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    Chapter One




    Changing




    It was the last day of school. I had finished sixth grade. It was wonderful. Freedom at last! I wanted to work and support my parents. Of course in my dreams I wished I could continue my studies, but it was no secret that my parents could never afford it. They needed my help in the fields. I was almost twelve years old. Being in the rice field with my family was something I really enjoyed, although it was hard work. Mother used to bring the radio and we would sing along to famous songs while we were planting rice.




    Sometimes it was dangerous though—a snake or a scorpion would attack if you surprised it. Once a scorpion emptied his sack of poison into my mother’s foot and she got really sick and had a high fever for five days. Luckily, she recovered. Since then we were all much more cautious.




    My sister Joy was one year older than me and had finished school the year before. She went to the fields with my mother nearly every day.




    My dream was to own my very own rice field one day. I loved watching the rice growing and the soft green colour that covered the whole area. Mother had promised to give me a plot of land when I was old enough. My plan was to save up for a horse so it could help carry the load up and down the mountain every day. Our neighbour had a small pony that was very cute and eager to be fed whenever it had a visitor. My sister wanted a horse too. When there was no work at home, she would help out on neighbouring farms to save money.




    “You have to take care of Kaeng for a while. I have to work. I want you to feed him …” Mother began, trying to explain to me how to take care of my ten-month old brother.




    “But mother, I want to work!” I whined. This was the last thing I had expected.




    “This is a nice easy job and a big help,” she said, handing me the boy. Then she left the house.




    I hated my brother; because of him I had to stay at home, completely bored. It was unbelievable how much Mother’s plans differed from my expectations, and it was all very disappointing. I fed him a bottle of milk and some banana and sat him in the small bathtub. He was smiling and playing with the water. After a while he became tired and cold. I covered him with a towel and held him in my arms. He fell asleep, his head resting on my shoulder. His longing for love and warmth softened my heart.




    Suddenly I had an idea. I bound my brother on my back with a scarf, picked up some milk powder and water, left the house and carried my brother up the mountain to where my parents and my sister were working. Mother was not pleased to see me, but my sister waved happily. Father was not even looking at me.




    “What are you doing here?” Mother asked, leaning on her spade.




    “I want to help,” I responded confidently.




    “It’s too hot for the baby out here,” she said. “Go back home!”




    In fact, Mother was right. I had forgotten to put a cap on Kaeng’s head for protection. I was angry with myself as well as with her—of course he could not stay in the sun! I went back to the house crying. Kaeng woke up from all the shaking and began crying too. He was sweating and obviously uncomfortable. I put him on the bed. He was wet with sweat and was shaking his little arms and legs. His face had turned red from all the crying. I changed his clothes and fed him again. Deep inside my heart I knew it was not his fault and shouldn’t really be mad at him. I held him gently in my arms and watched him sucking on his bottle.After, he prowled around the house, touching everything, putting everything into his mouth. I was busy for hours, just trying to keep him alive. Late in the afternoon he eventually got tired and fell asleep. It was exhausting.




    Day after day it was basically always the same. I was really unhappy with my situation. I did not want to be a “mother” so soon after leaving school. I wanted to help make a better living for all of us. But all Mother seemed to need was a nanny for my little brother. How I loved the hours when he finally got tired and fell asleep. Complaining to Mother all the time did not change a thing. Of course Kaeng could be funny too. He did stupid things and made me laugh. It became clear that I was kind of a teacher to him as well because I had to explain all kinds of things to him. I had expected a very different kind of responsibility than taking care of a baby. I wanted to be an adult; a hard worker like my sister.




    After weeks of feeling unhappy and left out, I realised that there was much more to it. Whenever my little brother was sleeping, I rearranged the house and made it cleaner and nicer. I washed the sarongs and shirts, cleaned the bathroom, wiped the floor and even built a new fireplace for cooking. Mother didn’t have much time for us after working in the field all day. However, cooking turned out to be fun too. Whenever my parents and my sister came home from work, there was always some delicious food beside the fireplace.




    I began to make a garden by digging up the earth next to the house. Kaeng loved to “help” by putting his little fingers in the soft earth. At first he would put the soil in his mouth, and I didn’t even realise it until I heard him choking. His face turned blue and I got so scared trying to empty his mouth as quickly as possible. He was crying hysterically and it took a while to calm him down again. Obviously the soil tasted very bad as well, because after that incident he never put it into his mouth again; he just played with it in his hands.




    My plan was to grow herbs in the garden, so I asked my neighbour—who had a beautiful little garden full of flowers and plants—for some seeds. It was hard work and took me a while, but it soon started growing wonderfully.




    Mother was pleased with all the changes. She clearly enjoyed coming home to a clean house and delicious food. Father didn’t seem to notice anything. He never talked much. He ate his meal in silence and then off he went to see his friends, to smoke and to gamble. Sometimes he went hunting or fishing at the nearby brook, but he never really talked to us and I often wondered if he ever talked to Mother. We all feared his anger, especially when he was drunk. He would lash out at us for no reason.




    Life had found a new rhythm and I was quietly satisfied. One year passed. Then one sunny morning I was feeding the chickens, laughing about how wildly they all ran after me, and having such fun, when my life took a turn and changed forever.




    My sister Joy was sweeping the house. Father had gone to the market and Mother was washing the rice for breakfast. After feeding the animals, my flourishing herb and vegetable garden had to be watered. Apart from herbs, there were tomatoes, cucumbers and pumpkins. I always had enough at hand to make even the most basic meal more delicious.Our village headman, Mr. Miangpong, arrived on a motorbike. I was surprised because he rarely visited us. We wondered what he was doing here. He looked at my sister and me and then towards my little garden. He smiled slowly, turned around and went inside the house. Joy and I looked at each other knowing that something was wrong. We tried to enter the house but Mother had locked the door. This made us even more curious. We put our ears to the wall.




    I heard Mother saying: “No. No. I don’t want to do this.”




    “What is she talking about?” I asked my sister.




    “Mother, do you need any help?” Joy called out in a strong voice.




    “Don’t worry girls, it’s all right. Mr. Miangpong and I are just talking.”




    We really didn’t like to be around Mr. Miangpong. He was a scary man and you could never tell what he was thinking. He always made us feel very uncomfortable.




    Kaeng started crying and suddenly the door opened. Mother handed him to me and closed the door immediately. She didn’t say a word.




    We took Kaeng to the brook because he loved to play in the water.




    “What’s that horrible man doing in our house?” I whispered to Joy.




    “I don’t know,” she said, and took hold of my hand.




    When we got back to the house, Mr. Miangpong had gone.




    “What did he want, Mother?” I asked quietly.




    “He offered both you girls a job in the city,” she replied.




    “What?” I cried.




    Mother looked down at the floor.




    “But I don’t want to go to any city,” Joy said. “I want to stay here with you, with Kaeng, Ploy and Father.”




    “Don’t you see that we are very useful here, Mother? You need us around,” I said.




    Mother continued cooking in silence. She did not say anything else. We hoped in our hearts that she had forgotten the subject.




    Later that night, Father came home drunk. Joy and Kaeng had already fallen asleep, but I could not sleep. I listened to my parents arguing outside the house.




    “I need that motorbike!” Father shouted over and over again.




    “I cannot do this!” Mother sobbed.




    “They will be fine. Maybe it’s a good job—in a shop or something. I will find out. OK?” Father responded in his commanding voice.




    But Mother would not give in easily. She kept arguing and her tone became more forceful. “They are good girls and they are a great help to us. I don’t want them to go anywhere. And they are still so young!”




    “Listen woman, they are old enough to experience what the real world is all about. It’s tough, but they will make it. And now I don’t want to talk about this anymore. I will get the motorbike and the girls are going. That is final!”




    I heard a loud slapping sound and a cry of pain from Mother.




    “Shut up now!” Father screamed.




    I knew he had beaten her to keep her quiet. I felt sorry for her. This happened all the time and I hated Father for it. After more arguing and crying they came back into the house and lay down next to us on the bed. I pretended to be fast asleep, but could hear and feel every time they moved.




    A few days passed. Joy and I were living in constant fear of being taken away. Mother did not really want to talk about it.




    “Girls, Father thinks it will be fine. You are really helping us out. We need the motorbike urgently. And you are almost grown up, aren’t you?”




    I knew she didn’t mean it. Her voice was not convincing. I just wished that it would all just go away.




    “We need the motorbike …” Kaeng repeated in his childish talk, jumping and shouting around the house. “Motorbike! Broom! Broom!”




    “How long do we have to go away for?” I asked sadly.




    “Six months. Only six month, girls! If you don’t like it after six months, you can come back home.”




    My sister was in tears, wailing as she hung on to Mother’s hand. “I don’t want to go!” she cried. “Let us buy a horse! I’ve been saving already. It won’t take us six months to get the rest of the money. We can surely use a horse, Mother!”




    “Yes. Why not?” I agreed with my sister.




    It seemed like such a good solution, but Mother just shook her head.




    “Father has already made an agreement with Miangpong,” she answered sadly. “This cannot be changed, girls. We need the bike and he has given his promise already.”




    “So who will take care of Kaeng?” Joy pleaded.




    “How could father do that without even talking to us?” I asked angrily.




    “He asked me to talk with you,” Mother said. “You know your father, he is not much of a talker.”




    Mother was always defending Father, always finding a reason to take his side. When Father came home, he was with Mr. Miangpong on a brand new motorbike. He was all smiles. I had never seen him so happy before.




    “Make some tea!” he ordered Mother.




    Joy and I stared at the bike. It was a shiny red one with a basket in front. It was the new Honda Dream and some of the villagers gathered around to have a look and touch it. Mr. Miangpong smiled and brushed them aside, then led my father into the house where my mother was waiting with cups of tea.




    “I will pick up the girls tomorrow morning,” Mr. Miangpong said as he drank from his cup.




    My father nodded. My sister ran out of the house. Kaeng was hiding behind me. I had tears in my eyes.




    “Father,” I mumbled. “What are you doing?”




    He ignored me and just kept chatting with Mr. Miangpong, who was smiling constantly. I looked to Mother for reassurance, but did not see her anywhere.




    “Father, please …” I begged. “We don’t want to go anywhere. We want to stay here with you. Are you sure we need the bike? Joy and I, we are saving for a horse, and we already have some mon—“




    “You do as I say!” Father shouted. “I am the head of the family and I don’t think I have to explain, do I? So shut up now and do as you are told!” He grabbed my arm. “You stay in the house; I will look for your sister. There are no further discussions, is that clear? Mr. Miangpong’s friends will take good care of you, he has already promised. They will take you to a factory or a shop and you will help out there. Isn’t that right?” he looked at his guest.




    Mr. Miangpong nodded. “Girls I am sure after a while you will really like it. There have been no complaints and I have found jobs for many girls before you,” he said, smiling like a devil. As he left, he turned and whispered “Tomorrow” menacingly in my ear, then walked past me as I froze.




    We have to run away, I thought. I had a very bad feeling at the bottom of my stomach. Father came back with Joy and locked us both in the house, shattering all my plans of escape. We were to pack our bags. I didn’t know what to take. Every little thing had meaning to me and I did not want to leave anything behind. I filled up my bag as much as possible. Father was watching every move we made. Kaeng fell asleep early. My sister kept crying and Mother did not come back home. Where is she? Why is she not protecting us? I had no tears left to cry. I just felt so angry; I cursed Father.




    Morning came quickly and with it Mr. Miangpong and two elderly men. Mr. Miangpong was wearing his usual short-sleeved shirt and horrible gold watch, but the other two men were wearing dark sunglasses and black clothes. We had put on our best sarongs and our cleanest shirts, the ones we kept for temple ceremonies. We were so scared and didn’t know what would happen. Joy was crying and did not want to enter the car. Mr. Miangpong had to force her. Father was scolding us for resisting, and called us all kinds of bad names. He was holding Kaeng in his arms and made him wave good-bye to us. Mother was nowhere to be seen. I looked for her everywhere, but she was gone. I saw our little brother’s smile as the car drove off. There was no expression whatsoever on Father’s face.




    Joy and I were both crying in the car. It was so sad. We hugged each other. It was at that moment I knew we had to stick together to survive. We were forced to enter the unknown, and it felt dark and cold out there.




    One of the men touched my leg and smiled. “It will be fine girls. Lots of fun! Here, take this to relax.” He gave us each a pill. “Swallow it!” he ordered.




    I put it under my tongue and quickly spat it out when no one was looking.




    “Where are we going?” I asked the driver.




    The men looked at each other and laughed. They didn’t say. The feeling got worse. My sister fell asleep. She must have swallowed that pill, I thought. We drove in silence for hours until we reached Chiang Mai. We had never been in a big city before. There was traffic everywhere. It was hot and the air was thick. I was thirsty. There were street vendors on every corner and the rows of houses never seemed to end. Joy woke up and started crying again.




    “Stop that!” Mr. Miangpong ordered. “This does not help! You have to do what you are told. Don’t you want to help your parents? Do you want your father to have to give back the bike? I don’t think so.”




    Joy kept whimpering quietly, leaning onto my shoulder.




    “Be strong,” I whispered into her ear.




    We waited in front of a large building. As the door swung open we found ourselves in a dark, empty room that led to another much larger room. It smelled of cigarette smoke and alcohol. I knew this smell from the little shop, where my father used to go and drink with his friends. I had never liked that smell: cheap perfume mixed with baby powder, cigarettes and alcohol.




    The place was lit by red lights but it was still quite dark. It took my eyes a little while to adjust to this lighting. There were sofas and chairs, some separated by black curtains. There was also a huge bar with girls mixing and serving drinks. The girls had no tops on and everyone could see their chests. In the center of the room I could see a long stage with glimmering spotlights where naked girls were dancing around poles. Some were fondling and kissing each other. My sister started laughing in embarrassment. There were men sitting around the stage, staring and shouting at the girls dancing.




    “I don’t want to be here,” Joy said out loud.




    She tried to turn around, but Mr. Miangpong did not let her.




    “This is not a shop or a factory,” I mumbled.




    The other two men led us forcefully through an open door and pushed us into a room. Then they locked us in.




    “Freshen up girls! And put on some of the clothes from the closet!” one of them ordered.




    I looked around. The light was dim. There were no windows, just mirrors everywhere, even on the ceiling. The huge bed in the middle of the room had lots of dirty pink pillows on it. There was a stained pink dressing table against one wall and a pink table with two chairs against the other wall. We sat down on the bed. Joy held on to her bag. I placed my lucky elephant and my holy feathers from the forest on the little cabinet next to the bed and put my bag underneath it. I now realized that we had to go along with whatever awaited us. Joy was crying again. We promised each other to stay together and get through this, and no matter what happened we had to be strong. The room looked shabby and the strange sweet smell from outside had followed us.




    Joy spotted a telephone on the table and picked it up right away. “Hello, hello,” she shouted into the receiver, but there was no answer. She shook the receiver and listened again.




    “Put it down,” I said, opening the cabinet. There were strange bras and panties and, to my surprise, school uniforms.




    My sister could not believe it: “School uniforms? Are they going to send us to school again, or what? At least we won’t have to be naked like those girls outside,” she said.




    Joy found the door to the bathroom amongst all the mirrors. Inside there was a small open window with a mosquito screen. I could smell the fresh air from outside and just see the blue sky, but it was definitely too small a window for an escape.




    We each took a shower and changed into the underwear and the school uniforms. We sat down on the bed and waited. It was hot and we were scared. We looked at our reflections in the mirrors and started teasing each other nervously. I felt silly: the skirts were much shorter than we wore at school. I sat nervously, biting my fingernails. Joy was constantly brushing her hair. I had a strange feeling and didn’t know what we were waiting for. After a while, a fat elderly man unlocked the door. He had many gold chains around his neck and gold rings on every finger. He was wearing a brown shirt and black jeans. His eyes were just two black slits. His skin was shiny, his hair oily and he was smiling. He asked us to stand up and turn around for him.




    “Good girls, you both look very sexy,” the fat man said. “It is nice to have you here with us. We are here to make our customers happy and satisfied, so they will come back to us. This is your room for now. You will live and work here. I will send my customers to you and you must do whatever they want you to do, is that understood?” We nodded. “Some of them are already waiting for you.”




    He smiled strangely, touching my sister’s leg. She pulled it away. He was sweating and I could see dark spots around his armpits and a strong bad smell was reaching my nose.




    “You’ll be nice, right? Because that’s your job now, to be nice and sexy. I brought you some make-up. Put some lipstick on, will you? And here are some toys.” He put a box on the table. “Morning and evening you will get food and water. If you need anything else, you’ll have to call 224 on the phone, Cherry will help you. Have either of you ever had sex?” We both shook our heads. “You know what I am talking about?” We both nodded again. I had heard our parents sometimes doing strange things and felt the movement of their bodies because we all slept in the same bed.




    “This is a condom, OK? You have to put it on the customer’s penis before he gets into you. It is important to remember that, because if you do not use it, you might get pregnant or sick, OK?” He put several small packages on the bed. “If you do not please my customers …” He showed us a whip hanging from his belt. “You need to do everything you are asked to do, like good girls do. Everything!” His voice was high.




    My sister was just staring at him. I was so scared and was shivering and sweating at the same time.




    “When can we leave?” I asked. “I don’t think I like it here. We were supposed to work in a factory.”




    The fat man just laughed out loud. “You bitches just arrived here. It will be a long time until you can go anywhere else, and somehow it is a kind of factory here, girls.” He shook his head in disbelief, still laughing.




    “We need water to drink,” Joy said.




    “OK, wait a minute!”




    He made a phone call and two minutes later we had three bottles of cold water. He left and locked us in again. We put lipstick and make-up on for the first time. I had seen it on TV, but no one in our family had any cosmetics, so it was kind of fun to fool around with all the colours. A few minutes later he came back with a tape recorder.




    “That looks much better,” the fat man said. “You see, we do all we can to keep you girls healthy and beautiful. Play some music. Our customers like music.” He left again and locked the door behind him.




    “What do we have to do?” Joy asked.




    I had no clue, but I had that bad feeling again and looked at my reflection in the mirror. With all that make-up it seemed like a different person was looking back at me. My lips were bright red and so were my sister’s. We seemed a lot older. I took the other things out of the box and looked at them.




    Joy picked up an artificial penis. “Is it that huge?” she asked in disbelief.




    “That is so scary!” I added, taking it out of her hand.




    I opened one of the drawers of the cabinet. There was Vaseline, a bottle of baby oil and two rolls of toilet paper inside. I closed it again and placed the penis on the table.




    About fifteen minutes later we heard the key turn in the lock. An old man came in. He was half-bald and wore a grey suit. He was not Thai and he didn’t speak, but his small dark eyes were burning brightly. My sister hid behind me. We stared at him. He talked to us but I did not understand a word.




    “Beautiful,” he said in broken Thai, touching my cheek. “Me Japan.”




    He came closer and took off his jacket and trousers. Slowly he unbuttoned his shirt and took it off too. He placed all his clothes neatly on the pink chair. We just stared at him in disbelief. There he stood in his blue underpants and white socks. His chest was small, his arms thin and he was really white. But it all looked funny somehow and I had to smile.




    He handed me a cassette to put into the tape recorder. A woman’s voice started crooning in a language I did not understand. He gestured for us to dance for him and take off our clothes. I wasn’t sure how but I managed to rotate my hips in time to the music, unbuttoning my school shirt. My sister did not move. He took her hand and shook her around, but she resisted. The Japanese man reached for the telephone. He spoke abruptly and moments later the fat man came in. He had the whip in his hand. His expression was serious.




    “What’s the problem here? He wants you to dance and strip for him! Take off your shirt, remove the bra and move your fucking hips.”




    He whipped my sister on the leg. It made a hissing sound. She started crying and tried to hide behind me. He whipped at her again.




    “Come on, bitch!” he turned the music louder and sat down next to the Japanese man. “Come on girls; show us what you’ve got!”




    We both moved slowly, not really knowing what to do.




    “The tits! Show us your tits!”




    The fat man was licking his lips and leering at us. He clapped his hands to the rhythm of the music. The Japanese man looked down at his underpants. His dick had hardened. Finally we were both naked, and moved to the rhythm of the music. I felt so ashamed. The fat man grabbed my sister and sat her on his lap, sucking her nipples as his hands traveled up her thighs. The Japanese man came towards me and touched my breasts, putting his other hand between my legs. He moaned and closed his eyes while his fingers played. It felt horrible. Nobody had ever touched me there before and I did not know what to do. He started to lick my neck and moved down to my breasts. I looked at my sister and could see her struggling with the fat man, who had thrown her down on the bed and taken off his trousers. I could see her tears rolling onto the bed sheet. I heard her begging him to stop, but he just put his fat fingers into her mouth and I could only imagine her agony.




    The Japanese man pulled his pants down and made me kneel in front of him. Then he put his little penis in my mouth. It felt so strange; I could barely stop myself from vomiting. I closed my eyes and sucked, trying to imagine that it was sugar cane. Suddenly he pulled back, smiling, gesturing me to lie down on the bed next to my sobbing sister. He crawled on top of me, spreading my legs. It was a sharp pain that made my shout out loud. The Japanese man whispered something I did not understand, pushing harder in a steady rhythm. He held my shoulders down, moaning. I just lay there, surrendering my body. The final sound he made was similar to a babies cry. He fell on top of me, I could hardly breath. After a while he got up and sat down on the bed next to me with a satisfied sigh. I did not want to open my eyes; it was cruel enough just listening to my sister cry out as we rocked against the wall on this tired old bed. The fat man was gasping and grunting until he finally shuddered and groaned loudly. Then he stopped.




    Suddenly it was quiet in the room. I opened my eyes and looked around. The music had stopped. I saw Joy pinned to the bed under the weight of the fat man. His hand was still covering her mouth, his gold rings sparkling in the dim light. She was staring vacantly at the ceiling. I felt the urge to help her, but the fear of punishment was greater and so I just stared at them not knowing what to do. My brain was empty. I was not able to develop any thoughts.




    The two men were both laughing as they dressed themselves.




    “I love virgins!” the fat man said. “Although this is an expensive pleasure!”




    “Thank you! Thank you!” The Japanese man answered, smiling broadly.




    Joy lay there motionless as tears streamed down her face. My own heart was heavy and I felt ashamed and got up, covering my body with a towel. I gave her a glass of water. Her hands were shaking. I looked at my legs; blood was running down my thighs, I saw blood on the sheet too.




    “Now girls,” the fat man began, fastening his belt. “Freshen up and clean the room and change those bed sheets. There is a lot more work waiting for you!”




    He gave us a sneering laugh as he walked out with the Japanese man, pointing his finger at the blood stain. He locked the door again behind them. I felt vulnerable and so dirty and rushed to the bathroom to brush my teeth and shower. I scrubbed my whole body with soap three times, but the dirt wouldn’t wash off. I felt so used. Joy was still just lying there, as if she were paralysed. She had always been the sensitive one.




    I joined my sister on the bed, we both cried in the comfort of each other’s arms. It seemed hopeless. “I cannot do that again. It was horrible! I’m still so sore. And look, I am bleeding!” my sister sobbed.




    “But, Joy, we have to,” I said. “Come, take a shower and change, otherwise you’ll get whipped again.”




    I had never seen my sister look so sad. I held her shoulders with my hands and looked into her weeping eyes.




    “I will find a way out, trust me. We will not stay here for long, no way!” I promised.




    I could see the stars from the small window in the bathroom. We were given some rice and curry for dinner. After, we changed into new uniforms and lay on the bed and waited.




    “I cannot do this, Ploy,” my sister said over and over again.




    I held her hand. “We will find a way out, but you must be strong now. I will figure out a way to escape,” I said, trying to sound confident, but there wasn’t much time to make plans.




    Each day and each night passed so slowly. Many men came into our room, requesting their weirdest desires and using our bodies in the strangest ways. It was almost always a horrible, painful experience. They all stunk from sweat and excitement and I had difficulties not to vomit. I felt stained. We were forced to do things I never even knew existed. Joy was constantly crying and some of our visitors enjoyed that. We were forced to enter the world of sex in its most perverted form. Sometimes I tried to talk with these men, begging them to help us, but they did not want to hear my story, they just laughed or even beat me for saying that. Most of them were Thai men; some were police officers. They called us “the new catch” and I felt like a piece of meat passed from one hand to the other.




    Sometimes the fat man ordered us around, complaining because we did not do the right thing. My sister feared him like no one else and he enjoyed scaring her or touching her under her skirt. After two weeks, Joy became very ill. She was very hot, she had trouble breathing and her body was shaking. At first I tried to hide her condition, but then some of our guests complained, because I had to do the job all alone and they had paid for the service of two girls.




    She could not work any longer. I had to call 224. The fat man came and carried her and her belongings away.




    “Don’t worry, we will take care of her,” he said. “But you have to work for both of you now.”




    I was very worried. Joy had begged me not to let them take her away, but what else could I do? It felt awful. I had promised to take care of my sister and now she was gone.




    Days and weeks went by. I was alone and miserable. I had no clue how I was going to get away from that wretched place and felt like a lifetime had passed. I thought about Father and the new red motorbike. I hated him for what he had done to us. And I hated my body, my hands, my vagina, my mouth and the constant reflection of myself in all the mirrors. Even my smell had changed. I stank like everything else around me. Once a week I got new bed sheets and by then so many sweaty bodies had rolled around on them that they felt oily and sticky.




    There was no place to get a few hours rest in between clients. I washed my sarong every day, dried it by the fan and spread it over the bed. It made me feel a little more comfortable and reminded me of home. Sometimes I picked up my bag, which I had brought from home and looked at the things inside. I did not want to place them anywhere: they were my hope, my identity. The real Ploy was inside there.




    Time dragged on and I could feel the seasons change again. I followed the rhythm of nature through the little window in the bathroom. I was constantly waiting for my sister to come back, but she never showed up. The door opened and closed over and over again. My body moved automatically; it was not mine any longer. I felt weak as if I had lost myself forever. The innocence of my childhood had vanished.




    I called 224 many times. “Where is Joy? Can we go home now?”I asked again and again.




    “She will be better soon,” Cherry always answered in a slimy voice.




    “Why don’t you tell me the truth?” I asked one time. “Please help me! I want to go home. I want my sister back.”




    But she had put the phone down already. I felt so alone. There was nobody I could trust or even talk to and this dirty room made me sick. I went to the bathroom often just to breathe the fresh air from outside or to see the sun setting behind the building opposite. Oh how much I longed to get out of there, but I was locked in a dark dirty cage and the people there put lion after lion inside the cage to tear my soul apart. I had made my plan to escape, but was waiting for my sister to come back. I did not want to leave her behind.




    Weeks passed and there was still no sign of Joy.




    By then I knew what was expected of me and could play the game well. I learned many things about a man’s body.I knew a touch in the right place was enough to get a quick erection. I realised the power of words, learning that admiring a man’s penis would excite him and moaning as if I was having pleasure would certainly make him come quickly. I knew that I had to be the predator, not the prey. I even got used to those terrible smells.




    “When is my sister coming back?” I asked the fat man, stepping in front of him when he was having a look into my room. “I need to know now because I want to take her home. She must be better by now. We have the right to leave, let us go now! I did my job. Mr. Miangpong promised us, if we didn’t like it after six months, we could leave. Time is up! Where is my sister Joy?”




    I could see the surprise in his face. He had never expected me to come on strong. I had always obeyed him. But now I didn’t fear him and there was nothing to lose for me. If my existence had ended there right that minute I would have been even happier. My life seemed long lost and no matter what he could have done, I was demanding the truth that instant.




    “Look Ploy,” he said, sitting down on the bed in a friendly gesture. “Joy will not come back. You see, you are much stronger then her. She didn’t make it.”




    He was playing with his rings.




    “What do you mean?” I stammered.




    “I mean she is dead.” He stood up and walked to the door.




    “Dead? What do you mean, what are you saying? How can she be dead? She was not that sick!” My head was spinning and I was shouting.




    “She is not coming back. She is D.E.A.D., Dead. OK? Gone! And, no Ploy, time is not up yet, you now have work to make up for your sister as well.”




    He left the room quickly and locked the door from the outside before I could reach it. I ran to the door, screaming and pounding my fists against it, trying to beat it down. I grabbed a chair and smashed it against the mirrors real hard, over and over again until the chair and all the mirrors where broken. I crumpled to my knees with my head in my hands. I was defeated. I lay on the floor sobbing, broken and completely helpless. I hated myself for letting Joy down and felt guilty for waiting so long. My sister was dead. My hopes of getting back to our past—back to our herb garden and rice fields—were completely shattered.




    The fat man came back to my room later. His voice turned to thunder when he saw what I had done to the room. “Look at this! What have you done? Are you mad?” he shouted.I felt the slap of his fat hand across my face. He kicked the fragments of glass aside. “I will make you pay for this, you little bitch! You will never get out of this club ever again. Whore!” He lashed me with his whip. “Now go and get cleaned up. I have to find a new job for you. You will work real hard now, I promise you that!”




    “These fucking girls, there’s always something,” he muttered to himself as he marched away.




    The fat man was always talking to himself. I didn’t even know his name. I didn’t want to know. I hated him. He was my enemy and maybe it was he who had killed my sister. I crawled into the bathroom, cleaned my wounds and changed into yet another school uniform. I hated these clothes, but there was nothing else for me to wear. We left the room.




    “Fuck! There is no other free room. I’ll have to put her out on the stage for a while,” he muttered.




    I sensed a chance to escape and promised myself never to have to go back to that filthy room ever again. I recognised the big room where we had entered on that terrible first day. Somehow I felt free already.




    “There, get up on the stage. Take your clothes off and amuse our customers,” the fat man commanded, pushing me forward. “And be careful. I’m watching you, bitch.”




    I climbed onto the stage in my school uniform and the customers clapped and whistled. There were two other girls on stage. One of them came over and danced closely behind me, touching me with her body. I smiled shyly. She started kissing my neck and unbuttoned my shirt, her hands touching my breasts. The men were shouting and whistling and I could see that some men were rubbing themselves. When I was finally in my panties the girl took out a tin of whipped cream and squirted it over my small breasts and stomach and then started to lick it off.




    The men went crazy. They started grabbing us; I could feel tongues licking my body and strangers’ hands touching me everywhere. I closed my eyes. Somehow I felt glad for my sister, for not having to do this anymore. I wished I could die too and be reunited with her in a new life.




    The act was over. We managed to get off the stage. Most of these men did not want to let go and the guards had to push them all aside. The fat man grabbed a hold of my arm.




    “Now you go freshen up. Then find a lonely customer and make him feel good. And don’t try anything stupid! We have some dangerous costumers, you know. They might kill you in the act. So be glad for any job I give you. At the bathroom behind there is a cabinet with all kinds of stuff. Change and come back, OK?”




    I went behind the stage and ran to the bathroom to wipe off the sticky cream with some tissue. There were no showers and I had to put clothes on top of my sticky body. I searched in the cabinet for something suitable to wear, but this was not easy as I had lost a lot of weight and was getting really skinny. My breasts were very small and I couldn’t even find a bra that fit. Instead I found a red short Chinese dress and some panties. These felt so much better. It was the first time in months that I had a chance to put on something other than those horrible school uniforms. I put my hair up in a bun and coloured my lips red.




    Carefully, I peeked out the door. The whole place was heavily guarded. I even saw a couple of policemen who had been my customers before. They were laughing and talking loudly about which girls they were going to choose. Behind a glass screen about twenty girls were sitting watching TV. One or two were knitting or reading magazines. There was no way to escape. I sighed.




    One of the girls dancing with me on stage before came in. She looked at me and shook her head. “I would like to leave too, but they watch us all the time. See the camera there?” She pointed at a camera installed in the corner. It was moving slowly in a circle. “You have to make the best out of it. Sometimes it’s fun, you know?”




    “I see. Look, do you know my sister Joy by any chance? She looks just like me.”




    “I don’t think I have seen her around, honey. Don’t know anyone called Joy. Sorry.”




    Then her tone of voice changed strangely. She was staring straight at me. “Are you new here? I do like little girls.” She started putting lipstick on and I realised she was much older than me.




    “No, I was locked in a room down the hall for months. This is my first day outside that hole.”




    “So you must be glad to be working with us,” she said with a smile.




    I did not really want to answer her or befriend her. She seemed strange and I was confused as to how she could say she sometimes enjoyed this job. I turned around quickly and went back into the big room, looking around for a customer. I hoped there would be at least one nice guy; maybe even a polite one.




    A Western man was sitting at the bar. He wasn’t very good looking and he watched the girls dance from a distance. This was interesting. I had never had a white man come into my room in all this time. I smiled and walked slowly over to him. I put my hands out to touch his face and brushed my fingers softly over his lips knowing very well by then how to get the guys, and realising it did not really matter how you look, but how freely your hands and body moved. He smelled clean. I inhaled deeply.




    “Great show,” he said softly.




    He was a middle-aged man with spiky grey hair and a round belly. He had a pleasant smile.




    “Do you speak Thai?” I asked.




    He nodded, still smiling. He stroked my face.




    “I have not seen you here before. You are like a fresh flower in spring,” he whispered, pulling me closer. He kissed me, putting his tongue in my mouth while stroking my back. This was not really the thing I usually did. No Thai man had ever kissed me on the mouth before, but it was somehow a nice feeling. “I am going to take you with me tonight. I will take you somewhere nice. Do you want to come and join me tonight?” he asked.




    I nodded, my heart pounding with the thought of an escape. This surely is my chance, I thought.




    He signalled the waiter and a few minutes later the fat man came over. He looked at me suspiciously.




    “Is there something wrong?”




    “No, no,” the Western man said. “Look, I really like this girl and want to take her home with me. How much do I have to pay?”




    The fat man pulled him aside and they spoke quietly. Then he turned back to me again. “This gentleman will bring you back in the morning. He is a long-time customer,” he said, smiling towards the foreigner.




    I excused myself and left for the bathroom again, to check my make-up. My heart was pounding. The fat man came in after me, whispering harshly: “Don’t try anything stupid. I will hunt you down, I swear. I am a very powerful man. See you by tomorrow morning, is that clear?” His eyes were scary. I nodded.




    I looked around the big room before we left just in case my sister had somehow materialised, but there was no sign of her. It felt like heaven sitting in a car and leaving that disgusting building with all those flashing lights behind me. It didn’t really matter that I had to leave my bag with all my belongings, although I felt guilty thinking about Joy. What if she did not die? And is still inside there? The man stroked my leg.




    “Don’t worry, baby, I’ll bring you back tomorrow morning.”




    I will never go back, I promised myself, and managed a sweet smile. Somehow I liked him. He was a kind of hero for me, although he didn’t know it. He had taken me out of that evil nest. I felt grateful and squeezed his hand and let his tongue play with mine again.




    His apartment was huge. The air was fresh and cool. There were flowers everywhere. All the furniture was white and so were the walls. There was a huge sofa with a glass table, a large fur in front of a fireplace and a long shelf full of books. He poured us drinks and turned the music on.




    “It’s beautiful here,” I said with wide eyes.




    “Will you dance for me? Move your elf-body for me? It really turns me on, you know,” he asked as he lay down on the sofa.




    I took a big sip of my drink, and then drank the whole thing. It was bitter and cold. He poured me another one, which I also gulped down. We did not get any drinks or drugs at the club—not that I knew of—although sometimes I wondered why I was so lethargic and had to pull myself together all the time.




    I was eager to try alcohol. It created a burning sensation in my throat but it made me feel warm inside. I closed my eyes and started swaying to the music. Dancing slowly to the rhythm had gotten into my blood. When I opened my eyes the whole room was spinning around me. The stranger looked surprisingly attractive and I felt certain closeness towards him. We looked into each other’s eyes. I pulled him up on his feet and started to undress him. He sighed softly at first, pleased with the way that my fingers played him like an instrument. I was surprised to notice that I enjoyed being in charge of this game and he willingly followed my lead. This was the first time that I had enjoyed being touched, and I felt desire building inside me.




    The first ray of morning light awakened me. The foreigner was still asleep. I sneaked into the bathroom and took a quick shower, taking my clothes with me. Slowly, I crept to the bedside and took all the money out of his wallet. Then I left the flat without a sound and rushed down the hallway barefoot, carrying my high-heels against my chest.




    I remember that we had come up in an electronic lift the night before, but with all the excitement I could not find it and I had to run down the stairs. Panting and scared, I finally got to the bottom and sneaked out of the back of the apartment into a busy backstreet. I ran and ran, block after block, with the shoes in my hand, until I could run no more.




    Freedom! It was unbelievable and it tasted wonderful! I inhaled deeply.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Friends




    Carefully and silently I sneaked closer. There it was; the right moment. In an instant I had to react. I stretched the rubber of the slingshot tightly and then let go of the stone. It reached its target with no surprise. With a thwacking sound the bird hit the ground. I was satisfied. I picked it up, looking at the bright red feathers on its head, and hung it on my stick with my other kills: a squirrel, two black birds, and a little green snake. It was delighting! What a good day. It was midday by then and hot, but I stayed under the shade of the trees, enjoying a slight breeze.




    Hunting was difficult at the beginning. I had to learn to stand still for hours just waiting until some animal came my way. At first I got tired easily. My feet started to hurt until my whole body ached, but after weeks of practice my limits extended. My concentration improved day by day. Soon I was able to hear all the sounds around me, leading to my prey.When an animal was in sight, I focused my attention, picked up my slingshot quietly and slowly and sent the stone on its deadly mission.But sometimes the prey did not die and when I arrived it was frightened and struggling to survive, so I had to shoot it from close range once more to end its misery. It was important to have the right size stone. If it were too big and heavy it would not go far enough, but if it were too small it would not be deadly. Thousands of stones flew through the air in order to find the right balance without hitting anything. The rubber was important too. I always carried two spare ones with me, in case it broke. I loved hunting.




    One morning I woke up early. Mist was still surrounding our house and the whole mountaintop. The small city of Chiang Rai down in the valley was still invisible. In the distance the first morning light was stretching its rays towards the sky.Cocks were crowing far and near, dogs barking. I listened curiously to what they were all telling each other. I concluded that they were greeting each other or maybe the morning light and perhaps even us. It was chilly and I had to put my sweater on. This was the best time, when the sun rose from behind the mountaintop and the smoky smell of all the fires in the village reached my nose. Almost everyone made a fire in the garden to warm their hands and drink their coffee or tea in the early morning hours. Mother fed the pigs with the left over rice. My sisters were still asleep, huddled together under the blankets. It was cold and the fire in the hearth at the centre of the house was still glowing. I put new wood on. The walls were black with smoke from years of fires and in one corner there was our huge bed, made by Father. We children slept on mats next to the thicker blanket used by our parents.There was a clothesline along the walls, where our washing was left to dry. Plastic bags were hanging on big nails with all kinds of stuff my mother collected for further use. Kitchen equipment was placed near the fireplace.There were no windows, just a front door.




    This was my home. Not everyone in my village had this kind of house. Over the years many had built proper wooden houses on their premises, but some of our neighbours and our family had never made enough money to start such a project. Although I had hoped to find some work and help build a big house for Mother and my sisters, I was best at hunting and that allowed us to just survive. I did not have much of an education either, just went to the local village school, although I could not manage to show up every day. Often, when I had decided to attend with the best intentions, the teacher was not present. At last I was able to read and write in Thai, but not as well as others who went to schools in cities like Chiang Mai or Bangkok.




    I put the kettle on and sorted out my stones. I checked my slingshot and got ready for the day’s hunting. The tea was hot and it warmed my body. Then I made my way up the mountain through the rising mist. The morning light got stronger and the birds were singing cheerfully. I wore no shoes. My feet were cold but knew the way. My mother was pleased with my day’s hunting and that I had not forgotten to bring wood on my way home. She put the rice pot on the fire and I prepared the meat for grilling. My young sisters sat next to me and stared into the flames. They were hungry, but they waited patiently for their food. I stuck the meat on wooden sticks and handed it to them. They slowly turned it around over the fire to cook, chatting happily to each other. They were just one year apart and inseparable.




    I had two elder sisters as well, but they had left for Chiang Mai when I was a little boy. Father got a motorbike he needed badly in exchange for sending them some place to work for friends of Mr. Miangpong. From that time on his life became easier and he was able to bring the vegetables down the mountain every second day. Before that, he used to walk down the mountain just once a week. Sometimes he took me along to the morning market in Chiang Rai. We had to get up at three o’clock in the morning in order to get a place to sell. I liked it. There were always a lot of people and even some foreigners with white skin. I looked at them curiously; they seemed so different. Whenever I smiled at them, they always smiled back. Once a foreigner even gave me a new pair of shoes! He had bought them from another street seller just for me. This made me really happy. It was the first time I got a present. The sandals were so cool, with cotton stripes around my toes and ankles. I had only worn sandals before, my mother’s sandals, actually. Father taught me how to ride the bike and when I became older I had to take him home many times when he was too drunk to drive. Our sisters never came back again but we thought of them often, hoping they had a good life in the city. Mother liked to talk about them, their good results at school and generous help around the house. We all listened to her stories from the past and sometimes I actually saw myself playing with my sisters, but their faces had faded from my memory. Our neighbours took pleasure in telling us that they had plenty and were well off, living in an apartment and eating delicious food. I often wondered if this was the truth.




    Nobody had offered me a proper job ever and I certainly did not like fieldwork, it was just too boring. I had stopped going to school a few years back, when my father had died, because I had to help out Mother, who was struggling quietly with all the work. We were all shocked when Father suddenly became very sick. He had always been a strong man and I could not recall a single day without him working. Surprisingly, he never recovered. He became weaker and weaker by the day, just lying on the bed sleeping. I talked to him for hours a day hoping for his recovery, but he just lay there and didn’t respond. Mother was very worried. She did all the fieldwork by herself and when she came back home she fed and washed him. She was hoping he would come around but his situation worsened. We did not have enough money to take him to the hospital and the village healer was unable to help. She tried many things like spitting, praying for hours, herbal teas and essences, massages and smoke, but nothing worked. After a few days of treatment, Father did not even open his eyes again and finally the healer came to the conclusion that a bad spirit had taken possession of Father’s body.




    He was in a lot of pain at the end. I could see it in his expressions. His face never seemed relaxed but he did not make a sound. I felt so sorry for him. Mother and I helplessly watched him die. My two little sisters were too young to understand any of this, but they did cry. Since then it has been my job to drive the motorbike to the market. It was fun to go and see my friends as well but sometimes I spent all the money I had earned. Then I came home drunk and empty handed. This always made Mother so angry that she lashed out at me.




    I had good friends. We were a group of eight guys and had five motorbikes between us. We were young, foolish and ready to die for each other. We loved to race down the main road at night, raising dust. The more dangerous the game, the more fun we had. After these crazy nights, I was often too lazy to get out of bed in the early morning and go hunting, and then I wandered around bored and listless or just slept the whole day away. Mother did not complain on those days, she knew my temperamental reactions and was anyway unable to change my state of mind. Sometimes my friends and I just gathered together and listened to the radio station from Chiang Mai, wondering what it would be like out there, living in a big city. We all dreamed of having money to spend, lots of girls and drugs. Reality was different; we had to survive and some of us did not really know how.




    One day in the late afternoon, after a satisfying meal I was in high spirits and went to see my friend Eg. He lived in a small house with his father, who was almost never at home. His house was similar to ours, but the fireplace was on the wall and had a chimney.His mother had died when he was a little kid, and a few years back his father had sent Eg’s two sisters to work for Mr. Miangpong’s friends as well. Eg was eighteen years old and had shaved his head and was trying to grow a beard. Some hair was showing. He wore jeans and a dark blue shirt with Chinese buttons. We sat down near the fireplace, awaiting the rest of the gang. Soon our other friends Tom, Fan, On, Gob, Bon and Daeng came and joined us.




    Fan had brought a drug with him called “yaba”, a kind of speed that comes in tablets.




    “They want me to sell this stuff, anyone interested?” he asked. “Only 50 baht a piece—that’s extremely cheap you know!”




    I had no money, but really wanted to buy some.




    “Give me two to try and if they’re cool I’ll buy,” I said.




    I held out my hand and was surprised when Fan actually gave them to me. His family was better off. His father was a tour guide who spoke English and had built a beautiful cottage with a nice little garden. We all knew that his father would go mad if he found out Fan was dealing drugs, but he wanted to be one of us, cool and crazy. He was a handsome young man with almond shaped eyes and curly hair. The girls at school always liked him, which made me jealous sometimes. His mother was a tour guide as well and they were hardly ever at home. He was their only child. I swallowed the pills happily. At first I felt nothing and joked that they were useless and probably fake. But after about half an hour the drugs worked their magic. We all started to speed up at the same time.




    Usually we did not do this kind of drug, only some opium, so the impact was massive for all of us. We became much louder and the atmosphere turned tense and uneasy, with everyone shouting and nobody listening. Tom was the loudest. He was the only one married and was always showing off, with his shoulder-long hair and sleazy smile. He loved to wear metal chains around his waist and hardly ever took off his leather jacket, which was dirty and grey. We were walking about and boisterously pushing each other near the flames, laughing. My energy felt limitless, wanting to burst out. I boasted that I was the best hunter around and anything could be my prey.




    Suddenly Gob got the idea of head-hunting.




    “What do you mean?” Tom asked




    “We disturb the driver of a car and create an accident, then take the belongings. Doesn’t that sound like a good idea? Don’t you guys want some cash in your hands as well?” Gob looked at us, smiling.




    We all agreed, wired and wanting to find some action.
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