about the work in Pattaya. “I don’t even know what you are talking about. I am going to see an old friend. I will be back later. I should only be gone for a couple of hours.” She forced herself to smile. “But I still plan to stay here. That’s okay with you, isn’t it?”


			“Yes,” Ziriwat answered immediately, his excitement rising at her unexpected promise. “I will be waiting for you when you come home. You won’t have to worry about coming back to an empty house. Do you need a ride? I have a motorcycle.”


			“Thank you, that is very kind, but I would not want to impose.”


			“Mai pen rai, never mind,” he said. “I was going to Pattaya tonight anyway.”


			She struggled with her caution for a moment before deciding it would probably be okay if he drove her to Pattaya. He might try to slip into her bed if she spent the night, but she figured he would behave himself in public. “Thank you, I do need a ride. Would you mind if we don’t leave for a few minutes? I am hungry and would like to get something to eat. There is a restaurant on the corner down the street. I saw it when I came here. Could you pick me up there in fifteen minutes?”


			Ziriwat didn’t let his eyes leave her body. “Yes, fifteen minutes.”


			Math walked out through the front door. She was happy to be away from her brother’s partner. The guy gave her the creeps. She wasn’t really hungry but she did want to meet the lady who ran the restaurant. Anan had told her that he and the owner were good friends. Since she had no plans to come back to Anan’s house until he came home, maybe the owner would help her to know when Anan had returned.


			Typical of many small Thai restaurants, this one was open-air with fans whirling overhead to help cool the customers and to blow away the flies. The cooking food smelled wonderful, even though she wasn’t hungry. The restaurant owner was a woman, whom Math guessed to be in her late thirties or early forties.


			“Sawasdee ka, good evening,” Math said politely, as she sat at a table.


			“Sawasdee ka,” the lady replied. “My name is Mon. Can I get you something to eat or drink? I make terrific spicy pork and delicious papaya salad.”


			“No, thank you,” Math answered. “I am not very hungry and I must leave in a few minutes. My name is Math, I am the sister of Anan.”


			“Oh,” the lady said, surprised. “I have heard Anan say your name. He has mentioned you and your sisters to me before. And a younger brother too, if I remember correctly. I am pleased to meet you, and surprised too. Anan did not say you were coming to visit him.”


			“Khop khun ka, thank you,” Math said. “I am pleased to meet you, also. Anan didn’t know I was arriving today. When I called to tell him I was coming to Pattaya, he never answered his phone. I decided to come anyway. I never thought he would not be home. I think I should have planned better but it’s too late for that. Anan has told me that you and he are good friends. I wanted to meet you. I was hoping you might know when he is coming home.”


			“I’m sorry, I don’t know. He only said he would be gone for a couple of days, maybe longer. He went to see your sister in Chiang Mai. He has been talking about expanding his business there.”


			“Yes, I know that already. Anan’s partner, Ziriwat, told me.”


			“Humph! Ziriwat!” Mon said the name harshly. “I don’t like him much. He has been staying at your brother’s house the last few days. I don’t know what he’s doing, but he has had some strange people stopping by since Anan has been gone. If I were you, I wouldn’t trust him. His family has a little bit of money and he uses people. I don’t know why your brother would want him as a business partner. I suggest you be careful around him.”


			“Don’t worry,” Math said, noting Mon’s reaction, “I have seen enough of Ziriwat to know I don’t want to be near him more than necessary. I have already decided I will not stay at my brother’s house until he comes home. I have some money and I will stay in a hotel.” 


			It was a lie. Math had money, but not much. If she was lucky, she might be able to afford a cheap room for one night. She didn’t know where she would stay. She had made a plan while she dressed, but it was not a very good plan.


			“Some of the Pattaya hotels can be expensive,” Mon warned. “And some of the things that go on there are not polite. You are welcome to stay at my house, if you want.”


			“No, but thank you anyway,” she declined. “You are very generous. I will be okay. If you could tell Anan to call me on my cell phone when he gets home, I would be most grateful.”


			“Of course, I will do that.”


			Math wrote her number on a piece of paper and handed it to Mon.


			“Here, I will give you my phone number too.” Mon scribbled it down. “You can call if you don’t hear from me or Anan, or if you need anything.”


			“Khop khun ka, thank you. You are as nice as Anan said.”


			“Mai pen rai, never mind,” Mon said, blushing. “Anan is my friend. You are his sister, so you are my friend too.”


			“Thank you,” Math said. “By the way, I like papaya salad very much. Next time I come here, I would like to try yours. Anan has told me it is excellent.”


			“I will have to thank your brother for his compliment.”


			Ziriwat roared up on a motorcycle. “Ready to go?” he shouted. 


			Math nodded, said goodbye, and then stepped away from the restaurant. 


			Mon gave Math a worried look as she climbed aboard the motorcycle. Ziriwat revved the engine and raced down the street.


			Math wished Ziriwat would slow down but didn’t say anything. She suspected he was trying to impress her with the motorcycle’s power and his driving skills. She was not going to satisfy his ego by commenting on either. Instead, she held on tight and hoped for the best. 


			Within minutes they were entering the northern part of Pattaya. Ziriwat turned right off Sukhumvit and onto North Pattaya Road. They passed the bus station where Math had arrived just an hour or so before. Gliding down North Pattaya, they passed City Hall and the Thai Garden Restaurant. A minute later they turned left onto Second Road, heading south. Ziriwat stopped the motorcycle in front of the Big C Shopping Center. Across the street sat the outdoor beer bars of Soi 2.


			“Here you are, ,” he announced. “Do you want me to pick you up later? I can if you want.”


			“No, you don’t have to do that,” Math replied. “I will pay a motorcycle-taxi to take me home.” It was another lie. She had no intentions of going back to Anan’s house until he came home from Chiang Mai. But Ziriwat didn’t need to know that and she wasn’t about to tell him.


			“That could be dangerous for a beautiful young woman,” he commented, eyeing her with a combination of worry and lust.


			“I can take care of myself,” she responded. “Thank you for the ride.” With that, she walked across Second Road toward the lights and music of the Soi 2 beer bars. 


			Standing at the top of the street and looking at the scene below, she realized it had not changed much since she had seen it last. She hoped she would find someone she knew. Her plan depended on it. 


			Math remembered the last time she had been in this part of Pattaya. It had been seven years ago, when she was little more than a flat-chested, naïve, sixteen-year-old. She had traveled to Pattaya alone, looking for her second eldest sister, Itta. She hadn’t come on a whim or on holiday. She had run away from her home in Phitsanulok to escape from her father. 


			Three months after Math turned sixteen, her father, Supit, had come home drunk and in a foul mood. Within minutes a scuffle had erupted between him and her brother Anan. By the time Math realized what was happening, Supit had knocked Anan to the floor and was kicking him. Math intervened by pushing Supit away. Her distraction was brief but effective. Anan escaped through a window. Her father went into a rage at her interference. He hit her hard in the face. The blow knocked her down. She curled herself into a tight ball and pulled her arms over her head and her face. Supit went to the floor after her, flailing her back with his bony fists. 


			She wasn’t sure how many times or how long he hit her. She passed out after the first few punches. When she finally awoke, he was gone. Her back ached terribly, inside and out. Lying there in agony, she knew she had to get away from the house and her father. 


			When the pain eased to a tolerable level, Math got up from the floor. She looked around the house, certain that at any moment her father would see her and resume his attack. 


			He was gone, but her mother was there, and she had been brutally beaten. She washed her mother’s face and helped her to bed. Then she stuffed a few clothes into a plastic bag and left the house. 


			Math had no idea where she would go, but with only ten baht in her pocket she knew it wouldn’t be far. On impulse, she decided to go to the temple. She knew they sometimes took abused women into the temple and gave them shelter. The motorcycle-taxi driver wanted her entire ten baht for the ride. 


			At the temple, the monk Jum took care of her. She had known Jum since she was a little girl. It seemed as if every time she had ever visited the temple, he went out of his way to notice her. He was the monk who had helped her pray for a miracle when she needed her heart operation. 


			While growing up, Math would talk to Jum whenever she was upset or in trouble. He had always listened without criticizing or being judgmental. Sometimes he would offer advice and guidance. Over the years, she had come to think of him as more than a monk - he was her good friend. But, as close as she had always felt toward Jum, he was still a monk. 


			That night, as she described to Jum what her father had done to her, her brother and her mother, she was sure she saw fury in his eyes. 


			When she finished talking, Jum told her she must stay away from her father for a few days. He suggested she stay at the temple. Since it was very late, and since she had no money, she decided she had no options. She stayed that night at the temple. 


			The next morning there was blood in her urine. There was nothing she could do about it except hope it was nothing serious. In Thailand, if you have no money, you have no doctor. She would either live or die. 


			After two days at the temple, she felt better and was ready to leave. She had already decided she would not go back to her home. She would go to Pattaya and stay with her sister, Itta. Math had no money for food or bus fare, but she had made up her mind. She would go to Pattaya, even if she had to walk. At the age of sixteen she thought she could do anything.


			When she told Jum of her plan, he worried she was too young to be traveling so far alone, especially without money. For a while Jum coaxed her to stay, but she refused to change her mind. Eventually he gave up and said he would pray for her safe return. 


			As she walked away from the temple that day, Jum stopped her and pressed 500 baht into her hand. For bus fare and food, he told her. She accepted his money and promised to repay it when she could. Jum refused her promise. The only thing he wanted in return was for her to come and visit him when she had time. 


			Math was surprised at his generosity. When she promised she would see him as soon as she returned, Jum accepted that as his repayment.


			***************


			“Hello, sexy lady,” a man’s voice shouted up at her from the bar below. “Come sit with me.”


			The man’s words jolted Math from her thoughts. She blushed, realizing how she must look, standing there alone and staring at the cluster of bars and men. 


			She moved to the other side of Soi 2, where it wouldn’t seem like she was eyeing the farangs, the foreigners. She continued her scan of the bars from there.


			***************


			Seven years ago, when Math made her spur-of-the-moment trek to Pattaya from the temple, her second oldest sister, Itta, had been working as a scuba diving instructor. She had no choice except to take Math into her home. No matter that it turned her life upside-down, she couldn’t turn away her sixteen-year-old sister. 


			At that time, Itta was living with a man from Scotland, but she had been careful to keep it a hidden from her family. Math’s unplanned visit changed all of that. Itta’s secret was exposed. She was relieved when Math accepted the situation as if it was normal. 


			While Math lived in Pattaya, Itta had taken her everywhere she went - even when she and her Scottish boyfriend went out drinking. They liked the bars on Soi 2 and went there almost every night. Her sister, it seemed, had a lot of friends who worked in the bars. A couple of Itta’s friends, Som Jai and Nao, had befriended Math and treated her like a younger sister. 


			To sixteen-year-old Math, the glitter and excitement of Pattaya’s nightlife had been overwhelming. The music, the lights, and the crowds of farang men drinking and laughing - she had never seen anything like it. She didn’t even know places like this existed. She was totally enthralled.


			Once, when Math told Itta that she would like to work in the bars when she got older, Itta had gone into a rage and spoke very harshly and very loudly to her. At the time, she thought Itta might hit her. Itta hadn’t hit her, but her outburst made Math realize she should never mention being a bar-girl again. Still, at age of sixteen, the idea had excited her. It had excited her enough that she decided to study hard to learn English, just in case she ever did become a bar-girl. 


			Itta allowed Math to live with her for three months before insisting she return home and finish her schooling. During that period of time, her father and mother had separated. When she returned home, she went to live with her mother.


			***************


			Tonight, Math saw no one she recognized from her position at the corner of Soi 2 and Second Road. She took a deep breath, then walked back across Soi 2 and into the nightlife of Pattaya.


		



