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    Chapter 1




    Jarapan Chavadecha




    Khon Kaen, Thailand




    Jarapan's motorcycle died when she was less than halfway home from the city of Khon Kaen. Not a sputtering, lingering death, but a sudden one, as if someone had pulled the sparkplug wire. She cranked the engine until her leg ached, but the motorcycle remained dead.




    The sun had faded to early evening but the night's coolness had not yet arrived. Jarapan did not sweat easily or often but she was sweating now. She considered leaving the motorcycle at the side of the road, but worried that someone might steal it. For the millionth time in her life she wished she had a cell phone. If her father or brother knew she was stranded, they would come to help. She gripped the handlebars and pushed the motorcycle forward.




    She was less than a kilometer from her house when a small gray pickup slowed to match her pace. Two men sat in front and two in the open bed. Their clothes and dark skin said they were construction workers or migrant farmhands. One had nasty scars on his face. The others were nondescript. She didn't recognize any of them.




    "Do you need help?" one man asked.




    "No, thank you," she panted. "My home is not far."




    "I'm a mechanic. Let me look." He jumped from the truck-bed and took the motorcycle from her. He turned the key and then kicked the starter. When it didn't start, he did a quick inspection of wires, hoses, and switches.




    Jarapan watched closely to see if he checked something she'd forgotten. If he did, she didn't notice. In a moment the man smiled and cranked the engine again. This time it roared to life. She couldn't believe her luck.




    As she started to thank him, she was grabbed from behind and her arms pinned against her body. Someone stretched a piece of duct tape across her mouth and around her head. Her screams were muted to less than a whimper. Her hands were forced behind her back and bound with a thin plastic strap that cut deep into her wrists.




    The men dragged her into a thick copse of young bamboo and stripped her bare from the waist down. One man pushed her to the ground and then positioned himself for his assault. Jarapan squirmed and twisted to avoid his clumsy thrusts.




    At that moment the man with the scars appeared and kicked away the would-be rapist. Jarapan looked up and saw his face close for the first time. It was grotesque and distorted, as if he had been badly burned, or as if someone had tried to erase his face with a grinding wheel.




    "Are you okay?" he asked, his tone polite, apologetic.




    She shook her head yes, praying he would set her free.




    The scar-faced man turned to her attackers and told them what low animals they were. After a minute he turned and stared at her half naked body. At that instant his expression changed from apologetic embarrassment to animal lust. He ordered the others to hold her still and he lay down on her thin body.




    She shut her eyes to the ugliness of the scar-faced man and the pain of his forced penetration. The smell of Mekong whiskey was overpowering. Tears flowed at what she was losing, the gift she had saved for her future husband.




    When he finished, the other men each took a turn. Afterwards they taped her feet together and left her in the bushes. She heard the sounds of her mother's motorcycle being loaded into the truck. The tailgate slammed shut with a loud bang.




    Jarapan jerked awake; her heart pounded. She always woke up at this point in the dream, but the images of that night continued nonstop. Her brother finding her naked from the waist down, her father going into a rage, and her mother crying; she relived the nightmare every time she slept. She looked at the clock: it was not yet three. She rolled over and prayed for sleep without dreams.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Josh Johnson




    South of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, USA




    Josh Johnson reached the north side of Charleston at six-fifteen in the morning. The rising sun tinted the sky a soft red mixed with dark grays. "Red sky in the morning, sailors take warning," his mother's words floated through his thoughts. It wasn't a good sign. With luck he would be south of the city before the sun crested the low mountains to the east. With even more luck, the red sky would turn out to mean nothing except that morning had arrived.




    He cracked the car window and took a breath of cool air to shake his drowsiness. It didn't help. He turned up the radio. A classic rock station was cranking it up for the early morning commuters. An old ZZ-Top tune pulsed through the speakers. He didn't remember the title but he had heard the song before. He lit another cigarette and concentrated on the road ahead. White lines on blacktop zipped past at seventy miles per hour. The unending procession had a hypnotic effect. His thoughts drifted back.




    Probably the worst thing anyone had ever said to him was that he was a sociopath. He didn't know what a sociopath was but it sounded bad, like he was crazy or something. He had been pretty buzzed on coke at the time and felt like Superman, so he had kicked the guy's ass for saying it. Later, when they were both straight, his friend explained that he had said what he said because of the way Josh treated his parents, like he hated them or something.




    Josh had never hated his parents. He had simply found ways to manipulate them to get what he wanted. He had the routines down pat.




    His father had always been the easiest but he had also been the most unpredictable. Sometimes he was pliable as putty and sometimes stiff as steel. His dad had grown up a poor boy in rural West Virginia, and that had apparently fucked up his sense of reality. Some of his ideas about life were so bizarre they were stupid. For instance, he thought his career was the most important thing in the world. It came before everything, including the people he proclaimed to love. He was like a machine, a robot; up before dawn and home after dark—if he came home at all.




    But after twenty-some years of hard work and a lot of serious ass-kissing, his dad had accumulated enough stuff to be considered middle-class. His small successes were enough to make him believe people could be anything they wanted as long they worked hard. That mindset made his dad an easy target and Josh played him like a classic Les Paul.




    His mother wasn't so easy. She could be played, too, but it was more like thumping a worn-out bass drum. He had to physically and verbally intimidate her to get what he wanted. The names he'd called her were not nice, but it had been the only way to make her give in. It was a game, his game. When she was stubborn, Josh would coerce his dad into coercing her. It always worked.




    Things changed after Josh dropped out of school. First his parents stopped his allowance. Then they started making a lot of ridiculous demands like get a job, be home by eleven, and crazy shit like that. Josh understood why, but he didn't like it. To keep peace, he pretended to have an evening job. Actually, he had started a nighttime business that was fun, profitable, and illegal. He had found his niche in life and it was good.




    He had been surprised the day his dad kicked him out of the house, but looking back he knew he should have seen it coming. He suspected his twenty-four hour drug highs played a role in his stupidity.




    Back then his dad's life hadn't been going so good. He had returned from a project in Thailand only to find out he was being laid off. "No work," his boss had said. To Josh that meant low-ass-kisser-on-the-totem-pole. His dad's lay-off had added a lot of unwanted tension into their already stressed-out home.




    His mom and dad had been having problems, too. They had even stopped sleeping in the same bed. In a way he felt sorry for dad. Not only had he been kicked in the face by the company he had slaved for, but he'd also stopped having sex.




    He had tried to be friends with his old man during that time but it had never worked. Every conversation deteriorated into his dad bitching about his friends, his hair, his tattoos, and his work habits. Josh had always found that funny, considering he didn't have any work habits. It was an oxymoron of sorts.




    His dad had kicked him out the day he caught him selling pot from the basement. The old man had been so angry that veins throbbed on his neck and forehead, and specks of white spittle flew from his mouth when he screamed. Josh had tried to get him to share a J to calm down but he had responded by calling the cops. If his dad had known the other things he'd been selling, he likely would have called the National Guard. Josh did what anyone with an ounce of street-smarts would do—he disappeared.




    He spent a few weeks with a friend in a small college town directly south of Pittsburgh near the West Virginia border. There was a high demand for what he was selling and the students had plenty of cash. The money came rolling in. He made a couple of trips to Pittsburgh to buy more "supplies" but he never called his parents. He figured he would do that later, after his dad had a chance to cool down and set things right with the cops—and with his mom, too. He left the college town when one of his customers got busted for possession.




    The car tires growled across the roadside rumble strips. Josh jerked awake and steered his car back into the fast lane. He lit another cigarette. The drive was smooth down I-77 through Virginia and into North Carolina. He set his cruise control on seventy-five and let it ride.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Khon Kaen, Thailand




    At four o'clock Jarapan decided she would not to go back asleep. She lay in the darkness and recalled her life, her friends, and her family.




    She had been born and raised in a small village near Khon Kaen in east-central Thailand. Her family was neither rich nor poor. They farmed the few rai of land they owned and were considered middleclass within their community.




    Unlike most of men in her village, Jarapan's father was a hardworking man. Although he had never gone past sixth grade in school, he was one of the smartest people she knew. Everyone in their village looked up to him and allowed him to negotiate their business affairs.




    Her brother was cut from the same cloth, only not as smart. He had a gift with rice, pineapples and cassava, and even the stubborn water buffalo listened to him; but things like math and science eluded him. By the time he turned thirteen he had dropped out of school to work on the family farm. Jarapan received her education with the money her parents had saved for her brother's private lessons. That gave her incentive to strive and she was always at the top of her class.




    Her mother and father had never said anything, but she knew they were proud of her for being the best student in her class. At the same time, she realized their motives weren't completely selfless. Her mother and father were making an investment towards their own future. Perhaps with an education, Jarapan would marry well and help support them in their old age.




    Their family farm was less than five kilometers from the city limits of Khon Kaen. Far enough to be isolated yet close enough to feel like they were still in civilization. They had two motorcycles and an old model pickup truck. Jarapan shared one of the motorcycles with her mother, which was never a problem because her mother didn't like to drive. Jarapan did the shopping and that made her mother happy. It made Jarapan happy too because it gave her the freedom to see her fiancé.




    She and Purachai had been classmates in grade school and they had fallen in love during their last year of high school. If her parents—or his—had ever objected to their relationship, she had never heard it spoken.




    Purachai's father was the manager at the local branch of Thai Farmer's Bank. He had helped Jarapan get a part-time job at the bank during her final year of technical school. Her computer and accounting skills were above average and the bank had hired her fulltime after graduation.




    Purachai was an only child and his father was paying for a Bangkok education. He would graduate in less than two years. Not so long ago, Purichai had asked her to marry him as soon as he finished school and she had said yes. But that was before the incident.




    The incident! That's what Jarapan called it. She knew it was rape but she couldn't bring herself to use that word. If no one had found out, maybe things would be different now. But everyone knew, thanks to her father and brother. They had gone looking for her attackers that night and in their drunken anger they had talked to the wrong people. The gossip had spread like wild bamboo. She remembered the days following the assault like they was yesterday.




    Early on the morning following the incident, Jarapan dressed for work. She hadn't slept but she didn't feel sleepy. Her thoughts were disorganized and made little sense. She felt a powerful need for routine and normalcy, but knew her house would be anything but that today. Work seemed her best refuge.




    When she started her five kilometer walk to town, it was light enough to see but not yet morning. She was operating on automatic pilot, on instinct. As she passed the place where she had been assaulted, she kept her eyes straight ahead. Horrid images of the scar-faced man and his attack found their way into her thoughts. The memory made her nauseous. At the edge of town, she hired a motorcycle taxi to the bank.




    She was sure everyone stared when she entered the lobby. Or maybe they didn't. Maybe it was just her feelings of shame. She pulled herself erect and went to her desk. Her friend Anya said a nervous good morning and then excused herself to the restroom.




    A minute later Jarapan was summoned to her supervisor's office. She had never spoken to her supervisor in private and it made her uncomfortable. She entered the office and smiled as politely as her pounding heart allowed. Khun Siriwan motioned her to a chair.




    "Khun Jarapan," the woman said, her voice hesitant, nervous. "I have been instructed to reduce our overhead." She paused and turned away.




    Jarapan's face flushed as she realized her supervisor knew what had happened, and that she was going to be fired because of it. Surely if Siriwan knew, so did everyone at the bank. Probably everyone in Khon Kaen knew. Without waiting for the woman to finish, she stood and walked away. It wasn't a polite thing to do, but she didn't care. She knew what was coming and didn't want to hear the words. She went to her desk, picked up her purse, and headed toward the exit.




    She had almost reached the door when the bank manager, Purachai's father, stopped her. Jarapan felt a shred of hope. Maybe she had misunderstood her supervisor's intent. She waited for him to speak.




    "Purachai wanted me to tell you he is not coming home this weekend or the next. He doesn't want you to come to Bangkok, either. I said I would tell you."




    A thousand responses came to her head but none escaped the knot in her throat. She burst into tears as she rushed from the bank lobby. Outside, her knees weakened to the point of collapse. At that moment two strong arms pulled her up and held her close. She recognized the scent of her father. She pressed her face against his chest.




    "Why are they doing this to me?" Her voice edged on hysteria. "I have done nothing wrong. Everyone looks at me as if I'm some sort of monster."




    "They are shallow people," her father answered, holding her tighter. "They are embarrassed by their own stupidity." He steered her away from the bank. "This is my fault. Last night your brother talked more than he should have and I didn't stop him. We were both drunk and I wasn't thinking. I am so sorry."




    Jarapan didn't respond.




    First he took her to the hospital for an examination. Next he stopped by the police station and filed an official complaint about the stolen motorcycle, but nothing else. After that, he drove them home. Jarapan retreated into a shell that shut out everyone and everything.




    She had spent the following weeks in a mental numbness, going through the motions of living yet feeling disconnected from life. When the nightmares came, she relived the attack over and again.




    On her more lucid days she would ride her father's motorcycle to Khon Kaen and surrounding towns to ask people at gas stations, roadside shops, and construction sites about a scar-faced man. She wasn't sure what she would do if she found him, but she knew it would not be polite.




    A few people remembered seeing him, and a couple of men even said they had worked with him, but none knew where he was from or where he had gone. One construction laborer said the scar-faced man had left the area, heading south. Jarapan knew it could be true, but maybe it wasn't either. She had no way to know.




    Her friends seemed uncomfortable when she was around, so she had stopped seeking them out. Purachai's friends wouldn't even acknowledge her existence. Her own family seemed standoffish, too. Like the others they had changed. Or maybe she was the one who had changed. Maybe it was a little of both. It was all very depressing.




    Since her family hadn't filed a formal complaint, the police had taken little interest. They knew what had happened, but they wasted no energy on it. Eventually she gave up her search, but the bitterness of all she had lost remained.




    She was relieved when her menses came on time. Two weeks later she went to her family doctor for a pregnancy test just to be sure. She also had herself tested for HIV and other diseases. All tests came back negative, which was the one bright spot in her world of depression.




    Just last week, a friend she hadn't seen for years came to visit. The girl's name was Rattana, and she and Jarapan had been like sisters when they were younger. By the time they had turned sixteen, Rattana had left Khon Kaen for the resort city of Pattaya. Jarapan had stayed behind with her family and continued her education. She didn't know what her friend did for a living, but she suspected the rumors she had heard were true. No one could make as much money as Rattana by working in a hotel, unless they were doing more in the rooms than cleaning them.




    Rattana didn't mention the incident and neither did Jarapan. Instead they reminisced about old times and the people they remembered. Later, when Rattana talked about her life in Pattaya, she made it sound magical. Jarapan was captivated by the exotic tales of the city by the sea, and by Rattana's stories of her travels to Singapore, Australia, England, and Tokyo. For Jarapan, it was a dream she would never experience, but for Rattana it had become a part of life. Jarapan hoped her envy didn't show.




    Before Rattana left she handed Jarapan a business card, "Call me if things get too miserable in Khon Kaen. I can help you find work. You may never get rich, but at least you will have fun."




    Rattana's offer rang of escape and excitement. Jarapan wasn't sure how long she could live in small-town Thailand where everyone knew what had happened. No one had been unkind, but everyone had changed. People looked at her differently now, and none came close. A new start might be what she needed.




    "I may come sooner than you think," she replied.




    The day after Rattana went back to Pattaya, Jarapan made plans to escape her life in Khon Kaen. That was more than a week ago.




    Jarapan got out of bed when she heard her mother moving about the house. She helped with the morning chores as usual. Later that afternoon, while her father and brother were working in the fields and her mother was visiting a friend, she put her plans into action. First she wrote a short note to explain what she was doing and where she had gone. Next she packed her suitcase and strapped it to the back of the family's remaining motorcycle. Finally she drove to the Khon Kaen airport and purchased a ticket. She had boarded the plane before anyone realized she was gone. By the time her mother found the note, she had already landed in Bangkok.




    By two o'clock she had arrived at the Ekamai bus station and bought a one-way ticket to Pattaya. She called Rattana and they agreed to meet at the bus depot on North Pattaya Road at six o'clock, or at a bar known as Toy's if her bus was running late. She fell asleep before the bus pulled from the Bangkok station.




    Her dreams were a collage of scenes from her childhood. Warm, loving time like when her family had made their own flower-laden floats for the Loy Krathong festival, and the water fights she and her brother had waged during the Songkran holidays, and the first time her mother had allowed her to take the motorcycle into town alone. And then there was Purachai, she dreamed of him, too. And even those dreams were pleasant.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Pattaya, Thailand




    Mike Johnson stood on the balcony of his beachfront condo. To his right he could see a small patch of Beach Road, the one-way street that follows the shoreline of Pattaya City from Dolphin Circle at the north end to Walking Street at the south. The Gulf of Thailand lay beyond.




    Pattaya is an odd city, a tourist town, 120 kilometers or so southeast of Bangkok. Its reputation is party central, a place where young Thai women perform magic on lonely hearts and battered egos. For downtrodden men it is a place to recapture their youth and their feelings of self-worth, if only for a while. They come to escape life's daily grind and forget their dismal lives at home. Most came the first time from curiosity, but they returned again and again because the effect is intoxicating.




    A journalist had once described Pattaya as the sex capital of the world. He was deported a week later as a persona non grata. For once the Thais had it right; the man deserved his expulsion. Unarguably, the city is a nonstop carnival with an exotic nightlife, but no more sex goes on there than any other tourist spot in the world. It's just more open for all to see—and for journalists to write about.




    Mike had never imagined that he would be living in Thailand at the age of fifty-four. Truthfully, the way he had treated his body over the years, he was surprised to be living anywhere. But here he was, living the life that some men would sell their souls for. Yet it felt shallow. The working girls he had once considered stunners had become less so in his eyes. He still found them visually attractive, but their mercenary attitudes left them ugly. For him, Pattaya had faded from a city of glitter and good times to a tinsel town without substance. He wasn't sure if the city had actually changed or if he had simply become jaded. Probably it was a little of both.




    A bank of dark clouds gathered at the far edge of the Gulf and rolled east. He watched as the storm worked its way across the water. Distant thunder announced its coming. It was going to be a drencher.




    Cool wind arrived minutes before the clouds eclipsed the afternoon sun and just seconds before the first drop of rain reached the shoreline. A flash of lightning heralded a downpour. He stepped from the balcony into his condo, lit a cigarette, and watched through the sliding glass door as the monsoon storm unleashed its fury.




    Torrential sheets of rain soaked everything not properly sealed or covered. The palm trees bowed and swayed under the steady assault. The storm sewers quickly succumbed to the deluge and the city streets flooded. Trash and dust scum floated atop the swirling water. Pattaya was getting a much needed scrubbing, he thought wryly, but he knew there was not enough rain in the sky to wash the city clean.




    Mike hated the days when the rains came in mid afternoon. The storm wouldn't last long and it would leave a breath of coolness in its passing, but he knew the sun would return within the hour and transform Pattaya from a tourist's paradise into a tropical steam-bath.




    Mike had lived in fun city on-and-off for more than five years. As hard as he tried, he had never acclimated to Thailand's heat and humidity. He supposed his body was habituated by too many years of frigid winters and air conditioned summers to ever become inured to the unrelenting mugginess of Southeast Asia. Out of self-preservation he had learned to stay indoors during the hottest part of the day and to walk at a slow casual gait at night. But on days like this, he would sweat despite all precautions.




    He glanced around his rented condo. Really it was more like an apartment but condo sounded classier. It consisted of two bedrooms, a living room, and a combination kitchen and dining area. The furnishings were tasteful but austere. He didn't need the second bedroom, but the price had been so cheap that he couldn't say no. Besides, at the time he had signed the lease he thought he had a fulltime roommate. That hadn't worked out but he didn't care. During the last couple of months he had discovered that he preferred living alone. It was less complicated.




    His phone rang for the first time since he had moved in. He answered on the third ring. "Hello?"




    "Sawasdee ka," a female voice said. "I am Jintana. I have mail for you."




    He recognized her name and her voice. Jintana was a receptionist at the Amari Orchid, the hotel where he had lived for months. He had left his phone number with the manager in case they ever needed to contact him. "Thank you for calling. I'll stop by later to pick it up."




    "Mai pen rai, ka," the girl replied. Never mind, sir.




    He looked outside; the storm was still raging. He turned toward his bed; it promised comfort. He set the alarm for seven. A few minutes later he was asleep.


  




  

    Chapter 5




    Jarapan's bus bounced across a pothole jarring her awake. Outside, dark clouds had covered the afternoon sun and made it seem early evening. She didn't know where she was but it looked like she was somewhere on the outskirts of Bangkok. There were no skyscrapers here, but there were no farms either, only urban sprawl. Then the skies opened and rain poured down in torrential sheets. Traffic slowed to a crawl and soon the bus came to a standstill. Jarapan assumed there was an accident ahead but she had no way to tell.




    She wondered what her life would be like in Pattaya. She had heard all of the stories but she didn't know which were true and which were lies. Her friend Rattana had made it sound so glamorous and exciting—too good to be anything except romantic imagination.


  




  

    Chapter 6




    When the alarm clock blared, Mike got up, showered, and slipped into fresh clothes. Outside, the storm had ended and darkness had arrived. He slid the balcony door open and stepped out. The sun had long gone but its heat lingered like an unwelcome guest. The steamy dampness was thick enough to slice.




    An hour later, Mike entered the open air lobby of the Amari Orchid Hotel. To his left was the lounge where he had spent many pleasant—and expensive—evenings. Jeena was tending bar. It had been her job for as long as he could remember.




    To his right, beyond a cluster of bamboo chairs and coffee tables, was the reception desk. Nok and Jintana were busy registering a group of tourists. He couldn't tell if the tourists were Japanese, Chinese, or Korean; only that there were a lot of them and they were not Thai. It would be a good half hour before the front desk would get a break.




    He turned back toward the lounge. A handful of people sat at the lobby-bar and a few others occupied the tables beyond. He decided to have a beer or two while he waited. Whatever mail or faxes the Amari was holding for him would be there later and he had plenty of time before anyone expected him to make an appearance at the Suaee Dee Lady.




    Jeena smiled at his approach. Before he sat down, she had a beer waiting.




    "Sawasdee ka, Khun Mike," she said "Good evening. How are you?"




    "Sawasdee khrap," he responded, smiling. "Pom sabai dee, khop khun khrap.” I am fine, thank you.




    "Not see you long time. Why no come have beer? Miss you too much."




    By habit he adjusted his own speech to pure basic. "Not stay Amari now. Have condo far away." He waved his hand toward downtown Pattaya.




    "Soi 8 no far. What you think?"




    "You know where I live?"




    "Everyone know where you stay, Khun Mike. Even me." She glanced around the bar, then said, "Excuse, please. I go see other customer."




    Everyone know where you stay. A friend, a Thai woman, had once told him that nothing in Pattaya is secret. Now he knew it was true. Thais like to gossip almost as much as they like to eat.




    He gazed casually at the other customers at the bar. A Western couple sat to his immediate left. Two seats farther down were three middle-aged men talking in German. Directly across the bar from him were a foreigner and a Thai woman. He didn't recognize the man, but he knew the woman.




    Meaw worked at the Dockside Beer Bar which was less than a block from his condo. He had stopped at the Dockside enough times that they knew each other. She was a nice girl, very pleasant and very attractive but not quite a stunner. He considered her a casual friend. When their eyes met, Mike nodded, barely perceptibly. She looked away as if embarrassed, then turned her attention to the man beside her.




    Mike looked away, too. His face flushed of its own accord. It was the first time he had seen her away from the Dockside with a customer. There was no reason for to be embarrassed yet they both felt it.




    He picked up his drink and moved to a wicker sofas. He sat facing the front desk, away from Meaw and her customer.




    He counted the number of tourists still waiting to register, divided it by how long the process took for each, and decided his first estimate had been wrong by a factor of two. It would be a long wait.




    In the background a vintage Eric Clapton song played: Wonderful Tonight. The song triggered old memories that refused to die. He had been in love back then. Actually, love wasn't strong enough to describe how he had felt at that time. Her name was Math, and she had affected him like no woman ever had. She was gone now, but his memories of her were as vivid as yesterday. He would never forget her.




    "You like more beer, sir?"




    He glanced up but didn't recognize the waitress. His eyes flicked to her name badge: Wanna. "Yes, thank you. And my check bin, too."




    The girl smiled and hurried away. A moment later, she was back with a cold beer and a frosted glass. She knelt on both knees and oh-so-carefully poured his beer. Mike knew she had been instructed to do that; it was a nice touch for the tourists. He handed her four hundred baht without looking at his tab and motioned that she should keep the change. She smiled and wai'ed profusely as she backed away.




    He glanced at the bar. Meaw and her farang were gone. He took a long drink of his beer, then leaned back and relaxed.




    Behind him the lounge musicians clicked on their microphones. "Sawasdee ka," a soft female voice said. "We will start with a song we wrote about Pattaya and falling in love."




    It was a tune they played every night and he had heard it a hundred times before. The duo were from the Philippines. Traveling troubadours determined to make a living from their love of music. Mostly they sang English songs but sometimes they did German or Thai. Actually they were quite talented and truly nice people. He had talked with them many times.




    "Khun Mike, I hab you mail."




    Mike looked up. It was Jintana from the front desk. He reached over and took the letter from her outstretched hand. "Thank you. I was waiting until you were less busy."




    "Busy long time," Jintana pulled her lips into a pout and pointed toward the parking lot. Two more tour buses had arrived. "Must work now. Please come see us again." She placed her hands together in prayer-like fashion, raised them to eye level, and presented him with a respectful wai.




    Mike suppressed his urge to wai in return. Instead, he smiled and said, "Thank you for not making me wait."




    "Mai pen rai, ka."




    He looked at the envelope and recognized his sister’s handwriting. Guilt nudged at his conscience. He hadn't called, faxed, or anything since he had moved out of the Amari. He supposed she was worried that something had happened to him. He folded the letter in half and slipped it into his hip pocket.


  




  

    Chapter 7




    At the edge of the road the headlights lit a sign proclaiming Pattaya to be 60 kilometers ahead. Definitely Rattana wouldn't be waiting for her this late. She took a deep breath to calm her growing anxiety.




    The bus arrived in Pattaya at eight-thirty. Jarapan collected her suitcase and searched the terminal for Rattana but she wasn't there.




    She was not surprised. What did surprise her was the number of farangs she saw at the bus station. She had never seen so many foreigners in her life, at least not all in one place.




    She followed a Thai family out to the sidewalk. She watched as the man waved a pickup truck taxi, a baht-bus, to the curb. He spoke briefly to the driver then ushered his family into the back. Jarapan wasn't sure what she should do.




    The baht-bus driver looked at her and shouted, "Where are you going?"




    "Soi 2," she answered. The driver nodded and she joined the other passengers.




    Jarapan stared at the restaurants, hotels, and shops that lined the street. Here farangs strolled the streets as casually as the Thais did in Khon Kaen. At a busy traffic circle the baht-bus stopped and the family left. In the distance she saw a glimmer of water: the Gulf of Thailand. She had never seen the ocean before and the sight sent a thrill of excitement through her.




    As they entered the street on the opposite side of the circle, the driver pulled to the side of the road. A farang stepped into the back. Jarapan pretended to look anywhere but at him. He glanced at her briefly and then turned away when the baht-bus steered into the traffic.




    She wondered where the farang was from and if he was one of the sex tourists she had heard about. She had heard hundreds of rumors about foreign men and their sexual appetites for young Thai women. She wondered what she would do if he said something to her. She gripped her suitcase handle tighter and prayed Soi 2 wasn't far.




    In less than a minute the driver stopped and shouted something she didn't hear. She looked up at the street sign—Soi 2. She leaned her head out of the truck-bed, "Do you know where Toy's Bar is?"




    "Just up the street. You can walk there in less than a minute."




    Carefully she made her way from the back of the vehicle. The farang moved his knees as she edged by. "Khop khun, ka," she said. She paid the driver and started up the dimly lit street. She didn't look back at the baht-bus or the farang.


  




  

    Chapter 8




    Mike stood at the edge of the street outside the Amari Orchid Hotel deciding whether he should walk or ride. Considering he had broken into a sweat in the short distance from the hotel to the sidewalk, walking to South Pattaya tonight was out of the question. A baht-bus steered toward him. It was filled with passengers so he waved it on. He would catch one less crowded.




    In a minute an apparently empty baht-bus emerged from Dolphin Circle headed toward Beach Road. Mike lifted his hand to barely waist level and waved slightly. The baht-bus pulled to the side of the street and Mike climbed into the back. He didn't speak to the driver because there was no reason to. He wasn't going anyplace in particular, just south.




    As he took his seat, he noticed another passenger sitting in the shadows toward the front. In the dim light he couldn't see her well, but good enough to see that she wasn't dressed like the working ladies of Pattaya. She held tight to the handle of a small suitcase and looked away when he glanced at her. The truck jerked forward and pulled into traffic.




    By reflex, Mike looked back to see if they were about to get rammed by another vehicle. He had seen that happen once and it had been ugly.




    The instant breeze created by the moving baht-bus was a welcome relief. They didn't go far before the driver pulled to the curb. Mike figured they were stopping to pick up another fare but there was no one on the sidewalk. The girl spoke briefly to the driver, and then stood from her seat and edged past him. He turned his knees sideways to give her room.




    "Khop khun ka," she said.




    "Mai ben rai, khrap," he replied. He had repeated that phrase so many times that he sounded native.




    The girl smiled and then turned to pay the driver. Without looking back, she started up Soi 2. The baht-bus lurched forward and sped south.




    He paid scant attention to the bars, shops, and restaurants that lined the east side of Beach Road, or to the Gulf of Thailand that lay to the west. He glanced up briefly as he passed his condo and noticed he had left his lights on again. Not that anyone cared except himself but he was annoyed at his own forgetfulness. He pressed the buzzer as the baht-bus neared the side-street leading to the Suaee Dee Lady. The driver pulled to the curb. Mike handed him a ten baht coin and walked away.




    He was early for work, but that was okay. His part of running the Suaee Dee Lady consisted of showing up each night to swap lies with customers and to make sure there were no problems. Sometimes he was there for an hour or two; sometimes he was there until closing.




    Most of the tourists looked up to him in awe. He was living every man's dream of having a successful business in Pattaya. What they didn't know was how screwed up things could be in paradise. In a way he envied the tourists. They would stay a week or two, have an unforgettable vacation, and then go home to their families and friends in England, Germany, Australia, wherever. After they were gone, he would still be here.




    The girls working the front door smiled and wai'ed when Mike arrived. He smiled back and said a polite good-evening but he didn't wai. If he had learned nothing else during his time in Thailand, he had learned when to wai and when not to wai. Mostly he didn't wai anyone.




    It was a Saturday night and the Suaee Dee Lady was packed. He forced a smile to his lips and sauntered to the bar. His manner was that of an old-hand who had seen and done it all. It wasn't true, but the truth doesn't matter in a business where appearances mean everything. Itta saw him and motioned him to her side.




    "Last night we did very good." She wrote down a number and turned it toward him. Her excitement was apparent.




    Mike did a quick mental calculation to US dollars. "That's our best night ever," he smiled. "Someday we will be rich."




    Itta beamed. "I feel rich already."




    Mike really didn't care about being rich; he was mostly concerned about recovering his investment in the bar. He had agreed to finance the Suaee Dee Lady one night in a state of depression and advanced drunkenness, and Itta had held him to his word. She had done all of the work, but he had put up all the money.




    Her incentive was that she would own the business after he had tripled his investment; his incentive was to get back what he had already spent. They were doing good considering how long they had been open and the fact that they had opened in the middle of the low season. If the high season was half as kind, he would recoup his investment within a year and triple it within two.




    "Where is your new assistant?" he asked. Last week Itta had asked to hire an extra girl to help with the daily grind of cleaning, restocking, and accounting. The alternative was that he help with the mundane chores. He had agreed that a new employee would be better. "I thought she was supposed to be here tonight."




    "Rattana called and said her friend's bus was late. I think she will not be here until tomorrow."




    Mike shrugged and went to talk with customers.




    Before he had finished his first beer, Itta was back. "Rattana just called to say she is on her way to Bangkok and cannot meet her friend. She said that because the girl is our employee, we must take care of her."




    Mike tilted his head back and stared down his nose. He had drunk enough beers to make him crass but not quite obnoxious. "Is this some Thai custom I don't know about, or is it just some bullshit to cover for Rattana?"




    Even in the dim light of the bar, he saw Itta blush. He wished he had used different words, but it would be a mistake to change them now. He waited for her to respond.




    "It's something I want to do," she answered. "I know how I would feel if I came to Pattaya alone and knew no one."




    He took a sip of his beer. "So I should buy her a hotel room for the night?"




    "That would be very polite, and then she would be obligated to us, too."




    Mike sighed. He really wasn't in the mood to hang out with a bunch of tourists, but he wasn't ready to go back outside into the muggy night either. "What time does she arrive at the bus station?"




    Itta glanced at her watch. "Unless the bus is really late, she arrived a long time ago. Rattana said you should meet her at Toy's Bar by Big C Shopping Center."




    He knew Itta had already promised Rattana that he would find her friend. Knowing Itta as he did, she wouldn't back away from a promise. It was one trait that he liked about her. Most Thais don't care if they keep a promise or not, especially if a farang is somehow involved. But not Itta, her word is as good as Thai gold. Arguing was pointless because he knew he would lose anyway. "How do I find her?"




    Itta scrunched her face in uncertainty. "I don't know. Maybe she will be the girl who doesn't look like a bar girl."




    Mike couldn't help but laugh. "Will she have long black hair and brown eyes?"




    "Yes, that will be she." Itta didn't crack a smile. "Rattana also said she had a ring in her eyebrow and water buffalo tattooed on her left shoulder. You can't miss her."




    His smile faded. "Are you serious?"




    This time Itta laughed. "I think you should look for the girl who looks lost and scared to death. If that doesn't work, ask Lek or one of her girls."




    "Lost and scared to death? That describes about half of the girls at Toy's Bar. But I think I’ll find her anyway. I guess Rattana will be back tomorrow and then the girl will go to her house?"




    A customer at the far end of the bar shouted that he needed a drink and Itta hurried off.




    Mike had known Itta for nearly eight months, but he had known of her for much longer than that. Itta was the sister of a girl he once loved and then lost to an accident in Thailand's insane traffic. He felt a special bond with Itta, but he knew it was because of how he had loved her sister. At one time he had allowed himself to believe she could take her sister's place, but it had been a false dream.




    They had lived together for a while and during that time that they had decided open a go-go bar. Actually, she had mentioned it and he had agreed. He had been drunk at the time, but just like Itta he wouldn't break a promise. He had supplied the money and Itta had done the rest.




    Once the bar had opened they drifted apart. He had still been working at the refinery at the time, and their waking hours had been opposite. She was gone when he came home from work, and she was still asleep when he left in the morning. When he moved from the Amari Hotel to the condo, she went to spend a few days with her brother and never returned to live with him. He had never asked why and she had never explained. Her apparent rejection had bothered him for a few days before he realized he was happy she was gone. Since then they had become better friends than they had ever been lovers.




    Itta returned. "I forgot to tell you, her name is Jarapan. And Rattana will not be back for two weeks."




    Mike nearly choked on his beer. "Two weeks? You mean I have to put her up in a hotel for two weeks?"




    "No, you only have to buy her a hotel room for tonight. After that, she can stay in your extra bedroom."




    "You're as crazy as the rest of the people in Pattaya. Do you think I want some woman I don't know staying in my condo?"




    "You have done it before." Her retort was calm and direct, almost aloof. "I think it didn't bother you then."




    He groped for a caustic comeback but found none handy. Itta knew him and his past better than anyone in Thailand, and she knew how he thought. She would suspect that he wouldn't want to pay for two weeks in a hotel, even if it was a cheap dump, and she would be right. She would also know he couldn't leave a naive, defenseless, young woman on the streets of Pattaya if there was some way he could prevent it. He had done it for her and he had done it for her sister. They both knew he would do it for their new employee, too. The smugness of her words said that much.




    "But I didn't like it," he lied.




    Itta smiled. She pulled a five hundred baht bill from her pocket and slid it toward him. "Tonight is on me. I think that will be enough for a nice room with air-con. I will talk to her tomorrow about sleeping in your condo until Rattana comes back."




    Mike looked down at the money, and then back up at Itta. He knew she was fucking with him. They had lived together long enough that she knew all of his hot buttons. "I have money of my own." He slid the baht note back, finished his beer, then turned and walked away.




    "Her name is Jarapan!" Itta shouted as he left the Suaee Dee Lady.




    If it had cooled outside, he couldn't tell. A sheen of sticky sweat formed on his skin even before he reached Second Road. It was not a fit night for man nor beast, the old cliché ran through his head. Tonight it was true. He would be glad when he had the girl in a hotel and he was home in his air conditioned condo. He flagged down a baht-bus and headed north toward Soi 2.




    "Jarapan," he reminded himself aloud. "Her name is Jarapan."


  




  

    Chapter 9




    Rattana had told Jarapan to come to a place called Toy's Bar if they didn't meet at the bus station. She had said it was at the corner of Soi 2 and Second Road. The baht-bus driver had dropped Jarapan at the far end of the soi nearest the beach. Up the street, more than a hundred meters away, she could see lights and people.




    The bottom half of Soi 2 was dimly lit and a little unnerving. She ignored the motorcycles and baht-buses that whizzed past, but kept tight to the edge of the narrow street for safety.




    Halfway to the lights, the sound of foreign music reached her ears. A moment later she passed a hotel and a karaoke bar on the right. A few meters on, a complex of outdoor bars came into view.




    Jarapan was not prepared for what she saw. Open-air bars, one next to the other, filled an entire quarter block. Dozens, if not hundreds, of foreigners perched on stools drinking one thing or another. Some bars had bands playing inside. All had colored florescent lights glowing and rotating fans hanging from the eaves of roofs held erect by metal posts.




    As impossible as it seemed, there were more Thai women than farangs. Most of the girls were young and sexy. A few were older and fatter, but even they looked sexy. She moved to the far side of the street where she could watch without being conspicuous.




    She glanced down at her clothes feeling out of place in the suit she had worn for her trip. She felt even more out of place with the suitcase standing beside her.




    Just ahead, at the top of the street, she saw a sign proclaiming to be Toy's Fun Bar. She took a deep breath and stepped forward. She didn't look left or right. She kept her face solemn for fear that one of the farangs might speak to her. Actually, it was for fear that anyone might speak to her.




    Her pulse quickened when she didn't see Rattana at the bar. Her first instinct was to keep on walking, but she didn't. Instead she just stood and stared. She had never seen anything like this in her life. The blaring music, the lights, the loud farangs, and the sexy Thai women; it was like the biggest and weirdest party anyone could imagine. So bizarre that it was both frightening and intimidating.




    She noticed an empty table at one side of the main bar. She edged her way there and sat down. A farang turned toward her and smiled drunkenly, but he didn't say anything and for that she was thankful. She ordered a Cola from one of the waitresses, then sat back and prayed that Rattana would come soon.




    She made mental notes of the interaction between the farangs and the girls working the bar. It was obvious that communication was minimal, yet the girls' smiles stayed ever present as they flirted with the men. The men smiled and flirted in return. It wasn't much different from the way young Thai lovers teased each other when the older adults were out of sight. Certainly she and Purachai had enticed each other with unspoken promises of ecstasy. It was the game of love.




    She wondered who would be the winners and who would be the losers here tonight. If the farangs played the love game as poorly as they played the game of connect-four, she was sure the girls would come out on top. Considering what the girls were selling and what the men were buying, she figured it didn't make any difference—the girls would always come out on top.




    The minutes ticked into an hour and still there was no sign of Rattana. She ordered another Cola. She knew she shouldn't spend the money but she was afraid the bar would ask her to leave if she didn't have a drink in front of her.




    Half an hour later Jarapan concluded that Rattana wasn't going to meet her. She considered her few options. She had baht in her pocket but not much; maybe enough for one night at a cheap hotel if she was lucky. Suddenly she wished she hadn't wasted money on the second Cola. If Rattana didn't show up, she would be on her own and in a very strange city full of foreign men. The thought unnerved her. Her escape from Khon Kaen was quickly turning into a disaster.




    In a while she decided that if Rattana didn't come soon she would ask one of the waitresses for directions to the nearest Thai-priced hotel. Beyond that she had no plan. The only thing she knew for certain was that returning to Khon Kaen was not an option. That thought was too embarrassing to contemplate.




    She noticed the foreigner as he entered the bar. He didn't sit with the other farangs. Instead he went to the back and found a seat. He ordered a drink and looked in her direction. It was the same man who had ridden in the baht-bus with her. She turned away from his stare and pretended to be interested in the activities at the bar. More than once she glanced in his direction.




    Mike looked for Lek but didn't see her.




    Lek was part owner of Toy's and several other bars in Pattaya. A long time ago, he and Lek had been lovers of a sort. Now they were just good friends. Mike had known Lek almost as long as he had been in Thailand. She was a shrewd businesswoman and an excellent hostess. She never forgot a face and rarely forgot a name. They had enough in common that they could talk easily. Her slant on life was as much Western as Thai. That was probably why they had remained friends after everything that had happened between them.




    As was typical for a Saturday evening, Toy's Bar was busy. Also as usual, there were a few vacant stools at the back of the bar. That was where he preferred to sit anyway. It was quieter there.




    He looked for new faces at the bar. He saw more than a few. He wasn't surprised. The beer-bar girls came and went almost as often as the tourists. He saw one girl sitting alone at a table away from the crowd. She could be the girl he was looking for, or she could be a freelancer, or a friend of Lek's, or just another bar-girl. If she had a suitcase, he didn't see it. From the corner of his eye he noticed her staring at him. She seemed vaguely familiar but he couldn't place her face. When he looked directly at her, she turned away.




    He took a seat and ordered a Heineken. When the waitress brought his beer, he leaned forward and said. "Have you seen a lady with a suitcase?"




    She stared dumbfounded. "No speak English." She smiled uncertainly and hurried away.




    In a moment she came back with another girl in tow. "Sunee speak English."




    "Hello Mike," Sunee said. "Not see you long time."




    He had known Sunee almost as long as he had known Lek. She was very nice and polite when she was sober, but unpredictable when she wasn't. She seemed sober tonight.




    "I've been busy. I stopped by a couple of weeks ago but you weren't here."




    "I went to Bangkok with my friend."




    He smiled. It seemed that no matter where Thais went, they almost always said Bangkok, but in Sunee's case it was probably true. "I hope you had fun."




    "I did," she smiled back. "What did you ask the lady?" She nodded toward the girl who had served his beer.




    "I asked if she had seen a woman with a suitcase."




    "Jing-jing?” Really? “She thought you wanted to pay her bar fine."




    "Only if she has a suitcase and her name is Jarapan," he grinned at his own private joke. "Just tell her that I think she is very beautiful, but I have a lady already."




    "Khun Mike, you have lady already? What name she?"




    He took a deep breath. "It's a lie, Sunee," he sighed. "I want you to tell her a lie so I don't hurt her feelings."




    "Oh, I understand." She turned and spoke to the girl. The girl blushed and smiled.




    "What about a girl with a suitcase? She would have been looking for Rattana."




    "That is she," Sunee waved her hand casually at the girl sitting at a table away from the bar.




    It was the same girl Mike had noticed when he first arrived. He allowed himself a longer look. He had seen her somewhere before but she was no one he knew. He turned back to Sunee.




    "I promised Rattana that I would meet the girl and buy her a hotel room for tonight. She doesn't know anything about this. If she doesn't speak English, I might have a hard time explaining everything to her. I might scare her or something. Can you talk to her and tell her who I am?"




    "Sometimes I worry about you," Sunee frowned. "You must be careful with Thai ladies you don't know. But I will talk. You stay here and be a good boy. Okay?"




    "Khop khun mak, khrap," he smiled. "Wave to me when I should come to the table."




    "First you buy me drink. Then I go talk."




    "Okay, but you can drink it at the lady's table. I'll buy one for the lady, too."




    Sunee hurried off and sat across the table from the girl.




    Mike sipped at his beer while keeping the two women in the edge of his vision. He waited for Sunee to motion him to the table, but the two women were in heavy conversation as if they were old friends. From time to time Sunee would glance in his direction and smile. He wondered what she was up to.




    After five minutes had passed he decided he should find out what was going on. He picked up his beer and walked to the table.




    "May I join you?"




    "Of course." Sunee slid to the far side of the bench seat.




    Mike sat down. "I thought you forgot about me."




    Sunee pulled her face into a frown. "I not forget you, Khun Mike. You friend for me."




    "I mean about the girl." He looked across the table at Jarapan. She was staring toward the bar. Her head was turned just so, and he saw her face in profile. She was actually quite attractive. Her clothes rang of corporate uniform, no doubt from a past job.




    "She is from Khon Kaen, same as me. I not know her, but I know her uncle. We talked about Rattana, and that someone would come for her. I not talk about you, except to say you friend for me."




    "Does she speak English?"




    "I not know."




    "I can speak some English," the girl said. She looked at Sunee and then at Mike. "My name is Jarapan. I am pleased to meet you."




    Mike and Sunee both stared, disbelief on their faces. Neither spoke.




    "I'm sorry if my English is wrong. "Did I say something not polite?"




    Mike spoke first, "No, your English is almost perfect. Have you lived in America or England before?"




    Jarapan smiled. "I have never lived outside of Khon Kaen. I learned English in school, and from movies and television. I have practiced too much. Thank you for saying I speak good English."




    "Did you understand what Sunee and I said before?"




    "Yes, I understand. My friend Rattana cannot meet me, but someone will come. You are Sunee's friend?"




    "I forgot to tell you; this is the person who will meet you," Sunee said.




    Jarapan's smile remained in place but the rest of her face was etched with alarm. She looked at Sunee and spoke rapidly in Thai, "Why didn't you tell me right away that a farang was meeting me?"




    "Khun Mike was afraid you would run away. He told me to talk to you."
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