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    The Middle-Aged Divorcee




    I am fifty-two years old, and I have never had a teaching job. The rows of brown faces look at me curiously as I prepare to introduce myself. Last night’s whisky is sitting uneasily in my stomach. The fans that buzz around me can do nothing to stem the torrents of sweat that seep out of my pores. I lick my lips nervously, staring at the Thai ten year-olds as they stare back at me. There aren’t too many times in your life when you think you’ve made a serious, serious error of judgement. Maybe it happens once or twice every ten years. I am now experiencing one such moment and am fully aware of it.


  




  

    The Relentlessly Positive Thinker




    My alarm clock awakens me at half past five in the morning. I leap out of bed and look out of the window. It is another beautiful day. I put on my tee shirt, shorts and running shoes, and start out on my daily run. As usual, I go through the rice fields, waving to and greeting the farmers and labourers who are already hard at work. These people are so friendly and genuine. Living in rural Chiang Rai in northern Thailand is such a great opportunity to meet the real Thais. I feel so lucky to be here, free, and running on such a beautiful day in such beautiful surroundings. The mountains provide a spectacular backdrop to my run. A perfect way to start the day, every day.




    Teaching in the States was excellent, and I adored my students, but before getting old I fancied a change. We have so much to learn from other cultures, and it gives me a real thrill to give something back to Thailand. In Colorado, I had the feeling that I was stagnating a little and, after I split with Geoff, my friends advised me to make a fresh start. It was hard for me to be single again after five years with Geoff, but all my friends from the church and my truly amazing family gave me so much support and backed me one hundred percent in coming to this wonderful oriental country.




    On the way back to my apartment, I stop off at the grocery store to buy some tofu and a bottle of water. The storekeeper greets me warmly and gives me a little more than I requested. The locals have all been so kind to me since I arrived. Back home, after I’ve showered, I pour myself a bowl of All Bran and chop up a banana to mix in with it. I splash on some low fat milk and eat while reading the newspaper. As usual, the news is awful. The contrast with my own life is stark as I read about conflicts, terrorism and disasters. It’s a terrible world that we live in. I try to do my bit to make things better, but I never feel that it’s enough. After my cereal, I have some toast and orange juice while I watch the television. The news is depressingly about problems in the Middle East, and it’s heartbreaking to see people killing and being killed over their religions.




    I go and make myself a tuna and pasta salad for lunch and swallow a Prozac. The doctor said that I wouldn’t be on them for too long. I don’t feel that I still need them, but it’s best to follow the doctor’s advice. He just reckoned that the trauma of my split with Geoff combined with the stress of starting a new life might make me fragile for a while. I don’t feel at all vulnerable, but I’ll finish the latest prescription and see what happens.




    I pack my bags with today’s teaching materials and my lunch and get on my bicycle. On my way to school I pass some students who shout ‘Good morning’ to me. In the interests of international exchange, I yell back, ‘Sawadee ka’. The Thais really appreciate it when you make an effort in their language.




    It’s eight o’clock when I arrive at school. The first lesson doesn’t start until nine o’clock, but I want to discuss today’s team teaching with Ajarn Paiboon, a great teacher. I greet my colleagues with a ‘Sawadee ka’ and a smile, and this greeting is reciprocated by all but the shiest teachers.




    Back in Colorado, there didn’t seem to be the same sense of camaraderie among the teachers. Sure, we were all pulling in the same direction and aiming at the same goals, but here, we work as a team, and this is something the States could learn from. Geoff was always extolling the virtues of team building in his job as a human resources manager, and it’s something which has rubbed off on me, I guess. If he could see me now… He always seemed to think I was a bit weaker and less decisive than him. Well, look at me now, striking out on my own in a foreign land. That’s not what weak people do, is it?




    Working at St. Maximillion’s School has been an awesome experience so far. Although it was founded by Catholic brothers, most of the students are Buddhist, which is fine. I mean, I’m an Anglican, so there you already have three different religions working together harmoniously. That rocks. I’m not sure if we have any Muslim students or not, but, hey, we would welcome them with open arms too, despite the obvious differences we have.




    We do things a little differently at this school in terms of the teaching style. One of the Catholic brothers came up with an extremely innovative way of teaching that he had come across at a teaching conference in Japan. He suggested that all English language classes be team taught by a Thai teacher and a native English teacher. This, he explained, would give the students the best of both worlds. Pronunciation and conversation skills could be taught by the native speaker, and more difficult things, like grammar and discourse analysis, could be taught by the Thai teacher. It was a great idea and it works really well. The students have come on in leaps and bounds since I started working here.




    Ajarn Paiboon and I sit at our desks with a cup of coffee and talk about what we’ll do with our third years this morning. We agree on a fun activity and some informal conversation. Ajarn Paiboon has some really great teaching ideas and speaks great English. It’s an honour to be his colleague and friend. We chat for a while about our recent activities and agree that we must go hiking together soon. I look forward to it. We always have so much to talk about when we get together. For now, though, it’s work, and we take team teaching very seriously. I hear a lot about TEFL teachers in Thailand who seem to think that it’s a holiday with a wage that keeps them in beer and women, which disappoints me, but that’s up to them. I know that I’m earning my keep.




    Hell, I really can’t stand those repulsive, overweight, old western men who come to this wonderful country and exploit the beautiful but vulnerable young women. It makes me gag to see them together, and I really feel like kicking the man’s ass, and taking the woman home and looking after her. Unfortunately, things are more complicated than that, so you have to keep your feelings on this kind of thing in check. It is my sincere hope that such relationships will no longer be necessary at some point in my lifetime.




    Ajarn Chutima comes to my desk and asks me what I have for today’s lunch. I show her my tuna and pasta salad and she says, ‘dii maak’. That means that she thinks it’s great. I explain to her that it’s really quite easy to make and offer her the recipe. She seems really pleased to learn it. Ajarn Chutima is such a nice woman, and she’s always made an effort with me from the moment I began teaching here. Even when I spoke no Thai, she showed such patience and I really appreciate her kindness.




    When you think about it, teaching at home becomes so unchallenging after a few years. You need experiences like this to remind you that you should push yourself instead of living in a self-imposed comfort zone. Not everyone agrees with me on this, but everyone supports me in what I’m trying to do. I want my professional life to be enriched and inspired constantly. Working in Thailand with some great teachers allows me this opportunity.




    At the morning meeting we learn of two more students who were caught smoking at the Seven Eleven. It’s so disappointing that they have nothing to do but get up to no good. We have to try and understand them, though, and get in touch with their feelings. Only through such communication can we hope to have them appreciate their failings and act on them. I chat with Ajarn Pornchai about it, and I think he agrees with me, though perhaps he does not fully understand what I am trying to say. I work hard at my Thai, but it is still far from perfect, unfortunately. It is really important to show that you are making an effort at the language in order to integrate and gain respect. I hope that it is something that I have done successfully.




    In class, the students’ eyes light up when I walk in. They are so cute, and it gives me such a feeling of warmth to see their smiles. We talk about their hobbies and play Pictionary. It is great fun. Some of the boys at the back were sleeping, but it is important to understand the reasons for this. Many of them travel long distances to get to school and work outside of study hours. It is natural that they get very tired. After class, Ajarn Paiboon and I discuss the merits of the lesson and ways to make it better. We agree that it went well, but that the questioning went on a little long and that some of the students got a little restless. No problem in resolving that. It is really important for me to keep improving my teaching methods, and I will never rest on my laurels. You are only as good as your last lesson.




    I have an hour of free time so I go to a domestic science class and join the students in learning how to make spring rolls. It is great to see them outside the confines of the English class and such fun to take in one of their classes with them. We are just like buddies rather than students and teacher. When the spring rolls are ready, we exchange each others, and they are delicious. Thank you Ajarn Maleeya for teaching me how to make such a lovely dish. It may not be the healthiest thing in the world, but eating it once in a while shouldn’t upset my diet unduly.




    I’m not over concerned about my waistline or anything, but it is hyper important to look good, and this is the key to feeling good. Geoff sometimes teased me about having a little spare flesh around the belly, but I showed him that I could dedicate myself to a strict regime of exercise and healthy eating. I guess it was another way in which I showed that I could stand on my own two feet. I will never be in danger of being anorexic or anything like that, but I sure don’t want to get fat.




    In the third period, I discuss the team teaching plan for the fourth period with Ajarn Wannaporn. She is a young teacher and is still getting used to the students, but I think she will be great at her job once she has a bit of experience behind her. She asks me if I have any ideas. Of course I do. I have many. We decide to do something fun and to enjoy English with the class. I teach them how to order food at a restaurant and then we play bingo, which is just great. About ten boys are talking, sleeping and walking in and out of the classroom, but they are just a little tired or restless as they have been in class all morning, and it is a little hot outside. After class, Ajarn Wannaporn goes to the toilet, and I do not get a chance to talk to her about the lesson. Some of the boys in that class are a little mean to her, but that is just their age. I hope they will mature and treat her better in the near future.




    Teaching back in the States, I never stood for students showing me a lack of respect. Hell, any kid who stepped out of line was immediately given a ticket to the principal’s office, and that was something only the craziest ass wanted. We were lucky to have such a strong principal to back up the staff. In some schools, the principal does not want to be a part of the discipline procedure, but ours was always happy to scare the living wits out of those who threatened harmony in the classroom. Here in Thailand there is not the same emphasis on discipline, but that is only because they offer the kids the chance to make their own decisions. They are responsible for their own behaviour and still they manage to be great on most occasions. There is much less violence as well, and that shows that something is working with the way they educate their young boys and girls.




    At lunchtime, Ajarn Chutima and I talk about the flora and fauna of the surrounding countryside and how pretty they are. I eat my tuna and pasta salad and my dear colleague kindly offers me some somtam, which is a spicy papaya salad. She says that we must make somtam together some time. I agree and look forward to it.




    I have fifth period free and discuss the team teaching plan for the sixth period with Ajarn Paiboon. We agree on the same procedure as the first class with a few adjustments in timing. He’s such a great man to teach with because we can be completely straight with each other concerning a lesson’s strengths and failings. He is very popular with the students too, and this is a great help in our relationship with the class. When students like the teacher, they will work for him or her.




    Sixth period with the third years goes really well. A couple of students are a bit naughty and keep shouting out obscenities in English, and about five boys sleep, but it is last period and perfect behaviour cannot be expected. We should not forget the fact that kids will be kids. This applies in any country in the world. After class, we conclude that it was fun despite the attempts of the few to disrupt.




    After all classes have finished I get ready to present English club. Today, we are going to watch the first half of ‘Sleepless in Seattle’ and talk about it. Only two girls come, so I guess the others are all busy with sport and study. It is great to be able to talk to the students in this environment and to see their passion for learning English. It gives me such pleasure to feel that I have been responsible, in some way, for that passion.




    At the end of English club, I go to the staff room and drink coffee with Ajarn Paiboon. I want to speak to Ajarn Wannaporn about tomorrow’s team teaching, but I am told that she went home early, feeling sick. Oh well, there will be plenty of time tomorrow. At five o’clock, it is time to leave as I have a Thai dancing class in the evening. I say goodbye to everyone and they thank me for my hard work. On the way home I pick up some fish at the local store and get a little more than I asked for. I prepare some rice and tofu at home to eat with the fish. It is very healthy.




    Thai dancing class is great as there are so many interesting and kind old ladies. I have become friends with the teacher too as she is about my age. I never really had the chance to do this sort of thing for my own pleasure when I was with Geoff. We always seemed to hang out together and though sometimes it was fun, it would have been nice to do my own thing every now and then.




    After class we go to a café and drink fruit shakes. She’s such an interesting person. It’s about half-past nine when I get home and get ready for bed. It’s actually a little later than I would like as it does not allow me the full eight hours sleep that I like to get, but that is no big deal. I brush my teeth, swallow a Prozac and a sleeping pill, and I sleep…


  




  

    The Unqualified Teacher




    The alarm goes off at seven o’clock. Don’t really know what I’m getting myself into today, but I fucking love it in Thailand. Cheap booze, cheap birds, and you can live like a fucking king on 40,000 baht a month, which is the equivalent of about 650 quid. My mates at home think I’m taking the piss when I tell them that I can have a good meal, get shit faced, and spend the night banging a fit bird for less than 20 quid. Fucking love this place. Fucking paradise.




    Step into the shower for a quick wash, then have my first shave in a few days. Should make an effort on the first day, I suppose, and, who knows, there may be some tidy birds among the other teachers. Have a quick cup of coffee and a bit of toast before slipping on my shirt and tie. I do hope that they’ll relax the shirt and tie thing soon because I fucking hate wearing ties. My neck comes out in the worst fucking rash, especially in this heat. Not the only kind of rash you can get in Thailand, of course.




    Going down the stairs of the apartment building, I pass that classy bird who lives upstairs. She’s wearing a sexy black number today and gives me her usual smile. I’d fucking love to get into her panties one of these days. Once my Thai’s a bit better, I’ll be chatting her up and giving her the old English charm. English sausage, Madam? Any fucking time. I give it three months before she’s sleeping in my bed, making my breakfast and washing my dirty underwear.




    Would never have seen myself as a teacher when I was at school, and here I am on my way. Right little cunt, I was at school. Always winding up and taking the piss out of teachers, getting into fights and skipping classes. Suppose I’ll have to be on the other side now, but I get the impression that teaching these Thai kids is a piece of piss. A few of my mates do it, and they say that you just have to play games with them and they’re happy as Larry. Suits me fine.




    The old Khao San Road TEFL certificate did the job at the interview, and so did my Khao San Road BA in English Literature from Manchester University. Wasn’t cut out for university when I was at school. Left with just a few standard grades and got a job in Safeway. Worked my way up to be a supervisor in the grocery department but wasn’t going to get any further without licking arse big time, and that’s not my style. Don’t need to do any arse licking at AEIOU, I hope. If they want me to do any of that shit, I’ll be straight out the door and off to the nearest language school. There’s fucking thousands of jobs here for English teachers. Any cunt with half a brain can make a bit of dosh out of it. You don’t need a fucking degree, you just need to speak English and look the part.




    After leaving the apartment building, I head for the sky train station. I fucking hate the way the Thais all crowd the doors when a train comes in. It might be busy, but we’re all going to get on, and we’re all going to have to stand. They just don’t get it. I fucking hate the fact that you’re expected to get up and let little kids sit down. Where I come from, it’s the opposite. If you’re big enough to walk, you’re big enough to stand. No way would an adult get up to let an eight year-old take a seat.




    Some Thais are so fucking rude as well, always jumping queues and pushing in front of people. At the Seven Eleven, people buying cigarettes think they’ve got the right to go to the head of the queue for some reason. That would get you a good kicking in England. Don’t know why they call it the fucking land of smiles sometimes. I don’t see eye to eye with many of the cunts.




    Just have to go three stops to get to Siam, and from there it’s a short walk to my school. I go in and wink at the receptionist. She’s cute, but I wouldn’t give her one. Bit too chubby for my liking. Big Barry, the boss, greets me in the office with a handshake and a pat on the shoulder. He seems like a good bloke, and he looks like he likes his beer.




    “Ready to be fed to the lions then, Keith?”




    “Oh yeah, let me at them.”




    “You’ve got Level 3 this morning. Most of them are about eight or nine years old. You’ve got a lesson plan done for you for your first few lessons, but you’ve got to do your own from next week.”




    Fucking lesson plans? What’s the point? What I’m going to teach is all in my head, isn’t it? Don’t need a fucking piece of paper.




    Kids come into class, and I tell them to sit down and shut up. You’ve got to be hard on the little cunts from the start. Let them know who’s boss. Some of them look at me warily. Quite right too. Can’t be too familiar, and I can be a right prick when someone winds me up. People say that I’m of those blokes that you want to be on the right side of. Get on the wrong side of me, and I can make your life shit. Don’t care how young these brats are. The same rules will apply.




    I call the register, and a couple of kids start laughing.




    “What you laughing at?”




    No one answers, and they keep laughing.




    “What you fucking laughing at, you little cunts?”




    More join in and start laughing. I feel the anger rising. I’m going to fucking explode in a minute.




    “EVERYONE SHUT THE FUCK UP!”




    That did the trick. Not so smart now.




    “Right, open the book at page 5 and start doing the exercises.”




    No one is opening the book.




    “I said, open the fucking book.”




    What the fuck is wrong with these kids?




    “OPEN THE FUCKING BOOK FOR FUCK’S SAKE, YOU STUPID LITTLE CUNTS!”




    One of the girls goes and starts crying now. Jesus fucking Christ, what is the problem with this lot?




    “What’s wrong?”




    She keeps sniffing.




    “Look, just sit and do whatever the fuck you want. What the fuck do I care? I’m being paid anyway.”




    I let the buggers sit in silence for about ten minutes and then play hangman for the next forty. They seem to have some fun, and maybe some of them have forgotten about the start of the lesson. You’d think they’d understand simple instructions, and what’s with all that laughing? I got belted for that when I was in primary school. Should have that fucking option here. Don’t care what anyone says about violence being the wrong way to deal with problems. Sometimes it’s the only way. We didn’t want to get belted at primary school because it hurt like hell. When they banned it, we was all laughing. Teachers started making us do lines and extra homework as punishment, but no one gave a toss. Banning the belt was the worst thing that could have happened to the teachers at that school. We got really out of control after that.




    The kids go for a ten minute break, and I go outside for a smoke. I’m joined by Tracy, a fat Canadian bird with huge jugs. She tells me she fucking hates Thailand and this job but has to put up with it while her husband works here in business for a couple of years. I’m not really interested in talking to negative people like this, especially when they happen to be ugly, married females.




    “So what do you think of Thailand?”




    “I fucking love it. Live like a king here. Feel like a rich man. Anyway, got to get back to class. Don’t want to be late, this being my first day and all that.”




    “Well, I’m going to have another cigarette. I stopped caring about timekeeping a couple of weeks after I started. No one cares. You’ll learn.”




    I leave the fat bitch and her moaning and go back to class. Hardly any kids are there. They must all be pissing about in the corridor or in the toilets. I go out and round them up, then give them a bollocking for being late. They’re all quiet again. I give them some paper and tell them to write me a story about their weekend and draw some pictures. No one seems to understand what I want them to do again. This is really getting on my tits. I take a pen and write a few examples on the board, like ‘I played football and I ate pizza.’




    One person seems to get it and translates for the rest of them. They start nodding their heads like they’ve finally understood and I breathe deeply. I thought I was going to lose it again for a minute there. I just let them get on with that for the rest of the class, walk around a bit, and give some ticks with my red pen. Most of them don’t get much done, but that’s no big deal. A quiet class is a good class.
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