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    PROLOGUE




    “Are you all here?” he asked in a calm, quiet tone that nonetheless spoke of one used to being in command and control of any given situation life might hold for him.




    Some of the girls just nodded but most of them said yes. Some of them answered with sarcasm, some with respect, some with fear, all with Isaan accents from Thailand’s northeast region. The accent was as it should be.




    All five girls were there, as they should be.




    He’d known this in advance, of course he had—he’d arranged for it to happen. This was simply his way of seeing what kind of reaction he’d get from them the first time they were together in the same room where all five would be awake and aware of the others at the same time.




    It was all part of his great experiment, a project he’d been putting together for some time with US dollars, British pounds and Euros at whatever the conversion rate was for the Thai baht.




    “Are you all ready for your very important jobs?” He asked this with the same voice tone but now one could also hear his eager anticipation to get this experiment into the first stage where he would no longer have complete control over the situation.




    More agreement came from the girls.




    One reached into her brand new purse for a pack of Marlboro Lights and shook a cigarette out, tapping it, lighting it and inhaling with bored, practiced ease. This was interesting, as she’d never smoked a cigarette before in her entire life.




    He took note of this event, smiling at the irony of it.




    “Please go back to your rooms. I’ll call you back here one at a time to explain what it is I want of you next. Can you lovely girls do that for me?”




    Of course, they could—and did.




    What each girl was called back for into the dim room where little could be perceived (as he’d intended all along) was to be told where she was going to go next, more or less what she was going to do next and what her name would be.




    The first girl heard all this and nodded when he told her she would be Lek-1.




    “Now please remember—, my sweet, that you will always be Lek—along with the full Thai first and last name on your national ID card as well as your Thai passport—but to no one but me—or my few associates—will you ever tell anyone you are ‘Lek-1’. Kowjai mai?”




    “I understand,” the girl answered, going for another cigarette. She carried a little sarcasm but not too much.




    He had no problem with her smoking; it was an expected habit he’d suspected most if not all of the five pooying would get. When he considered their original background, this certainly wasn’t a surprise to him.




    “Then you may be on your way, Lek-1. Please gather all your belongings from your room and then head off to your destination, okay mai?”




    “Of course,” she replied, leaving.




    By the time he was finished, all five girls knew their numbers. All were named Lek. As it should be.




    He laughed heartily as the last girl left a little over an hour later, inhaling on a quality Havana cigar. So far, all was going as well as he’d hoped it would on a project of such ramifications.




    As it should be.


  




  

    CHAPTER 1




    A few hours later, Lek-1 casually got out of a tuk-tuk, paying the fellow Isaan driver what he’d asked for in baht that she’d been given before leaving the building ahead of Lek-2—6.




    The twenty-something driver of the three-wheeled taxi laughed with her, checking out her curvaceous ass as she left him on Soi 23 to stroll with casual nonchalance into Soi Cowboy. He’d had a feeling she was a working girl when he’d seen her waving him down for a ride further up on Sukhumvit. She just had that look about her. He wouldn’t have minded taking her for a fuck—and maybe even a decent blowjob—but most ‘ying coming to Cowboy either didn’t go with Thai men or else they already had a boyfriend who they’d disguise as a “brother” to typically ignorant farang men who never seemed to learn shit about the real Thailand.




    Sighing, the driver slipped the baht into his wallet, trying to get another customer at the Soi 23 entrance to the red light district but seeing as it was about 2:30 in the afternoon, there wasn’t much hope in that. The only people here were employees, bar owners and those who worked the alleyway of go-go bars as food vendors, flower sellers or touts looking to nail shitfaced farang who were too khee-mao to have a clue what they were doing. Another sigh and the tuk-tuk driver moved on. In Bangkok, sooner or later, there was always someone looking for a ride.




    Lek-1 strolled up the small lane, projecting an expression of boredom and that of a girl who knew these kinds of places as well as any other bargirl. Considering that Lek-1 had never been here—or any other red light district—before, made her act that much more impressive.




    She nodded at some girls, said hello to others but mostly she kept her trap shut with her eyes fixed on something that was far beyond anything else she was supposedly looking at. This got her up Soi Cowboy with few interruptions—as he’d wanted.




    Not far from Country Road, the last bar on the right side of the soi before one ended up on Soi 21—Asoke Rd—Lek-1 found that which she’d been instructed to find.




    It was a little go-go bar next to Tilac Bar.




    Unlike the long-term Tilac Bar, Drunk Crossover wasn’t a bar that had been in business on the Cowboy too long but for whatever reason, it also didn’t radiate the fresh feeling one often got when seeing a brand new bar.




    Drunk Crossover had been opened up about one year earlier but since then, its appearance had gone downhill faster than an ice cream cone dropped on Sukhumvit at high noon. Two flower boxes held dead plants plus some obnoxiously obvious fake flowers. The bar’s glass was months away from being properly clean. One tube was cracked and never worked right once sunset hit the strip with neon lighting taking over. There were cigarette packs, butts, dead lighters and beer bottle caps scattered amidst the pair of tables and chairs outside the entrance. The last “attraction” of this dump was a mound of puke covering a condom packet. No one had bothered to clean up any of this mess even though it was now well over twelve hours since Drunk Crossover had closed its doors for another less-than-successful evening of business.




    Despite all of this, Lek-1 knew this was where she had to go.




    It had all been explained to her before she’d been taken out of Ban Yai—Big House. She knew she had no choice in the matter but even as she pushed open the door and walked into a bar with no interior lights on, the smell of a Thai cigarette and Britney Spears wailing away in a language Lek-1 couldn’t speak too well, Lek-1 could already feel the rebellion coming to life in her unique blood.




    This was as he’d intended.




    “Does a bar with no lights on usually entice you to just stroll in and then stare at everything in sight without saying a goddamn word?” asked a raspy female voice from somewhere in the back of Drunk Crossover. The accent was Isaan, as it normally would be in a place like Soi Cowboy, but to Lek-1, the voice didn’t sound like it came from Roi Et, her home.




    “Is somebody in here?” Lek-1 asked, feeling like a complete idiot even as the stupid question came out of her mouth.




    “Yeah, tilac, a fucking ghost,” the hoarse voice snapped back. A couple seconds later, a middle-aged mama-san who looked to have been in the business since the 19th Century came from the back of the otherwise deserted bar, her eyes squinting at Lek-1.




    “Sawadee ka,” Lek-1 greeted her politely but didn’t bother with the two-handed gesture of respect called a wai.




    “Sawadee ka to you, too, girlie.” The mama-san took a drag on her Krung Thep, carelessly tapping ash onto the floor. “Can I help you?” she asked in a manner that let both of them know that she understood exactly what Lek-1 was here for.




    “Maybe you can,” Lek-1 replied with her own tone that would never have gone down too well in upper class Thai society. “Are you hiring any new bargirls?”




    The mama-san shrugged. “Maybe. Either way, even if I decide to hire you, it’s our farang big boss that has to make the final call. He’s kind of funny that way. Still, let me check you out.”




    Going behind the horseshoe-shaped bar, she put on some of the bright lights that lit up the poles where the bargirls danced at night. To Lek-1, the mama-san looked even worse in the light but that wasn’t important to her now. The mama-san’s opinion was.




    “Hmm. Well, I’ve gotta admit, you are a pretty one. Where are you from?”




    “The Isaan.”




    “No shit, chowying. Where in the Isaan? Almost all of us on Soi Cowboy are from the Isaan.”




    “Roi Et.” Which, to a degree, was true.




    “‘LA Girl’, huh?” This was a joke amidst the locals because people often mispronounced Roi Et as Loi Et so the pun became “LA”.




    “When did you get into Krung Thep, kid?” Krung Thep is what the Thai people prefer to call the capital instead of “Bangkok”. Even as she asked this question, the mama-san had a feeling “Miss LA” had been in the trade a while. She had that walk and lack of fear that you’d never find on some ‘ying fresh off the bus from the rice paddies of the poor northeast.




    “A little while ago. A good friend of mine told me this would be a good place for me to come for a job.”




    “Do you mean Soi Cowboy or Drunk Crossover?” The way the mama-san said it announced that if it was the latter, either Lek-1 was screwing with her or Lek-1’s friend who’d recommended Drunk Crossover was a complete blithering moron.




    “She said both.” Lek-1 kept her voice mellow.




    Mama-san raised a decidedly unattractive eyebrow. “Really? What’s her name, honey?”




    “Noi.”




    The other woman took almost a minute to stop guffawing. “Well, that really narrows it down, eh? ‘Noi’? Damn, ‘ying, nearly every other girl here is named Noi. It’s as original as your name probably will be, right? And you’re called—?”




    “Lek.” She knew much better than to say “Lek-1”. The number was private business that only she needed to know about.




    “See, I told you.” The mama-san finished her smoke and crushed it out against the bar before dropping it without a worry onto the already less-than-pristine floor. She leaned closer to Lek-1. “And is she still working here? Sorry, Lek, but we have uhm, let me think about this, four, maybe five Nois working here, kowjai mai?”




    Lek-1 shrugged. “I think she went off with a farang to the UK but she wasn’t sure if it’d happen or not the last time I spoke with her on the phone. She was waiting on a visa.”




    Mama-san sighed again. “Not easy to get a visa for the UK. It’s as bad as the US.” She got even closer to Lek-1. “Look, kiddo, I probably shouldn’t even say this but who are we kidding here, huh?”




    Lek-1 stiffened at this. “What do you mean by that?”




    “Come on, get real. This isn’t much of a bar, I think you can see it for yourself, can’t you?”




    Lek-1 had no answer for this.




    Mama-san went on. “Look, nongsao, even if you do have a friend named Noi here, I think you should give this place a miss. It sucks and no, I’m not referring to what some of our ‘ying will do with the farang.”




    Now Lek-1 was confused. This commentary made no sense at all. “Why are you saying that? You are the mama-san here, chai, mai?”




    “Sad but true.”




    “Then why are you shitting all over this place to keep me out? If you’ve got too many girls or business is off or something like that, then tell me.”




    “No, we don’t have too many girls, Lek. Still, you are right about business not being so good. This is one of the worst-run bars on Soi Cowboy, nairnorn. The Long Gun, right across the soi from us, makes more in one night than we make in over two weeks.”




    “Why are you telling me this?” Lek-1’s suspicions were running even higher.




    Mama-san shook out a new cigarette, offering the pack to Lek-1. “Want one?”




    “No, thanks. I’ve got my own.”




    Both women lit up and inhaled.




    Lek-1 waited to see what Mama-san’s answer might be. Despite everything she’d been told at Ban Yai, this kind of reception was about the last thing she’d expected to find in Drunk Crossover.




    “I’m telling you this, Lek, because frankly, I think you can do a lot better than this dump. A shitload better.” Mama-san held up a defensive hand. “I just met you and I’m seeing a very beautiful girl in a city crawling with them. No, don’t snap back—I’m not going to go into that tired old ‘You’re the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen in Thailand so why are you wasting your life here?’ cliché. Uh-uh. You are attractive, you’re not new to the trade and you don’t cower in dread. Sure, I have seen prettier girls but the big plus for you is that you strike me as being as tough as any of them that I’ve met and as you can see, I have been in this business a long time. Too goddamn long…” Her last words were a harsh whisper.




    “And you think I shouldn’t be looking for work here, huh?” Of all the things he had mentioned at Ban Yai, this wasn’t one of them.




    Mama-san almost touched her, saw the look in her eyes and gave it a pass. “If this is what you’re going to do with your life, why not go for something that will take better care of you, little one?”




    “Maybe it’s because I like a challenge,” Lek-1 answered. This sentence carried no hostility within it. As bizarre an idea as it was to her, it was one which Lek-1 suddenly found herself fancying. She’d been instructed to come to Drunk Crossover but now within her heart, she wanted to be here and moreover, to succeed at Drunk Crossover. Deep in her heart, she somehow knew she would.




    “That’s something you’ll definitely get here,” Mama-san admitted.




    “Why? What is it with this bar that feels like suicide? Why aren’t you making a decent profit? And why does this place look so shitty anyway? We are Thai and Thai people do like cleanliness, chai mai?”




    “Have a seat, Lek, and I’ll tell you if you really want to hear it.”




    Lek-1 did so, sitting at one of the barstools.




    Seeing this, Mama-san nodded before heading to where the DJ booth was and silencing Britney. This move pleased both of them. With the Top 40 crap banished for the moment, Mama-san returned to sit on the barstool next to Lek-1’s.




    “This bar’s been through a lot of names before it became Drunk Crossover and it’s been through a lot of owners before it got one Alan Snyder to become the most recent farang owner.” Mama-san’s face twisted with displeasure as she said the Western name that probably few bargirls could even pronounce right. “Khun Alan bought it almost a year ago. He’s from Brisbane, Australia and I personally think he’s the worst bar owner I’ve ever met or dealt with in all my years here on Cowboy.”




    Lek-1 had to admit that that was quite a telling statement in an environment such as this. “Why?”




    “Oh, it’s just one thing after another. He got here, fell in love with one of the girls—she’s long since left to go live with a farang in Holland—and it’s just gotten worse. He spoke no Thai when he got here and he’s nearly as bad now. He seems to understand almost nothing about Thailand or the culture here. He pays more for things than most farang here, he has one of the highest ‘tea money’ payments on monthly terms to the police, the ‘ying scam him all the time and he simply doesn’t seem to have a fucking clue about how things are done here in Krung Thep.”




    “What is he? Stupid?” Lek-1 didn’t mean that in an insulting way but from what Mama-san had just told her, this Alan Snyder didn’t strike her as the brightest person she had ever heard of.




    “No, Lek, it’s not that,” Mama-san tittered cynically. “Oh, at times his common sense is nonexistent but it’s something even worse than that. Something you see over here all the time with farang; I’m sure you’ve seen it before yourself. It’s called romance.”




    “Excuse me?”




    “Yeah, I know you’re thinking about what I just told you about him falling in love with a bargirl here about ninety minutes after getting off the fucking 747 at Don Muang but that’s not all of it. That’s not even the goddamn beginning. You see, Khun Alan is one of those kinds of farang that have this pathetic dream of coming to the ‘Mysterious and Steamy Orient’, falling in love with a gorgeous virgin and becoming a successful expatriate here within the kingdom. It’s not a bad idea but most farang screw it up by doing the same stupid thing every-goddamn-time.”




    “And that is?”




    “Well, he got onto Sukhumvit, stumbled in here, got khee-mao on Beer Chang and fell in love with a bargirl.”




    “That does often happen here. So?”




    “Even once their ‘relationship’ turned to complete bullshit, he still had that foolish expat’s dream—he wanted to own a go-go bar in Krung Thep. Most farang go through it at one stage or another, believing it’ll be heaven where they’ll have all the Thai pussy they want, they can drink themselves into oblivion every night and owning a bar will take care of them for the rest of their lives as expats here in Krung Thep. Khun Alan got over his relationship but was determined to live ‘The Big Farang Dream’ so he spoke with this bar’s previous owner and after buying that individual waaaaaaaay too much Johnny Walker Red, the bar was sold to Khun Alan for about twelve million baht.”




    “Twelve million? For a place like this?”




    “Pretty stupid, wasn’t it?” Mama-san shook her head in contempt. “It made everyone here on the soi laugh their fucking heads off, I’ll tell you that much. And yes, he really did pay it all up front. I guess he had to sell his house and property in Brisbane to make it happen but he did and now here he is.”




    “Okay, he made a bad financial choice but still, from the way you talk about him—”




    “C’mon, tilac, look at this place,” Mama-san interrupted. “You saw what a dump it looked like when you came up to it, right?”




    “Sure, but—”




    “And frankly, I’m amazed you even bothered to come in here looking for work but what you’ve seen is only the beginning.”




    “How so?”




    “Khun Alan is probably one of the worst bar owners I’ve ever met. Sure, he tries to fuck every ‘ying that comes in here—be careful, he’ll go after you if you still want to work in a shithole like this one—and that’s normal for a farang with a go-go bar but the list just goes on and on. He gets screwed on liquor costs; he gets screwed on items like toilet paper, paper towels, coozies, ashtrays. He gets cheated on soda and fruit juice. He gets probably the most questionable ice on the soi and guess what that leads to? Why, dozens of customers shitting their brains out and only returning to piss and moan before leaving this bar permanently.




    “The two DJ guys we have con him on equipment costs and CDs. He’s also lost a lot of money on nights I wasn’t taking care of the accounting. He generally screws up his visa runs or has some kind of ‘misadventure’ going to a place like Poipet, up on the Cambodian border, he’s late in paying electric bills—hell, kid, it just goes on.”




    Mama-san sighed in a way that would never get her an Oscar in Hollywood. “And then there’s the last problem—maybe it’s his biggest problem and the reason this bar’s a disaster.” She looked Lek-1 dead in the eye. “Khun Alan has got to be the most hopelessly alcoholic farang bar owner I’ve ever known. I honestly think the only time he isn’t khee-mao is when he’s passed out in bed.”




    This made Lek-1’s defenses come to life again. “Does he beat the girls?”




    Mama-san let go a sad laugh. “He gets pushy with getting girls to give him free sex when he feels like it but no, he’s not much into it. I’ve seen worse than him for that kind of thing. Oh, if he’s Drunk Angry enough, he’ll yell his foolish farang head off at the girls but that’s usually about it.




    “On the other hand, he gets drunk and does get into fistfights with farang customers, touts, flower sellers, katoeys who are in here when he’s in ‘a bad mood’. Or he’ll puke all over the bar after one beer too many. Or he’ll pass out on the bar; he fell over two months ago and broke his nose, the idiot. Or he’ll rant and rave about politics—that’s usually good for ruining business here in the bar.”




    Lek-1 smoked her cigarette, considering the multiple pieces of bad news she’d just been told. It was getting more depressing every second but the more she heard, the more she wanted to stay here. The challenge was too tempting for her to leave. These feelings made no sense to her but there was nothing she could do to stop them. Nor did she truly want to.




    “Does Khun Alan live here, upstairs?”




    “He tried that for a while but no, now he has an apartment off Soi 22. It’s not far from Washington Square, unfortunately. He often likes to stop there for ‘a quick one’ before stumbling in.” Mama-san looked at her fake Cartier. “He could be here anytime from now till damn near midnight. Lord Buddha and the pii might know; mere humans like yours truly don’t.”




    There was silence in the hazy air again.




    “Look, Lek, why don’t you just finish your buri, grind it out in the ashtray—or dump it on the floor like most folks here do—and get out of here? You’re a pretty girl and you sound like you’ve got a brain so why not try for The Long Gun? If they won’t take you, I bet Tilac would. Shit, any other bar on Cowboy is better than this dive. I shouldn’t even bother telling you all this but I guess today’s just the kind of day where I don’t want to see yet another girl fucked over by too much bullshit.”




    “You know, piisao, I think you’re being legitimate with me and I appreciate that. Most mama-sans aren’t.”




    This brought out a half-hearted smile. “My name is Nit, not ‘older sister’ and sure as shit not ‘mama-san’.”




    “Fine, Nit it is. Kob khun mahk for being honest.” Lek-1 glanced around the bar. “You know what? I think this place has potential.”




    “What?”




    “I know, it’s not looking good now, but I think we can get this bar turned around. If I can’t and I’m wrong, mai pen rai. But the longer I sit in here, the more I want to give it a try. Hey, if it doesn’t work, then I’ll take you up on your advice and hit another bar. Still, I think we can fix this dump up…”




    “You might be a bit bababobo,” Nit commented.




    “Maybe I am crazy but let’s try it, luh?” Lek-1 didn’t know if it was what he wanted her to do but at that moment, she knew that staying here to make a go of it at Drunk Crossover was her game plan for the here and now.




    While they were thinking about this, the door slammed open and a tall farang came rushing inside, swearing as he waved his meaty fists.


  




  

    CHAPTER 2




    It wouldn’t have been her first choice but this was one of the better ways to get to Pattaya.




    Lek-2 sat in a seat on the bus that had left from Ekamai headed for the so-called “seaside resort” of Pattaya. In reality, almost anyone in the know understood that Pattaya wasn’t a seaside resort at all. The beaches were filthy, the water often reminiscent of an over polluted klong, touts constantly attacked individuals to buy their various items for sale and none of this was even close to why most people took the two-three hour ride from Bangkok to be here.




    That group, 99.9% men, most of whom were farang, came down to Pattaya to get a pretty Isaan girl from the countless bars scattered throughout town and screw their brains out after they themselves had gotten almost comatose drunk on various kinds of local and imported booze.




    Lek-2 knew about this—somewhat—but it didn’t matter to her in the long run. Before leaving Ban Yai, she knew she’d be leaving Bangkok to come here. That was as he required. So here she was.




    Everything still felt a bit funny to her, a bit odd, but she knew she’d get through it somehow. She had to. Oh, sure, she could walk away if she really wanted to—it wasn’t as though someone had forced her at gunpoint to do this, after all—but in spite of all that, she wanted to go to Pattaya and see what might happen next.




    Due to this—and Ban Yai, of course—she’d gotten a non-air con bus from Ekamai Station off Sukhumvit and now here she was, passing through Sri Racha, heading towards Pattaya.




    Lek-2 sat on the left side of the bus in the seat nearest the window so she could get away from the bright sunshine coming off the Gulf of Thailand and also to enjoy the fresh air blowing into the hot bus. Then too, these two seats were unoccupied when she’d gotten aboard at Ekamai and that was just fine with her—it’d give her privacy she badly needed as she tried to come to terms with what had happened to her.




    Reaching into her beat-up purse that she’d only been the owner of for less than twenty-four hours, she found a pack of cigarettes and pulled them out of her purse.




    They were traditional Marlboros in the original red pack.




    Lek-2 held the pack, staring at it with confused interest.




    She couldn’t quite recall being a smoker to start with but right now, it seemed like having a Marlboro would be the thing to do. Fumbling around inside the purse, she located a Bic disposable lighter that she took out.




    Should I? she asked herself. She felt like a young teenage girl stealing a smoke from her older sibling or a parent but either way, her fingers weren’t steady as she shook a cigarette out of the freshly-opened pack. She didn’t even recall buying the Marlboros at a 7-Eleven on the way to Ekamai but here was the pack in her hand and she did want one.




    It took her a moment to figure out how to operate the lighter and she almost set all of the cigarette on fire before putting it in her mouth. She grimaced at the stench, almost choking when she inhaled her first drag.




    “Khee!” she swore, trying two more puffs. Both were as bad, making her cough even harder.




    Two little kids, a brother and his younger sister, were sitting in the seat across from her and while their grandmother “babysitting” them snored away in deep slumber, they watched Lek-2 coughing and swearing. To them, this was both an off-beat show and a good one.




    Seeing this, and hating both the unwanted attention she was getting plus the awful taste of the cigarette, Lek-2 took it out of her mouth and threw it out the window.




    This made the boy laugh.




    Hearing this, Lek-2 decided to finish this foolishness at once. She took the rest of the pack and tossed it into the air stream.




    More than one fellow passenger saw the perfectly good cigarettes being discarded and frowned but Lek-2 could care less. The desire for nicotine was still there but when she compared that with the way the cigarette had smelled and tasted, that desire was vanquished on the spot.




    As the pack blew away, both kids cheered.




    Their grandmother—awakened by the boy’s laughter—had seen what Lek-2 had done. She shook her head, frowning at Lek-2. “Littering is a bad idea. It’s mai suparb.”




    Lek-2 only scowled back at the old hag before turning her head to stare out the window where she had just committed her “very rude” crime of littering.




    Lek-2 wasn’t quite sure what the hell was going on with herself but she hoped Pattaya might be able to help her learn the truth. With that truth, she might be able to fix her life and get things to make sense again. Maybe.




    At the bus station, Lek-2 was anxious to see what this was all about but despite that, she didn’t barge her way off the bus. Lots of passengers stared at her, especially the grandmother and her two brats, but Lek-2 ignored them all.




    A couple of girls dressed like her gave her the eye as they walked past but she got nothing out of their faces that was either good or bad. Mai pen rai.




    Finally, being the last person on the bus (even the driver had long since abandoned his sweaty seat), Lek-2 picked up her purse and a small shoulder bag with some clothing in it. She got off the hot bus to walk into the terminal where people were busy going everywhere—it was late afternoon with folks coming in from Bangkok as she had, going back or going upcountry into the Isaan.




    She went about three feet before getting noticed again.




    “Yo, nongsao, where ya goin’?” asked an Isaan kid in his mid-twenties. “Beach Road, Jomtien?”




    Oh, okay, she thought. Looking the kid over, she realized he wasn’t necessarily a thug but rather the driver of one of Pattaya’s multitude of songthaew, the pick-up taxis with benches and a protective roof over the bed of the truck. Songthaew were one of the best ways to get around in a place like Pattaya.




    That took care of one problem.




    However, it didn’t take care of the bigger problem.




    Where the hell was she supposed to go?




    “C’mon, tilac, I’ll give ya a good price,” the driver remarked, grinning at a girl he wouldn’t mind boinking.




    And that’s when Lek-2 knew where she had to go. It came into her head like a light bulb being turned on. The emotion it gave her was the best sensation she’d mentally experienced since getting out of Ban Yai.




    “Can you take me to Naklua, piichai?”




    “Mai pen rai; fifty baht.” The grin grew wider.




    “Alai na?” What? “Are you kidding me? Ten baht.”




    “Wake up, ‘ying, and realize what year we’re in. Fifty baht.” His words were sarcastic but the smile remained in place. If he got her, great; if not, well, there was always plenty of other bargirls to nail along with the fat-ass farang they were habitually accompanied by.




    “Are you a driver or a kamoy?” Lek-2 asked, grinning herself. “Twenty-five baht.”




    Even though she’d just asked him if he was a thief, he laughed. “Are you a poor passenger or kheeneo? Forty-five because I’m in a super good mood today.” Kheeneo was even worse than kamoy—it meant “sticky-shit” and was Thai slang for a cheapskate.




    She laughed too. “How about both? Thirty baht because I’m in a super good mood myself.” Actually, since she couldn’t understand what she was doing in Pattaya in the first place, her mood wasn’t that wonderful but part of her deep down inside knew the best way to deal with a bullshit artist was to be a better bullshit artist yourself. So, you smile and throw it right back.




    He cracked his knuckles. “Forty baht, tilac. And that’s as low as I can go.”




    “Okay. Let’s do it, luh?”




    She followed him away from the terminal enclosed to the outer area where his blue songthaew was parked next to others. Once she climbed in the back (after turning down his offer to ride up in the cab with him), Lek-2 found herself forced to wait the better part of ten minutes as the driver got more people onboard for a run up to Naklua, the town bordering Pattaya to the north.




    As they left the terminal, she checked her purse. No more packs of cigarettes, of course, but what she wanted—and needed—was in there. A small pouch that revealed two thousand, five hundred baht in grays and purples when she opened it up. Dee mahk. Very good. That would be enough to help her out until she figured out what the hell she was doing here and not in Krung Thep or her native Roi Et.




    It didn’t take the songthaew too long to get to the rotary that could either send you down towards Beach Road and Pattaya itself or up towards Naklua. Not ten feet into this strip of pavement, Lek-2 hit the buzzer mounted in the ceiling to let the driver know this was where she wanted to get off.




    Not wanting to try and get one of her purple five hundred baht notes properly changed (she knew what a hassle that option could be with taxis in Thailand), she reached into her blue jeans pocket where she found forty baht in five and ten baht coins. She handed the pile of change to the driver.




    He smiled, took it and shook his head as he counted it. “Coins, luh? I guess you are poor, luh?”




    “No, just half-Chinese, tilac,” she replied with a grin, stepping away from the good-natured chuckles coming from the cab. This made her wonder yet again: why had she said that? She wasn’t Chinese at all; she was completely Isaan Thai. Well, at least as far as she knew at the present time, anyway. Perhaps it was just typical wise-ass commentary on her part.




    Walking away from her transport, Lek-2 glanced around at her surroundings. Plenty of other songthaew, tuk-tuks, motorcycles and cars riding up the road. No big deal. Some guesthouses, a restaurant or two, a couple of hardware stores. These places did nothing for her. A few more steps got her to the reason she’d gotten off the songthaew.




    It was a three-story building with a dumpy little restaurant on the left side, a motionless travel agency dead center and to the right was what had gotten her attention.




    A fair-sized neon sign hung immediately above the first floor. It read El Conquistador, words in both a language and an alphabet that meant a little bit less than nothing to Lek-2.




    The first floor was open-air, exposing tables, chairs, stools and a long bar that ran from the front of the building to the rear. El Conquistador was a pub, she could see that at once.




    From the seven or eight Isaan girls sitting around a couple tables with tank-tops, shorts, t-shirts and too-tight-jeans, it became obvious they were working girls in that kind of bar. The fact that every girl had one or more cell phones and most were smoking was also another mammoth clue.




    Lek-2 saw no farang in the bar but seeing that it was only 2:30 in the afternoon and this was only Naklua, not Pattaya, that wasn’t a huge surprise.




    She headed for the bar, unable to stop herself.




    As she got closer, she wished she hadn’t come here.




    Besides her own confused thoughts, there was something wrong about this bar. Something very wrong.




    It took her a moment or two to understand.




    The girls were sitting there together but no one looked happy. Not a single one.




    The smokers smoked while a couple girls spoke on cell phones but it still wasn’t the kind of environment Lek-2 would have expected to find at a typical go-go bar in Thailand. Not even close.




    There was a somber air hanging over the bar that made Lek-2 tense with anticipation of troubles to come not far from that moment.




    Looking at one girl sitting with a girl on either side of her, she began to realize what this might all be about. It didn’t fill her with warmth or much in the way of hope for the future.




    The girl sitting in the middle of the group had her right hand bandaged. Looking at the bandages, Lek-2 could see more than a little crimson. From the way some drops fell from the girl’s wrist, it was apparent this hadn’t happened all that long ago. From the fact that it was the girl’s wrist and her face was sullen, it was clear what had most likely happened.




    She tried to kill herself, didn’t she? Lek-2 thought. It looks like one of those “Let’s-Get-Everyone’s-Attention” cuts but still, it can get you killed…With no memories of working in a bar herself, she had no idea of how she knew this but she did indeed.




    Not liking what she was heading into but unwilling to stop herself, she stepped off the sidewalk and walked into the bar.




    “We’re not open right now,” snapped one of the bargirls sitting next to the one wearing the bandage.




    “Are you okay?” Lek-2 asked the girl, her tone calm and caring.




    “Does she look okay to you, girl?” the same girl growled at her.




    “No, she doesn’t and that’s why I’m asking, girl,” Lek-2 replied in a way that warned the mouthy bargirl not to push her too far.




    “She tried to kill herself about an hour ago,” said another bargirl, one with red hair, in a more medium tone of voice. “Fortunately, we found her doing it and we got her to the hospital lao-lao. She’s lucky, I suppose…”




    “I’m still alive,” the would-be suicidal murmured. “That’s not really luck, Bim.”




    “You could be dead,” the girl with the attitude remarked.




    “Maybe,” she replied but the way she said it told everyone what this was all about: the girl had taken a serious risk by cutting herself open but she hadn’t really wanted to die or she’d have done a much better job. This was something that happened often in the night trade. Whether it was depression, drugs, abortion, pregnancy, losing a lover or a friend or a family member or dozens of other reasons, many a bargirl would try to get assistance, sympathy or just attention by sort of trying to kill themselves. Those that truly wished to embrace death often did but the ones who ended up like this girl were usually just doing it to get people to notice.




    And this time it had worked.




    “Why did you do it?” Lek-2 asked.




    “It’s none of your fucking business, bitch.”




    “Jai yen-yen, Daeng,” the girl named Bim said. She put an arm around the shoulder of the girl who had cut her wrist open. “Do you want to tell her, Goong?”




    Goong sniffed. Mucus ran from her nostrils, tears from her eyes. “I—I, yeah. Okay, I can. It’s because of—of a friend of ours. She—she was w-working here till last week and now—now—” Goong broke down into tears.




    “Happy now?” Daeng spat at Lek-2.




    Lek-2’s face let Daeng know in no uncertain terms that if she continued to get pushed, she’d break the bargirl like a used satay stick. “May I sit down?”




    “If you’d like,” Bim said, nodding at an empty chair near the other table.




    Lek-2 pulled it up and sat down. Not knowing why, she reached across the table and took Goong’s good hand. “Sia jai that this happened to you but please, can you tell me what it was all about?”




    The way Goong trembled but took Lek-2’s hand to hold it firmly was all it took to change the latter from an unknown annoyance to a caring person who was an Isaan girl probably working the bars like all the rest of them did. Bim seemed the most pleased, Daeng the least, but no further protests about Lek-2 were made.




    “It—it wasn’t good,” Goong said in a soft, tearful tone.




    This statement was too blatant for Lek-2 to bother commenting on.




    “I—we—all of us here—had a friend wh-who worked with us. Her name is—her name was—Thep. I—I found her early this morning in—in her apartment room.” Goong gestured up the road towards Naklua’s center containing a bustling market maybe a kilometer or so away. Goong appeared as though she was caught between wanting to cry more or vomiting all over the table. She did neither, continuing to speak but waiting a moment before she did.




    “W-we were supposed to go shopping today in Pattaya, to buy some stuff with money one of her farang tilac ‘boyfriends’ s-sent to her from London two days ago but, but we—we couldn’t—”




    Lek-2 waited, knowing she wouldn’t like this. Not one bit. However, there was no way she could leave the bar now. Her overwhelming curiosity simply wouldn’t allow for something like that.




    “We couldn’t because when I got to her room, she wouldn’t answer the door. I waited but—but—I got n-nothing.”




    The other girls looked away, knowing what was coming next.




    “Then, I—I don’t know why, but I pushed on the door—and it opened up for me. That’s when I knew something was wrong. Thep doesn’t—didn’t—like her door unlocked when she was inside. It should have been locked but—but—it wasn’t.”




    Goong hitched in her breath and tried to go on.




    “I was scared but I opened the door and—and I went in.” More crying, more trembling. She took out a cigarette which Bim lit for her, inhaling deeply before looking at Lek-2 without seeing her.




    “Thep was in bed but—but—but—ohh, shit…Not all of Thep was there, kowjai mai? Not all of her…”




    “What do you mean by that?” It was a hot afternoon but now the back of Lek-2’s neck and her spine ran with icy chills of dread.




    “Her—her hands—they were gone. Someone chopped them off. Her feet were gone, too. Cut off like—like firewood. I screamed but somehow I made myself g-get closer to her—her body. It was a bad idea. Whoever had cut off her hands and feet had not just fucked Thep—I saw semen in her vagina—but th-they had also cut it open and both her breasts were sliced off. They were missing like the—the other parts. And then I realized the worst part of it all. It made me bababobo, made me crazy.”




    Oh, Lord Buddha, Lek-2 thought, now what?




    “Thep’s head was there on the bed, where it should be, on the pillow, where it should be, but—but—” Goong shrieked with memory’s horror of what her ultimate discovery had been in Thep’s flat, “—it was n-no longer attached! Who—whoever raped her and cut off all those other parts had cut off her—her fucking head and dumped it face first on the pillow. That made it facing in a way it could never have d-done if it had still been a-attached to her damned body!”




    Goong stopped talking at this point, breaking down into piercing wails of insane sobbing.




    One of the other girls held onto her, hugging her as she shook with absolute fear and terror.




    Bim stared at Lek-2. “That’s what this is all about.”




    “You wanted to know,” Daeng spat, “and now you do. Feel better?”




    What the hell have I come into? Lek-2 asked herself. And why did I want to come here so badly in the first place? Trying to relax herself a little, she glared back at Daeng. “Actually, no, I don’t know. Not everything. It’s horrible what happened to Goong, what she had to find out all by herself but—”




    “It’s more than that,” Bim half whispered, “a lot more than that.”




    “What do you mean by that?” Lek-2 took in each face, finding nothing but a mixture of manic fear and brutal hatred.




    “It happened to Thep because of the owner of this bar,” was Bim’s answer, one that made Lek-2 even more jittery.




    “What? What are you talking about now?”




    Daeng looked at Bim like she was going to hit her if Bim said the wrong thing but this didn’t stop Bim for even a second.




    “The owner of this pub is a Russian. His name is Mikhail. We don’t know his last name, we don’t need to know his last name and we don’t want to know it.”




    Where is this going? Lek-2 had to wonder. Patience, she told herself, patience…




    “He bought the bar about six months ago,” Bim went on. “At first, we all just thought he was your typical farang bar owner but that’s when strange things started to happen, bad things.




    “Mikhail is a gangster with many ties to Russian mobs; I’m sure you know how big they are in Pattaya these days with Russian farang replacing all the German farang who used to run Pattaya. We don’t know exactly what Mikhail’s mobster business is, nor do we want to, but this bar often has many dangerous farang men from Russia, East Europe and even once in a while Middle Eastern men who come in to ‘visit’ Mikhail. Sometimes we have to go with these men at Mikhail’s ‘request’.”




    “Fucking Arabs,” muttered a girl near Daeng.




    Bim nodded agreement with this statement. “That’s all bad enough but what has become a much bigger problem lately is Mikhail himself.”




    “Is he what happened to Thep?” Lek-2’s words were a firm order for truth and specific details, not meandering nonsense. All the bargirls got that at once.




    “Yeah,” Bim replied. “He likes to fuck girls here.”




    “What farang doesn’t?” Daeng asked with nine-tenth’s acid.




    “And he fucked both Thep and Goong here,” Bim added.




    “A lot more than once,” another bargirl said.




    “Anyway,” Bim continued, “what seems to happen with Mikhail is he fucks a girl, likes it so much that he fucks her again maybe two, three more times and then that same girl is killed in a gruesome way like a fucking cow. That’s what happened to two other ‘ying that used to work here and—and we all know it’s what happened to Thep. He fucked both her and Goong once, then decided he needed Thep again and that’s when he killed her, poor girl.”




    “That’s why she sort of tried to kill herself,” Daeng said in a voice not carrying as much outrage for Lek-2 as it had previously.




    Goong’s face hardened as these words were spoken. She felt nothing but sheer guilt that she had survived Mikhail but poor Thep had not.




    “If you know this Mikhail killed Thep—and two other girls—why haven’t you gone to the tamruat to let them know?”




    Daeng was almost sneering but Lek-2 could see this was her pathetic attempt to try concealing her fear. She failed. “For one thing, we don’t have proof. For another, Mikhail seems to have friends in the police department, high-ranking friends. For another, well…” Her voice trailed away.




    “The second girl that he killed had reason to believe he killed the first girl,” Bim added. “She tried to confront him about this one night when the bar was closing; one of our friends saw it. Mikhail said calm down, sat the second girl down at a table and got her a drink he made at the bar himself. Our friend who saw all this believes he put a pill in her drink to make her unwind because after an hour or so, she voluntarily left with him. And that was the last time anyone ever saw her alive.”




    “She was found the next afternoon in a hotel room in Jomtien the same way as the first girl was and—and as Thep was,” Daeng said, a tear rolling down her cheek. “He did it. He had to.”




    Before any further words could be spoken, an older Land Rover came speeding up the road, swerved in front of El Conquistador and locked up its brakes. A semi-handsome farang in his late twenties/early thirties got out, his eyes resting on Lek-2.




    “Oh, khee,” Bim mumbled, “that’s Mikhail and—and I think he’s taken an interest in you,” she warned Lek-2.


  




  

    CHAPTER 3




    Lek-3 sat in a booth smoking a Marlboro Light and humming along to the music the DJ was playing at mid-volume from his booth near the horngnam. In the late afternoon, there was either no music or it was at a low volume. In an hour or so, it would be full volume so the bargirls could cavort around the poles, thus exciting the farang customers who’d be willing to pay more money to the bar to A.) keep the bargirls’ “drinking requirements” satisfied and B.) take care of a healthy bar fine to get those same bargirls out of the bar for boom-boom at a no-doubt-nearby short-time hotel.




    For right now, however, After Skool was going from the Not-Much-Happening time frame to Let’s-Kick-Some-Financial-Ass mode. It still wasn’t very active inside but that time wasn’t far off, either. Especially on a Friday night in Bangkok.




    After Skool was on the ground level of NEP, Nana Entertainment Plaza. It sat with other bars dead center where it usually did very good business, especially on the weekends during tourist season.




    Lek-3 had gotten to Nana that afternoon after leaving Ban Yai. She’d stopped once on Sukhumvit to get a packet of smokes from a 7-Eleven near the Ambassador Hotel. While there, she saw something that electrified her emotions. It was a beauty shop offering ridiculously low-priced hair styling, cuts and coloring. The moment Lek-3 saw it, she knew she had to go in there to change her long, black Isaan hairdo.




    She’d gone in, chatted with a couple of fellow Northeast girls and then had her hair shampooed before getting one of the beauticians to dye it a bright crimson. Red had become a popular “false” color for Thai girls lately, mostly working ones but for Lek-3, doing this to her hair had simply felt like the thing to do when she saw the shop.




    After the job was done and she’d happily paid off the beauticians, she’d used the pedestrian crossover not far away to get to the other side of bustling Sukhumvit. Getting the Marlboro Lights had been instinctive (and how great they tasted!), having her hair changed so radically had been a personal desire but going the way she was at that time had been not so much instinctive but more like some kind of mental command pressed into her brain cells by an outside source. She knew it had come—somehow—from him at Ban Yai, but her memories of how that event might have transpired were only a few drops away from being nonexistent.




    She’s shrugged at this, continuing on towards Soi Nana, Soi 4. Either way, no matter who or what had programmed her to go to Nana, she had to go, she wanted to go and she would go.




    Thus she had ended up at the hottest red light district in Krung Thep at that time in mid-afternoon when the bars were just starting to come to life again. Soft music, no lit neon, few vendors, not many bargirls but still, you could feel what was waiting to happen the same way a shark picks up on blood in the waters.




    Lek-3 had been magnetically drawn into After Skool and welcomed not just by a couple of bargirls there but also by the ever-horny DJ and the mama-san herself. The latter individual, a once beautiful girl herself in the past, was still attractive and hired Lek-3 right on the spot.




    “Why not?” the mama-san had asked, sharing a bowl of peanuts with Lek-3 and two bargirls. “You are very pretty, you’re young, you’re kind of bubbly and hey, we can always use another girl here, true enough.”




    So Lek-3 had been hired, fitted for a bar gown, told what the terms were for doing a number of activities at After Skool and once all this was taken care of, one of the bargirls had said she could stay at her place further down the soi if Lek-3 didn’t get bought out that night. Winking at Lek-3, the bargirl said she was pretty sure Lek-3 wouldn’t last long before getting nailed by a farang.




    “It happens here a lot because mama-san always gets good-looking ‘ying in here that appeal to the farang so—according to her—you and I should be taken away sometime tonight, nongsao. Welcome to After Skool, luh?”




    And that had been it.




    Now Lek-3 sat in a booth by herself, drinking a Pepsi, and wondering how the rest of her first night might go at her new job.




    Besides all the blotted-out memories from her time at Ban Yai, she felt something troubling her deep inside. She couldn’t say what it was, nor did it seem too significant, but it was in there.




    She shrugged, going for Mai pen rai-mode.




    For right now, she had a good job that’d been automatically handed to her and in one of the better bars in the hottest sector of Krung Thep. Just looking at the gold the other girls sported told her that After Skool could be a fabulous arena for profit. A profit that was light-years away from picking rice outside of Roi Et. This thought troubled Lek-3 a little, too, because her memory of ever working in a rice paddy in the Isaan felt more like a dream than reality.




    But then the DJ started a song by Ya Ya Ying that Lek-3 loved as much as she did having red hair so she sipped her drink, lit up a cigarette and snapped her fingers in time to the snappy beat. She was very much sabai jai—happy heart—at the moment.




    Between seven and eight, another astonishing development occurred for Lek-3 at After Skool.




    Three more bargirls came in with street clothes, joking with the girls already inside, and went into the back room to put on material more appropriate for a go-go bar.




    When they came out, all three were happy to meet Lek-3 and make her feel right at home in After Skool. Two were from the Isaan (expected) but the third girl, taller and with even darker skin, was from Hat Yai, down in the southern part of Thailand.




    Her name was Gao. After meeting Lek-3, she sat down with her and asked if she could bum a cigarette off her.




    Lek-3, having no problem agreeing with this, offered her a smoke.Smiling her thanks, the extremely attractive Gao told Lek-3 a little about herself. She was from the south but she came from a Buddhist family, not Muslim. Between the war going on down there, the serious dangers surrounding it and the sad fact that there wasn’t much employment back home that would pay decent money, Gao had taken it upon herself to venture north to Bangkok and get a job at After Skool once she’d hit Nana Plaza for job surveillance.




    She’d been here a little over six months now, her southern Thai dialect and accent getting heaping amounts of Isaan from her co-workers. She liked the money, the jewelry, helping out her family and the majority of the girls working with her in the bar but then she frowned.




    “There are a few things here I don’t like,” she admitted to Lek-3. For one thing, even though she came from Hat Yai, that place was nothing like Krung Thep. The kingdom’s capital was polluted, crowded, full of too many motor vehicles plus it seemed to her that nearly everyone in town wanted nothing more than to make as much profit as fast as they could no matter what it took.




    “This makes me homesick for my home, Lek, but you know, there’s something even worse about working here.”




    “Really?” Lek-3 was starting to feel her personal defenses kick in at this point but there was something else happening, too. Something she couldn’t quite define at the moment.




    Gao exhaled some smoke. “Our customers. The farang. Yeah, I know sitting and drinking with them is why we’re here and I even more know that if I don’t get taken out to give a farang man some sex, I don’t make much money. Still, I hate to say it and sound like a bigot but sadly, sister, I don’t like the farang. Not at all.”




    “Why?” Lek-3 was afraid to find out but since she was here to be a bargirl, she had to learn about the farang. In a place like Nana Plaza, that was primarily who you’d have to “go home” with. Period. And acknowledging this was somehow bothering her in a way she still didn’t understand.




    Gao held up a hand in peace but couldn’t help herself from smiling as she laughed a little. “Oh, there are a few customers that come in and are okay to hang out with. Especially the young, handsome ones. A few expats are good, too, speaking some Thai with you and sort of understanding how our culture works but most of the expats here in Krung Thep just want to drink their livers out and fuck as many ‘ying Thai as they can before their penises don’t ‘rise to the occasion’ and they have to chuck wao in their own rooms. And that’s just the ‘usual crowd’ that you know so you can see which kheeneo alcoholic you definitely want to stay the hell away from. This leads to what I hate the most, Lek.”




    “Oh?”




    “Yeah, the farang men coming in as ‘regular-returnees’. Sure, a lot of guys who can only afford to come here for a couple of months come back to Thailand every year but they can be as bad as the expats or the tourists. Damn, you get almost the same fucking thing every night in here: middle-aged, overweight, little or no hair, glasses, bad teeth, false teeth or no teeth, bad breath and worse smells coming from their armpits. And those are our customers, tilac.




    True, we have the young guys but with them as well as the other groups, it’s always the same thing: they fall in love with you in about thirty seconds—two days tops—and then it’s either ‘You-have-to-get-out-of-this-business’ or ‘Marry-me-now’. After you’ve been through that nonsense, then it’s trying to get them to send you money from their own country. Most will but once you start sending some of their money to take care of your family, they start bitching about how we only love our families and not them.” Gao shook her head in disgust. “Farang men just don’t understand Thailand. Not even close.”




    Lek-3 was afraid to ask but suddenly she felt she had to. “Do you have a tilac farang, Gao?”




    Gao laughed. “Of course, I do! Who here wouldn’t?” The laughter faded. “I’ve had ‘boyfriends’ from Canada, Belgium, New Zealand and the United States. Right now I’m working on a pudgy Forty-Something from Austria. He’s good with wiring Eurodollars to my bank account every month.”




    “But—but is he your boyfriend?”




    More chuckles. “Get real, Lek! No, of course he isn’t. I’m just looking to get as much money together as I need to open up some kind of business back in Hat Yai with my family and friends down there. Then, believe me, I’ll be getting the hell out of here lao-lao.”




    Lek-3 just sat there, trying to absorb all of this information Gao had passed on to her. The music still sounded good and the cigarette still tasted good but her sabai jai had been overshadowed by an emotional eclipse of depression at Gao’s reality hints.




    Seeing this, Gao grinned at her. “Hey, relax, Lek. It’s not that bad. Sure, the farang are annoying but we’ll take care of you and no matter what, if you keep the farang happy, you’ll be a rich little chowying in no time. A pretty girl like you should make a killing in here real quick.”




    To show she meant it, Gao reached over and put a warm hand on Lek-3’s closest thigh.




    Lek-3 fought like mad to keep from noticeably trembling. She knew Gao was only trying to be friendly to a new girl but the most incredible part was that it didn’t just make Lek-3 feel better mentally. It also excited her. She realized she liked being touched by a female and she was hoping against hope that Gao would do something even better than touch her thigh. She prayed Gao would grope one of her breasts or better still, stick her fingers into Lek-3’s panties and probe her pubic mound.




    That was when Lek-3 learned she was a lesbian.




    It got weirder—and much, much worse—after Gao left her to take care of some farang who came in about eight-thirty. She smiled at Lek-3 in a way that hinted strongly that not only was she aware Lek-3 was a lesbian who wanted her but also that she wanted Lek-3.




    Now Lek-3 hung out at a table near the doorway, waiting for more farang customers to come in. Mama-san and the girls had told her what she needed to do to keep the farang pleased After Skool-style. She understood this line of thinking but it made her want to run off to the horngnam and vomit.




    For one thing, it was now obvious to her that she did like women and preferred them over men, any men. Race didn’t matter worth a damn to her.




    And then, for another thing, she got a much-too-good look at the men she would have to please for profit. What Gao had told her was nothing compared to actually seeing these individuals up close and personal.




    A couple of them were about her age and not too bad looking but their languages were so rough, so barbaric compared to her native Thai.




    This ugly concept was doubled by the majority of the farang coming into the bar to gawk at the girls twirling about the poles—these men were older, fat as cows and one thing Lek-3 immediately learned about the Westerners was that no matter how good looking or unattractive they were, no matter how young or how old, no matter how bloated or skeletal thin, they all smelled horrific beyond mere words in any language!




    Watching them come into After Skool, Lek-3 knew it would only be a matter of minutes before she’d have to start earning her keep. She wore a fake smile and took drink orders from some older farang—one of whom disgustingly groped her ass as she moved off to get their drinks—but no one had come after her. Not yet.




    That moment came a few minutes later at a little past 9 PM.




    A farang came into the bar, stumbling along like he was a bit drunk but after watching him for a couple seconds, Lek-3 saw that it was more nerves than anything else that had the farang bumbling here and there as he made his way to the booth where he sat alone.




    “Hello, han’some man,” she called out to him. “Please to sit with me, yeah?” She patted on the empty space in the booth where there’d be plenty of room for the farang.




    “Uhm, okay, I guess I will,” he replied in English, climbing in the booth to sit next to her. “Hello.” He sounded as scared as she herself felt.




    “What you name?”




    “Uhm, it’s Tom. How about you?”




    “Lek. You call me Lek.” She certainly understood she wasn’t to be known as “Lek-3” to anyone not part of Ban Yai. This meant almost anyone she would ever met again but at the time she was introducing herself to the farang, she was too wound up to give this concept any thought. “Where are you coming from?“ Oh, this English language was such a nightmare!




    “Well, I’m from Canada, Lek. Saskatchewan, actually.”




    Lek-3 frowned. “Where Canada? Near Germany?”




    Tom fought off a smile, not wanting to insult her after just meeting her. “Uh, no, it’s in North America, above the US.”




    “Oh.” Lek-3 didn’t know much of what to do with this information. She sort of recalled where the US was but didn’t have too many other memories of it. Time to go for a safer tactic, she decided.




    “This first time you coming Bangkok?”




    The farang nearly jumped out of the booth. “How—how the hell did you know that?” Before she could answer, Tom held up a hand. “Nah, never mind. I guess it is pretty obvious, isn’t it? Yeah, this is my first time in Bangkok. My first time in Bangkok, my first time in Nana Plaza, my first time in a go-go bar, my first time in Thailand and shit, the first time I’ve ever been out of Canada.”




    Lek-3 didn’t comprehend everything the farang said—he spoke his native language too fast for her—but she got a good idea what he was talking about. He was as new to this lifestyle as she was but of course, there was no way in hell she’d tell him that.




    “You wanting drink?”




    Tom smiled at this. “Yeah, that sounds like a great idea, Lek.”




    “What you wanting?”




    “Uh, how about a beer?”




    “Beer Chang okay?”




    “I’ve heard about that beer before so, uh, yeah, that’ll work for me.”




    Lek-3 remained sitting in the booth, knowing how the game had to be played if she was going to continue to be employed here at After Skool.




    Tom might have been frazzled by all of his surroundings as a newbie but he saw the way Lek-3 wasn’t hurrying off to get him a Chang and realized why. “Oh, I’m sorry, Lek. I almost forgot. Would you like a drink, too?”




    Her smile came back to life. “Thanking you, Tom! That good idea. Yeah, I like drink. Can I getting one, too?”




    “Of course, of course. Please, get yourself one when you get my beer, huh?”




    “You good man, Tom. Thank you.” She got out of the booth and went to the bar to get the drinks. Along the way, she saw Gao watching her from another booth where the Hat Yai girl was sitting next to a fat man old enough to be her grandfather. Gao gave Lek-3 a cynical smile, nodding at her.




    Lek-3 nodded back with her own grin, wondering.




    She got a small bottle of Chang for the farang and had the bartender make her up a Lady Drink that consisted of fruit juice. The bartender put both items on a bill receipt that went into the little holder that no bar in Thailand could be complete without.




    Not sure what would happen next with Tom, Lek-3 returned to the booth with the drinks and agitation. The latter item she kept well-secured inside herself.




    Smiling at Tom, she poured his beer into a glass the bartender had given her. She handed this glass to him. “Here you go.”




    He took it, smiling at her. “Thanks, Lek.” He raised his mug. “To my first night in Bangkok, Lek, and to a pretty girl like you.”




    Lek-3 lifted her own glass, clanking it against Tom’s mug. “Choke dee to you, Tom, and thanking you for saying of the nice thing.”




    Tom got closer to her, a bit apprehensive but still, he was a man and she was an attractive, sexy girl whose “bed services” could be had for a price. He put an arm around her, snuggling up against her smaller body.




    Okay, he was young, not hard to look at, friendly and supposedly a first-timer to Bangkok (much like her) but nonetheless, he was still a man.




    Lek-3 fought hard to avoid puking all over him. She just smiled at him, battling to swallow a small sip of her Lady Drink. “You liking it here?” She had no idea what to do with conversing with a farang man but it had to be started somewhere so here it was.




    With more bravery on display on his face, Tom nodded, squeezing her shoulder with delight. “I’m liking you, Lek.”




    Here we go, she thought with horror. “You liking me enough to go with me?”




    “Uh, well, yeah, yeah I do like you enough.” To prove this, he moved his hand from her shoulder down to where her left breast was barely-contained in a halter top. He was still acting a bit like a high school kid on his first date but anyone could see what he wanted now. “Will you, uh, go with me?”




    “Choo-wah, Tom, that why I asking you.”




    “Well, uh, what do we do next?” He looked at her with a pained face. “I learned about all this from Stickman’s website but being here for real, it’s well, like, completely different to me, y’ know?”




    “I unna’ stan’,” she replied, even though she didn’t completely get it. “Stickman’s website” made not one damned bit of sense to an Isaan girl like her new to the trade. “You wanting another drink?” She hoped he would; if so, she’d get more money from the bar. Then too, it would also be that much longer before she had to put up with being fucked by a man. That idea alone made her sick.




    “Well, I guess one more beer wouldn’t be a bad call, would it? Yeah, Lek, I’ll take another drink—and get yourself another drink too, huh?”




    “Thanking you, Tom.” She hurried off with the empty glasses. This was going to be an unpleasant learning experience for her.




    Tom hadn’t actually wanted a second Chang but he had to admit that having it not only gave him a good buzz but that it also ate up his fears. Before his second round was even half finished, he was already horny, his mind painting pictures of what it would be like making love to a princess like Lek. He once again thanked God he’d found Stickman’s website a couple years ago in Saskatchewan after yet another failed date with a zit-faced girl sporting a Buick-sized ass.




    “So I have to pay the bar how much?” he asked again. Along with not being much of a Ladies Man back home, Tom likewise wasn’t exactly an alkie. He had to have sex with Lek and the beer only made him more determined.




    “Five hundred baht to the bar for taking me away,” Lek-3 repeated, knowing there wasn’t anything else she could do about it now.




    “And—and then how much do I pay you, honey?”




    Were farang always this stupid? she wondered but reprimanded herself because after all, Tom was new here. Plus, he was drunk. “You pay me one thousand baht, okay mai?”




    “Hey, that’s no problem.” He leaned over and kissed her face. Thankfully, it was on her cheek and not her lips. “Well, why don’t you get me a bill and I’ll pay for this, huh?”




    Lek-3 didn’t bother telling him that if he added up the separate bills in his holder, that would do the job for him. He was a little too drunk for common sense right now. “Okay, Tom. Oh, please to giving me five hundred baht for me, okay mai, tilac?”




    “Oh, yeah, right,” he answered, angry at himself for forgetting something so basic. He took out his wallet, opened it up and went through the Monopoly Money of the Thai currency. He went through a bunch of twenties and hundreds before he found one of the thousand baht notes he’d gotten when he’d exchanged money at Don Muang once his Cathay Pacific flight had gotten in from Vancouver and Hong Kong. He smiled as he handed her the thousand baht. “Use this for the drinks and for getting you out of here, Lek. That’ll make it easy, right?”




    “You smart man!” she joked, taking his money and heading for the bar.




    Gao looked at her with amused, questioning eyes that asked: “Is he bar fining you?” The Hat Yai girl ignored her rambling farang customer.




    Sadly, Lek-3 had to nod.




    Gao nodded back, her own eyes saying she understood Lek-3’s feelings.




    It had been nothing but bad.




    After staggering out of After Skool (where all the bargirls congratulated Lek-3 on getting her first “victory”), they’d found a tuk-tuk to get them over to Tom’s hotel on Soi 18 off Sukhumvit.




    The tuk-tuk’s driver had overcharged them but not by much so Lek-3 had kept her mouth shut about that. She’d also kept quiet as the two young men at the hotel’s front desk sneered at Tom while demanding extra money for “another guest” (Lek-3) and ordering her to produce national ID. She’d shown them the card given to her by him at Ban Yai, although she right now couldn’t remember getting it there in the first place.




    Upstairs, Tom had been shy and nervous at first but once he’d French kissed Lek-3 and felt up her breasts, he became a hungry animal. Did he rape her? No, he didn’t. She took off her clothes, helped him get out of his and rubbed his erection with one hand, hating every second of it.




    He somehow managed to get a condom on and before she knew it, the farang had penetrated into her most private parts. It hurt her like hell physically because she was a virgin (as a clone) and it hurt her twice as bad emotionally because she was a lesbian.




    She was bleeding all over the mattress from losing her virginity but between having an orgasm so fast and then hurrying off to flush the condom in the toilet before he could catch AIDS, he never saw the blood.




    Lying in bed unhappily waiting for him to return, Lek-3 knew her life was going to have to change somehow. It had to.
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