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    Glossary




    Ban Nok — Up-country, rural Thailand




    Big Tiger — Bangkok Prison




    Bar-Fine — Money paid to a bar to take a girl out




    Butterfly — Unfaithful or promiscuous person




    Chai dam — Black-Hearted




    Chai dee — Good-Hearted




    Chai reng — Strong Hearted




    Chai yen — Cool heart, calm




    Chai rorn — Hot tempered




    Chalat — Clever, smart




    Chocolate man — Black/Coloured guy




    Chok Dee — Good luck, (often a toast)




    Dakadan — Cricket/Grasshopper




    Farang — Western/White Foreigner




    Isaan — North East Thailand




    Jamook — Nose




    Kao Pad Kai — Fried rice with chicken




    Katoey — Lady-man, transvestite




    Kaya — Rubbish, trash




    Keeniaw — Miserly, tight-fisted




    Kha — Polite suffix used by females




    Khor thot — To ask forgiveness




    Krung-Thep — Thai name for Bangkok




    Lao Kao — Strong rice wine/alcohol




    Loi Kratong — Thai full moon festival




    Look Chi — Son




    Maeh! — (Mother!) Exclamation of surprise




    Mak — A lot, too much




    Mai Dee — No good




    Mai Ow — Don’t want / like




    Mai Suparb — Not polite




    Mai Pen Rai — No problem, never mind




    Mamasan — Woman in charge of bar-girls




    Mia noy — Second or small wife




    Monkey House — Prison, jail




    Muay Thai — Thai boxing




    Nam Khaeng — Ice




    Na Rak — Lovely




    Nong chai — Younger brother




    Pee Chai — Older brother




    Phakamaa — Wrap-around cloth worn by men




    Phikan — Cripple




    Phooyai ban — Village headman




    Phu dee — Well bred/ born




    Poompoy — Large / fat stomach




    Rai — Thai unit of land




    Ram Muay — Thai boxing dance




    Sabay — Well / good




    Sami — Husband




    Sanuk — Fun, good times




    Sawang Boriboon — Thai rescue workers




    Short-Time — Half hour sex session




    Soi — Street or road




    Somtam — Spicy papaya salad




    Songthaew — Pick-up truck used as a taxi




    Sopanee — Prostitute




    Supaab — Polite / well-spoken




    Suway — Beautiful




    Takaw — Woven wicker ball game




    Tao — Turtle




    Teelac — Darling, sweetheart




    Thammada — Ordinary




    Toot — Bum, buttocks




    Tuk-tuk — Motorcycle taxi vehicle




    Wai — Hands together Thai greeting




    Wai Run — Teenager, youths


  




  

    Author’s Note




    I would not like to think that the potential tourist to Pattaya might be put off by any of the stories in this book. Pattaya is a wonderful holiday destination that is suitable for men, women and families. The city offers something for everyone and nearly all who come to the resort make a return visit.




    Pattaya is safe and exciting and offers a whole range of activities; the weather is superb and the Thai people are friendly and welcoming.




    However, like any big city in the world Pattaya does have its darker side and it just happens that this is the aspect of the city that I have written about in this book.




    Peter Jaggs, Pattaya


  




  

    Mickey Dylan, The Old-Timer




    People will try to tell you that the first farangs to arrive in Pattaya were a group of American servicemen who came from Bangkok in a jeep on route to the war in Vietnam on the twenty-ninth of April, 1961. Wrong. Bill Burns and me had already been getting stoned on the beach under the palm-trees where Walking Street is now for three years before they turned up. If you have the time, I’d like to tell you it has all changed here throughout the years. Back when we first arrived, Pattaya was still known as Thap Phraya, and Christ, it was beautiful. Your typical, wooden-housed little fishing village surrounded by coconut palms with a golden beach that ran into an impossibly blue ocean. Just look at it now. Sois and sois of bars, girls and drunken tourists. A Family Mart or a Seven Eleven store on every corner. Pizza huts, KFC’s and McDonalds. Cafes and restaurants selling everything from a full English breakfast to Turkish kebabs. We made do with barbecuing the fish that we caught off the old jetty over fires on the beach and kao pad kai or a bowl of noodles from the little shack along the dust-track where Soi Buakhoa is now.




    If you’ve got nothing to do one day, climb up the hill where the small temple is right opposite The Big Buddha just past the turning to Jomtien. I can’t make it any more with my old legs. What used to be a wonderful view of a small strip of wooden fisherman’s houses along the sandy bay with nothing but trees and grassland behind them is now a metropolis of multi-storied hotels, concrete streets, shopping malls, bars, restaurants and housing estates that stretches for as far as the eye can see. That’s progress for you, I suppose. And the original foundations that this huge city were built upon were nothing but a bunch of Thai bar-girls. You’d better believe it.




    That first group of American GI’s went off to ‘Nam and told their buddies what they had found, and before long, more and more servicemen on leave from the Vietnam war together with some of those from the airbase down the road at U-Tapao started coming to Pattaya for their R&R looking for sun, sea and sand and hopefully, a bit of sex. The first big hotel was built — the Nipa Lodge — together with a bunch of bungalows on the beach to accommodate the American servicemen, and more and more bars went up and the girls started coming down from Isaan. The ball had begun to roll.




    The locals put their brightly-coloured wooden fishing boats away in the old boatyard where Soi Seven is now, and only bothered to get them out when the GI’s gave them big baht to run out to the nearby islands of Koh Larn or Koh Sak. They concentrated on renting the servicemen deck-chairs on the beach and selling them beer, food and souvenirs — and of course, with them being young men who might very probably die soon — sex. By the early seventies the GI’s were arriving in droves and the tiny fishing village had become a bustling town that largely consisted of small bar-type knocking shops catering to the desires of the American servicemen. The Marine Bar disco was built in the street containing most of the nightlife that back then was then known as The Village. Later this street was dubbed The Strip — and finally — Walking Street, as it is known today. The first disco built in Pattaya was not named for its proximity to the ocean as many people think, but because the owner hoped that he could fill it up with American Marines — and of course, the girls that were going to wait for them there every night. In the first five years of the seventies everyone in Pattaya was making fortunes. Except me and Burnsie, of course. We were more intent on spending ours. We’ll never tell anyone how we got it, though.




    On the 30th of April 1975, at 11.30 am, North Vietnamese Army tanks smashed through the gates of the American Embassy in Saigon effectively ending the involvement of the Americans in the Vietnam war. The local business people in Pattaya told Burnsie and me that they thought this was pretty much going to be game over. They prepared to count the profits that they had accumulated and dig out the nets and the fishing boats again, and the bar-girls got ready to disappear back to their ban nok villages. Hadn’t we all fun and made some money, though!




    Hey, hey, what was this though? Ex- GI’s started coming back for another taste of those sweet Thai bar-girls. Don’t close the bars just yet, boys. And cancel those tickets to Korat and Khon Khaen, girls. Maybe it’s not all finished after all.




    Then came the first German tourists. Then came some more. And some more. And some more. Hang on! These guys spend up big! Forget the GI’s! Chuck up some German bars quick! The Hasenstall. The Wunderbar. Ich Liebe Dich Bar. The Germans started opening bars themselves now with their Thai girlfriends and Bratwurst mit Brot and Wiener Schnitzel started going on the menus and all the bar-girls started to learn how to speak German.




    By the end of the seventies and the beginning of the eighties portly, middle-aged German male tourists were arriving in Pattaya in veritable divisions. More and more hotels went up to cater for all types of budgets and some of them even offered a girl thrown in as a special incentive. Not that there was any shortage of girls at this stage. The strip was busier than ever before and more bars had sprung up along Soi Eight and Nine and even the outlying areas of Jomtien and Naklua were beginning to get going, as well. Men of all nationalities started to come to see if the Thai girls were all they were cracked up to be (and they were), the English, Scandinavians, Dutch, Australians and just about every other nationality of farang male started coming in numbers and vying with the Germans for the attentions of the bar-girls. That was no problem. There were enough to go around, and there were always plenty more up-country waiting to come down. It was very rare to see a farang woman at this stage of the game though, and a white woman walking the streets of Pattaya would cause quite stir. Arabs took over a section of South Pattaya and opened their own bars where they played strange music and smoked stinking hookahs. Boy’s Town sprung up for the gays.




    In the early nineties it looked for a while as though the bubble might burst. Pattaya started to get a bad name. According to the media, everyone had AIDS and child sex was rife. Thai girls were supposedly being sold into Pattaya bars by their families against their will. Bar-girls were apparently robbing unconscious tourists after sending them to sleep by rubbing sleeping potions on their nipples. All this seemed totally bizarre stuff to the residents of Pattaya who read all the newspapers in open-mouthed astonishment. The happy seaside town began to acquire the completely undeserved reputation of being a depraved, disease-ridden degenerate’s paradise. A lot of what was written and reported was nonsensical, sensationalist shit dreamt up by journalists who had never even been to Thailand. Even so, it began to affect tourism badly. Any lone male going to Thailand and especially Pattaya for their holidays was suspected as very probably being a child molesting pervert, or at best some kind of a weirdo.




    In the mid to late nineties the truth began to come out. Burnsie always said that the Internet had a lot to do with the resurgence of Pattaya and he may well have been right. The Costas of Spain and the Canary Islands had become rather passe by now. Leonardo Di Caprio’s movie “The Beach” was released, and suddenly everyone wanted to come to Thailand. The secret was out. And why not? Like me, Burnsie, and several thousand American servicemen and German holiday-makers had known for the past forty years, and despite what the rest of the world seemed to think, Pattaya and Thailand never had just been about sex tourism. The people are friendly and tolerant of foreigners, it is safe enough if you behave yourself, there is loads to do and plenty to see, everything is ridiculously cheap and the food and the weather are great. In fact, it had always been a mystery to me that it took so long for the hordes to find it. Despite what the newspapers had told us during the last decade, it also appeared that thanks to condoms, the wonders of medical science and sheer (although probably necessary) terrorism by the media, the entire population of the world was not quite ready to be wiped out by AIDS after all. Oh, and when you are here, try to find an under-age girl around the Pattaya bars. You’ll have to look bloody hard — if you can spot one at all.




    So now the millennium year has passed and there is no looking back. Thailand has become trendy. Thai restaurants are giving the ubiquitous Chinese a run for their money in many countries. Families are finally coming to Pattaya — and they love it. Cheap deals on package tours are increasingly popular. You can go home and tell your friends that you’ve seen beautiful temples, crocodile farms, Thai boxers kicking the shit out of each other, transvestite shows, and beautiful dancing girls with long brass fingernails and golden flowers in their hair. Saffron-robed monks, flashing neon nightlife, toned-down sex shows, elephant rides, jet-ski riding, para-sailing — the list of things to photograph and boast about goes on and on. Wow, exotic, man. And that’s before you’ve even mentioned some of the best golf and fishing in the world. And the girls of course. They didn’t go anywhere. They’re still here. A little smarter than they were in the old days, a little more street-wise — perhaps even a little greedier — but still most definitely here.




    It seems that the English tourists have taken over these days. Forget Spain — or indeed anywhere in Europe — apparently the mysterious East is where it’s at now. A home from home in exotic Pattaya. Eat bangers and mash, an all day breakfast, or a Sunday roast followed by apple crumble with your Thai girlfriend whilst watching elephants walk by. Ride a songthaew past a gaudy, golden temple for a beer down at The George And Dragon, The Kings Head, or even The Dog’s Bollocks. Watch live premier football while the stall outside sells roasted beetles and crickets to homesick bar-girls. What a mix! Internet cafes have sprung up everywhere. The bar-girls are all yapping away on their mobile phones and opening hotmail accounts. Hello, teelac! Please send me some more money because my young sister needs new schoolbooks, the roof is leaking and the buffalo is sick again! When I look around me, I find that the amount of hotels and bars is now almost beyond belief. There is no doubt now that our previously sleepy little fishing village has arrived as a mainstream tourist destination.




    Memories. Swimming in the previously clear blue water of the bay and fishing for big yellow-spot off the old wooden jetty. Barbecuing them under the wooden, thatched umbrellas that stood along the quiet beach. Fifty baht bar-fines and no more than two hundred for the best beauty in the bar. Rusty old tractors pulling the coloured fishing boats on trailers down to the boatyard at the end of the day. Shitty little eighty baht rooms and cold water showers. Playing football on the grassland along the Beach Road. Sharing bottles of Mekhong whisky mixed with coke at rickety tables outside dingy, wooden shops. Kids playing takaw in the street. All the bar-girls getting excited and screaming when a huge US Navy ship appeared out in the bay. Crew-cut young servicemen taking over the village for three or four days. Old elephant woman — the Queen of the beggars — walking round the bars and scaring the shit out of all the tourists until they gave her money to go away. Impossibly cute little toddlers running around and getting under your feet selling roses. Not having to worry about getting flattened by a songthaew or a coach every time you crossed the road. Fields and trees where Soi Buakhoa is now. The Rolling Stones. Credence Clearwater Revival. The Eagles. Even the bloody Bee Gees. Sit down at most of the bars in Soi Eight now and you’ve got so many different techno and gangster rap songs assaulting your ears at once that you can’t tell that the music is mostly crap anyway. A different world.




    I’ve said enough about the old days, and I can sense that you’ve had enough of my reminiscing now. “So why don’t you naff off home, then Mickey, if you don’t like it here any more — you miserable old sod,” I hear you say.




    Well, I’ll let you into an old man’s secret and tell you. All the farangs who have stuck around for any length of time know old Mickey Dylan — after all — he’s been here forever. They all know that he is far too canny and smart to have ever been caught out and fallen in love here like so many of them do. Many of the bar-girls tell me that they think that I am chai dam because I “never love Thai girl same other farang .” Not so. The truth is, I did lose my heart all those years ago to a beautiful young Thai lady, and the reason that I will never leave here is because I still love her and I always will no matter how old, ugly and brazen she becomes. And her name? You’ve guessed it — she’s called Pattaya City.


  




  

    Bong Komankoon, The Thai Boxer




    I have a great life here in Pattaya City and the sport of Muay Thai that I have been lucky enough to make my living has been very good to me. I am not so young, fit and fast as I used to be in my prime, and when I started to get hurt and to lose too many fights at the Lumpini Stadium in Bangkok, my trainer put me in touch with a fight promoter who offered me good money to come and fight for the tourists in Pattaya. I did not hesitate.




    I still look the part because I take care of myself. I have trained almost every day for twenty-eight years since I began boxing when I was seven years old, and an alcohol-free life and a strict high protein diet has paid off. There is not an ounce of fat on me, I am superbly conditioned and I am as hard as teak. I am also still supple enough to finish a fight in a split second with a high roundhouse kick if my opponent is foolish enough to give me the right opening. Unfortunately, like all boxers, my reactions began to slow a little with age and this meant that I was going to get hurt real bad one day if I continued to fight the up and coming young hopefuls that they kept pairing me up with in Bangkok.




    That last fight with Somchit “The Bee” Thamputorn was bad. I couldn’t get near him and the crafty little bastard slowly ripped me to pieces and weakened me before finishing me off completely with a terrible elbow to the left side of my jaw. It still hurts sometimes now, and I was sucking noodle soup through my wired jaw for six weeks afterwards.




    To tell the truth, I was only ever a slightly better than average fighter, but I have always trained extremely hard to make up for this. I am incredibly fit, brave and very strong and I never give up. My attacking style always pleased the Lumpini Stadium crowds even though it did get me laid out flat on my back on occasions where I would have done better to have held back and taken more time to weaken an opponent instead of coming forward far too recklessly.




    The promoter who brought me here told me that I would be perfect for the Pattaya ring under the old Marine Bar Disco. My excellent physique and mean, battered looking although still handsome face are exactly what the farang, Chinese and Japanese tourists come here to see. I always give them a good show, but unlike Lumpini, our work in the ring here is strictly entertainment for the holiday-makers. Sure, we punch and kick each other pretty hard and the bouts are not all fixed, but we have got to do it all again tomorrow and the next day and the day after that, so we take it easy with each other. We get good money for this game and the inconvenience of a broken rib or a fractured jaw means that we will not get paid for a couple of weeks. That’s why we have an unwritten rule that we take it steady and hold back on real power so that we will not do any lasting damage to ourselves.




    I believe that these staged bouts are better for the tourists, anyway. There are women and kids watching us box here, and I have seen a few shocked faces in my time when one of us goes at it too hard and a nose breaks or a lip splits and the blood starts spraying around a bit. It is probably better that they never see the really serious side of the Muay Thai bouts staged in the rings set up in makeshift corrugated iron stadiums in the dried up rice fields of the provinces up-country. This is where we really try to hurt each other in earnest. If a fighter smashes someone up badly or viciously enough a boxing scout might well whisk him off to Bangkok to train to eventually fight for millions instead of the hundreds of baht that the winners of these bouts take into their mouths whilst kneeling before the referee in the time honoured way. Dozens of young fighters are killed in these rural bouts every year, so believe me, we are not messing around. I got my own big break when I was seventeen and our boxing school travelled to Roi-Et from my home town in Korat. A Bangkok scout liked the way that I knocked out the front teeth and ruptured the spleen of a very useful local boy; I was on the Lumpini Stadium programme within a month and making big money within a year.




    In Pattaya, the only time that we fight for real is when one of us has to box one of the skilled farang fighters who wants to take us on. Muay Thai has become very popular in many other countries now, and some of these farang fellows really understand our sport and take it seriously. A lot of them are very strong and brave and train hard and know the moves, and Thai boxers that underestimate them will end up with their backs on the canvas and their legs in the air. Of course, the majority of the farangs that climb through the ropes are fools and even the least skilled of us Thais could kill them or maim them within a matter of seconds. We take it very easy with these idiots who should not be in a ring at all because we do not want to hurt them. If I am unlucky enough to be matched with a farang like this, I usually give him a couple of moderately hard digs under the ribs right at the start of the bout and he generally gets the message. Back off or you will get hurt, my friend, my feet and fists tell him, and if he has have any sense at all he will.




    Most of us hate to fight the farangs because it looks bad if they do well against us and we do not want to hurt them. Sometimes this is unavoidable if they will not back off or if they are at all skilled. The only other time that we let loose and blood really flows is if a pair of matched boxers have fallen out over a loan or a girl beforehand and go at it hard. Normally though, all of us Pattaya boxers are the best of friends; we train, eat and work together and we love our sport so we get along with one another. We get paid well each month and we can also receive a good deal of extra money after the fight when we walk amongst the spectators asking for tips. Half naked, muscles pumped, stinking of oil and covered in sweat and maybe a little blood; if we pull a suitably mean face not many of the crowd shake their heads at our gentle insistence for a small reward but usually give us a hundred baht or so to make us go away. It is all only part of the show of course, we would never make a problem with a tourist. Our living depends on them.




    I suppose that I could go on fighting in this way for another four or five years. I have bought a small house in my village in Korat and managed to stash around half a million baht in my bank account. I would like to go into training young boxers when I retire, although local bar owners have already offered me several very well paid jobs as a doorman at some of the go-go bars and clubs along Walking Street. My future looks pretty good. I have not blown all my money on girls like some of the lads, and I have never married. I never needed to. Boxing is my love. When I was younger I did have a young girlfriend in Korat for three years, but as she got older she became fat, lazy and started to complain and ask for money all the time so I walked out one day and did not go back. I am still handsome and fit and very well known around Pattaya and respected as a clean living sportsman so if I ever feel the need for a girl there are plenty available. One thing Pattaya is not short of is women. I even stayed a week with a farang girl who took a shine to my physique once. She was suway but she was mai suparb and did not shower too often and her armpits and between her legs smelt very bad. She also had horrible rough stubble where she had not shaved her legs properly and all the lads at the gym kept on ribbing me about her. I was pleased when she went back to England and I could concentrate on my boxing again.




    Tonight I am matched up with a Belgian boxer. Just by looking at him I can tell that he is very strong, fit and quick. The manner in which he is warming up and throwing punches in the air warns me that I will not be able to take any chances with this guy. After the customary ram muay the bell rings and just by the way my opponent comes towards me and circles me, I can see that he knows what he is doing and has been well trained. I move in fast and punch him under the rib cage twice, very hard. He barely flinches, but counters with a crescent kick that narrowly misses my jaw as I dance away backwards. I know now that he is very supple for a farang and that he is capable of high kicks, so I am going to have to be really careful with this guy or he might well make me look a fool. I aim a right hook at his head and he dodges it by millimetres. If I was fighting a Thai in a Lumpini ring I could have finished him with an elbow blow as I pulled my arm back; but we are strictly forbidden to use our elbows and heads in front of the tourists in Pattaya.




    My opponent moves very quickly and lands a straight kick with the bottom of his foot hard into the centre of my stomach and the spectators cheer, but my gut muscles have been trained for just this for nearly three decades and my abdomen is as hard as a sheet of steel. I see a look of surprise on the Belgian’s face when I dance away from him with no ill effects from his blow. However, he is much younger and faster than I am and he feints left and then catches me with a real beauty of a straight right that lands flush on my nose. Maeh! It breaks for the tenth time in my career sending two thin streams of blood into my mouth. His friends in the crowd go wild. It really hurts and I curse to myself, shaking the pain away. This guy is good and dangerous and is not going to let up. He has youth on his side and is fitter than I am and I know that I am going to have to call on all my experience to hurt him badly before he does me any more damage. The bell sounds for the end of the first round and I go back to my corner where my seconds stuff wads of cotton wool up my nose to stem the bleeding and slap me around the face, telling me to wake the hell up.




    When we come out for the second round I let the young Belgian trap me in a corner and punch me around the top of my head and ears for a bit whilst I protect my nose and jaw with my gloves. I feign weakness and let him see my legs wobble a little and drop my arms and head. The spectators are screaming at him to finish me off; the bloodthirsty bastards just love to see a farang beat a Thai. The Belgian senses that he has the better of me now and tries to finish me off with a flurry of hard punches to the back of my head and neck. He completely forgets his previous caution as he thinks that I am finished. That’s exactly what I was planning and waiting for. I take a step backwards, bounce my back off of the ropes and use the momentum to put my right knee into his left kidney as hard as I ever did to anyone in the ring at Lumpini Stadium. He doubles up, clutching at his side and I put a hard uppercut right onto the point of his jaw. His eyes roll white in his head and I know that he is about done now but he is very brave and strong and he will not go down. He tries to hold me around the arms and his head rests on my shoulder like a lover. Two hard knee blows on both sides of the bottom of his rib cage shake him free, and I feel something crack inside him and know that the fight is over now for sure. I make certain by punching him hard twice on the jaw again, and the referee rushes in to stop the fight just as the Belgian slides to the canvas, his arms still loosely around me. His broken face leaves a sticky trail of crimson down my stomach, shorts and legs as he slowly sinks to the deck. The howling crowd have by now switched their allegiance and are cheering and screaming like demons at the sight of the blood and pain that they have seen in the best bout of the evening. I walk back to my corner, arms raised. I hurt, and I know that I have been in a real fight tonight.




    After the seconds have patched us both up we meet in the middle of the ring for a handshake and give each other a hug. The young farang’s cracked rib makes him wince a little but he is a great sportsman and very tough and he is smiling at me through his cut lips. In truth, he is technically a better boxer than I am and is brave and skilled as well as being younger and faster. He should have beaten me quite easily, and we both know that I only managed to win the bout by calling on all my years of experience.




    I duck and climb through the bristly ropes and leave the ring. I do the rounds of the spectators, scowling a little and looking tough for effect and collecting my tips. There is a big crowd in tonight and none of them wants to upset the hard man who made such a mess of the tough young Belgian. I do very well and come away with over three thousand baht. A very good night’s work, apart from the broken nose. As I walk away to get changed my promoter comes up to see me. “How’s the jamook, Bong?” he asks me, although he does not really look too concerned. “O.K. Boss, not too bad,” I assure him. “Good boy, because I have put you in for a show bout with Kom tomorrow night — don’t worry — I’ve told him to lay off your nose.” “Righto Boss, see you tomorrow.”




    Twenty minutes later, showered and cleaned up, I make my way down Walking Street to where I have parked my Yamaha Virago motorcycle. On the way I notice that the young Belgian boxer is coming towards me, arm in arm with his bar-girl. Oh no. He has recognised me. He disentangles himself from his girl and walks straight up to me. I prepare to back away because I do not brawl on the street or fight for free with anyone. Not to worry, everything is O.K and I breathe a sigh of relief. He is a good guy and all he wants to do is shake my hand again. “Good fight! Good fight!” He smiles at me through his swollen lips. “Yes, number one!” I tell him, grinning back; but in truth I have put it out of my mind and forgotten about it already. It was all just another night’s work to me. My nose hurts, my body aches and I need a good meal and my bed in order to be fit to box with Kom tomorrow night.


  




  

    Nu (Mouse) Wanphut, Soi Eight Bar-Girl




    The big green cricket finally came to rest on a thorny bush growing in the hard mud near a dried-up rice-field in a small rural village near Buriram. The three small children, shouting and laughing, had chased the insect for a hundred yards as it jumped and flew away from them, and now crept stealthily up to the bush, panting with exertion and wide-eyed with the thrill of the hunt. The smallest of the children, a girl of perhaps twelve years old, advanced with cupped hands ready to trap the cricket and add it to the other insects already imprisoned in a small, wooden basket hanging from the belt of the oldest boy. Just as she was about to clap her hands together Somchit, the slimmer and lighter of the two boys, jumped at her with a yell and pushed her hard into the dried mud and stiff stubble of the paddy-field.




    The little girl fell to the hard ground and began to cry. The other boy, who was the much sturdier and stockier of the two, squared up to his friend in anger.




    “Why did you do that?” he shouted furiously, “It’s flown away now!” Before the smaller boy could answer, a hard kick to the stomach sent him crashing into the dirt beside the sobbing girl. The blow had badly winded the youngster and he gasped and gulped for air.




    “There! In the bush! Hundred pacer!” he wheezed, pointing at the shrub. Sure enough, just below the twig where the cricket had alighted, hung a small, thin green snake with a tiny head. The reptile was completely motionless and its natural camouflage made it almost impossible to see amongst the leaves of the bush. The small size and innocuous appearance of the hundred pacer snake resting in the greenery belied the fact that it was so called by the locals because if it bit someone, they would be lucky to get a hundred steps before they died.




    “Maeh!” growled the bigger boy, whose name was Jiraket, and he picked up a large stone. “Let’s kill the ugly thing!” Somchit clambered to his feet, rubbing his aching belly.




    “Leave it be, Jiraket. Don’t kill it. It didn’t ask to be born a snake.”




    Jiraket smiled at his friend. He pulled back his arm and flung the rock high in the air across the fields away from the children.




    “Ah, Somchit — you will always be too chai dee my friend! Come on! Let’s go and fry these crickets before it gets too dark!”




    Somchit turned to the little girl on the ground and held out his hand to help her up.




    “Come on, little Mouse. Time to go home,” he said softly. As he pulled her to her feet their eyes met, and a strange moment of understanding passed between them; though they were not yet in their teens.




    “Thank you, Somchit,” said Nu quietly. “If that snake had bitten me I would have died. Thank you for taking care of me.”




    Somchit took both of Nu’s small hands in his own and looked into her eyes, his face suddenly serious. “Mai pen rai, little Mouse,” he replied. “And don’t you ever worry. I’ll always be there to take care of you if you need me — whatever happens.”




    The children looked shyly at each other, and then the awkwardness of the moment was broken suddenly by Jiraket, who clapped his friend hard on the shoulder.




    “Come on, you dreamers! First one back gets the biggest dakadan!” he yelled, and the three friends raced home laughing across the rice stubble beneath the orange glow of the huge setting sun.




    ***




    Father was well on his way to being very drunk again, and he was very excited. Once a year, behind the big house that belonged to the phooyai ban, a jabbering gang of villagers shouted and argued over the construction of a Muay Thai boxing ring in the middle of a rice-field. Loudspeakers and floodlights were fixed to the top of tall, bamboo poles and a huge, battered corrugated iron enclosure was hammered and pounded into place around the ring to prevent anyone unwilling to part with the twenty baht entrance fee from viewing the action for free. When darkness fell, until the early hours of the morning, young men from the surrounding villages climbed between the bristly ropes; and to the accompaniment of the wailing ram muay music attempted to punch and kick each other senseless.




    This was the big event of the year for the village, and nobody missed it. Most of the local teenaged boys were obliged to fight, even if they did not want to. After all, the pride of the village was at stake. Father and a group of his friends sat outside our house drinking lao kao and discussing the bets that they would make.




    “Put your money on Jiraket!” advised Father loudly. “He will win his fight without a doubt. But that Somchit — I won’t bet a satang on him! He is a strong lad but he is far too soft-hearted!”




    Father was right, but that lovely chai dee nature was exactly why I loved Somchit. The three of us friends were seventeen years old now. Jiraket had grown strong and handsome and was the leader of the village wai run and was still my friend, but the quiet and thoughtful Somchit had always been my love. Although we had said nothing to anyone, we had vowed to get married one day soon. Jiraket and the other teenage boys in the village talked endlessly of the days when they would leave the village and work in Bangkok and have cars, motorcycles and big houses, but all Somchit wanted to do was to stay in the village and be a farmer like his father.
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