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    MICHAEL




    Leaving England for Thailand was a smart move.




    Here in Bangkok the weather never gets cold, the people are friendly, and there are more opportunities to turn a quick quid than fleas on the back of a stray dog. For the past three years I’ve been living in luxury, travelling between my base in Thailand, the UK and Australia, doing almost anything I please and salting away over a million pounds to boot.




    Then there’s the women. Some of the most beautiful in the world, without doubt. Thousands of them. They’re everywhere. Better still, the majority of them are available. At least to a handsome, 36 year-old stud like me they are. I can have a different, gorgeous young thing every night of the week if I want.




    My secret is not merely my good looks, intelligence and six foot frame in a land of not-so-tall people, but more so in my understanding of the elusive Thai philosophy. This is something most farangs, as any Caucasian in this country is known, are too stupid to grasp and I’m forever being told by Thais, both men and women, how they appreciate me because of my quiet and non-abrasive approach.




    “You speak so softly that sometimes I think you must be one of us,” an elderly Thai lady confided in me recently.




    That, coming from a Thai, was a real compliment.




    That’s the difference between Thais and farangs. The more successful a man or woman from the West becomes, the louder they talk and the more forceful their personality. By contrast, all of the local movers and shakers I’ve met in Thailand, and I’ve known a few, speak very softly and assume an attitude which could only be described as humble.




    I was particularly pleased, after lunch at the Polo Club last Sunday, when I picked up on the conversation of two rather affluent Thai businessmen present. I knew they were talking about me. I always make out I understand no Thai at all, whereas I can, quite modestly, say I am now almost fluent in this not-so-difficult to learn language. After a fleeting cast of the eyes in my direction, I heard one of them refer to me as suphapburut, which I happen to know means gentleman. This pleased me no end as I’ve always preferred to portray a soft approach in both my personal and business world and especially in this part of the globe it’s served me grandly.




    It’s all a show, of course, but aren’t most things in life? Sometimes, when there’s no need for any pretence and I’m dealing with the weak or stupid, who have no rights anyway, I can be quite the opposite.




    Take, for example, just last month when someone tried to cruel my pitch in that village back of Chiang Rai. A father, it was, who’d promised his daughter to my recruitment officer three months prior then decided he might do better selling her to another bidder. When I heard what he’d done, I let him think he’d gotten the better of me, then I organised three likely young lads to pay him a call the next time he came down from the hills. It’s just as well his daughter won’t see him again because if she did she certainly wouldn’t recognise him.




    I doubt anyone from his village will change their mind about a business deal they make with my man in the future. Once he’s out of hospital, it will be interesting to see if the girl’s father lodges a complaint to the local constabulary. In a way I hope he does because that will be another lesson the villagers will learn. I’ve alerted Police Captain Silabhusi just in case. He will finally get the chance to earn the wad of money I slip him every so often if there’s even a sniff of a report made about me. Back in Cambridge, where I originally came from, they didn’t call me ‘the iron fist in the velvet glove’ for nothing.




    I have more important things to think about at the moment than the girl’s rat-faced little peasant father who spends 12 hours a day planting peanuts in the jungle. Much more important things. Like the 65 young girls currently bottled up in a barn on the outskirts of Chiang Rai. That’s over 250,000 Australian dollars, or close to 160,000 pounds profit on the hoof !




    I can’t give the order for them to be trucked south until I get word the ship has berthed. It’s two days overdue already so the girls will just have to stay put but with each day that passes the risk of their discovery increases. I’ve spent too much money getting them rounded up from the hill tribes and across the Laos and Cambodian borders to change plans now. But it’s always a worry until I know they’ve been delivered and shipped and I’ve been paid in pounds sterling or Australian dollars the other end.




    Anyway, I’m going to forget all about this annoying delay for one night at least as my ‘sometimes’ girlfriend, Om, has invited me to her friend’s party tonight. She says she wants me to meet an old friend who’s recently returned from living in Australia for six years.




    If the night’s too boring, I can forget Om, leave early and meet Amy when she knocks off work at the Sheraton. She’s always ready for a quick toss and tumble and she knows better than to expect to stay on afterwards. Om’s getting a bit clingy lately and in a country with about 20 million available women, that’s just not on.


  




  

    JAY




    “Jay, quickly, wake up! Wake up or you’ll miss dinner!”




    I had been dreaming I was back home with my mother, sisters and brother in the village but when I opened my eyes, there was Umpan, my new friend standing over me telling me to wake up.




    Most of the other girls were already queuing against the wall of the shed, bowls in hand. We’d been locked up in here for four days and nights now, fed twice a day and promised a thrashing, or worse, if we made too much noise or dared to complain. The shed’s stifling hot for most of the day with the only cool draughts of air coming from several 15 foot high windows left open at both ends of the building.




    “Wait for me,” I called out to Umpan, jumping to my feet as fast as I could.




    More rice and chicken by the looks, plus another bottle of water that had to last us until well into the next day.




    Umpan was from the next village to mine and was nearly exactly one year my senior.




    “Why are they keeping us here?” I asked her for the umpteenth time.




    She just shrugged her shoulders and warned me, “Don’t let them hear you ask. Remember what they did to that other girl yesterday.”




    That was enough to silence me until well after the man with the moustache had doled out two large spoonfuls of food into my bowl and handed me the water bottle. The shed was still hot but we knew that before long, evening breezes would cool the air and for a few hours, as the night progressed, it would be quite bearable. We each had a lumpy mattress, two skimpy thin blankets but no pillow to sleep on.




    There were two squat toilets at the far end of the shed separated by a couple of curtains so threadbare as to offer little privacy.




    The majority of the 60 or more girls were in their mid teens; six or eight of them appeared to have barely made double figures. I turned 14 a few weeks ago and still couldn’t believe my mother’s action when she’d handed me over to the three men who loaded us into a covered ex-army truck, drove us into the country and now took turns at guarding us in this shed.




    I will never forget how my mother’s face lit up as she passed me the small bag I’d filled with a few personal possessions and one of the men handed her a fist full of money.




    “Hurry up girl, jump aboard the truck and go sit on the floor.”




    These were the last words she ever said to me. Did this mean I had been sold, just like a pig or a pair of chickens at the market?




    I was born Jaruwan Pinyopas in Paola Memorial Hospital, Udon Thani. The only reason I was afforded the luxury of a hospital birth was because my Mum happened to be shopping in the city when her labour pains started. I am the second eldest of four children whose father left home shortly after his wife informed him she was pregnant for the fourth time. When I was seven years old, we moved from our impoverished village in Isaan to another impoverished village, this time some 15 miles out of Chiang Rai, not far from the border with Laos.




    I have two sisters, aged 10 and 12. My only brother, now aged 17, still attended school but after four years of elementary schooling, like most village girls, I was ordered to stay home to assist my mother with chores and to learn needlework which I was told was all I’d ever be good for.


  




  

    OM




    Nearly every Thai female I’d known who’d got anywhere worthwhile in her life had done so by hooking up with a farang.




    Like two of my best friends at high school, one now living in Sweden and another in Scotland. Even my mother’s friend from school days met up with a farang from New Zealand and got married. And she was 46 years old! It didn’t stop her living in a mansion, driving her own car and buying a house for her family in Kanchanaburi.




    But the short time I worked at the Silom Road service station was the real eye opener. The two girls who worked the office of the little hotel next door were cousins, both 21 years old. I got to know them quite well. Then one day this farang guest asked Noodang out to dinner and before I knew it he’d taken her down to Phuket with him and married her. Noodang’s cousin, Honey, only lasted one month longer before another guest, a funny, old Australian, whisked her away to live with him in Ranong, where he had some sort of business. He didn’t marry her but six months later when she called into the station to fill up with gas, she was driving a late model VW and wearing clothes fit for a princess!




    I was reminded of all this two days ago when I ran into someone I hadn’t seen for a long time – Kantana Kamonrat. We knew her as Kat at university and she’d just returned from living with her farang husband at some place in Australia. She seemed pleased to see me and we talked for so long into my lunch break I was nearly late getting back to work. Kat’s husband died not so long ago and left her all sorts of things including a beautiful house she’s now sold, so she’s another one who’s ended up rich from winning a farang. And here I am, still working my heart out at the pharmacy at the ripe old age of 26 with a 36-year old English man my only farang prospect in sight.




    I hadn’t heard a word from Michael in three weeks. Which was a little surprising, considering the last time he took me out for drinks we had a marathon love-making session back at his posh riverside pad. He certainly appeared to enjoy that but with so many younger girls available, winning a farang for keeps isn’t an easy task.




    I thought tonight’s party might impress him. His company wouldn’t do my image any harm either. Khun Supata’s husband’s done well and they have a lovely house. He’s apparently gone away on business for a week so Supata’s decided to hang one on. Won’t she get a surprise when she sees me accompanied by a good-looking, 6 ft tall farang!


  




  

    KAT




    It was lovely meeting Om today although I’m not sure I’m ready to party yet. It doesn’t seem long since I was saying last goodbyes to my dear Stanley at the Port Macquarie cemetery back in Australia.




    I don’t know this old city area all that well but the taxi driver has taken me straight to house number 37 in the street Om made me write down. And without driving me around in a few circles first. Maybe he’s in a hurry to get home to his wife. Judging by all the lights that are on, I’d say this is the right place. Rather swish-looking too.




    I’m still having trouble accepting that I’m now in a financial position to buy a house as palatial as this myself. In fact it wouldn’t even put a dent in the money dear Stanley left me in his will. Many’s the time in the few weeks I’ve been back in Thailand I’ve wondered what my former cyber girl associates would say if they were aware of my change in fortune. One thing’s for sure. I wouldn’t be telling any of Om’s party friends here tonight what sort of work I’d done that had brought about such a change in my life’s fortunes.




    “Kat, I am so happy you came. Come inside and meet our friends. This is Khun Supata.” Om made her first introduction.




    “Sawadee ka.. Thank you for inviting me to your house,” I told the hostess and was waved inside.




    About 20 men and women aged from late teens to maybe 40 were standing around, chatting and laughing, holding various drinks in their hands. I was glad I’d donned some of my best evening gear because everyone was smartly, some even expensively, dressed.




    Before Om continued introductions, I was offered everything from iced water to Johnny Walker whisky. I opted for a coke then Om gathered a group of four friends to meet me. Among them were two farangs. One was a Frenchman I guessed to be in his mid-twenties and whose quick look-away air of condescension after introduction won absolutely no votes from me. The other, whom Om held pointedly by the arm, spoke with a distinct British accent. His name was Michael. When he waied me with his hands, in the typical Thai style greeting, his eyes held mine as though in a grip and his smile was more than a little disarming. I gathered he was Om’s man because she never let go of his arm during the whole introduction process.




    “Michael, he deal in fine art. He always jetsetting round the world,” Om said proudly, then, finally releasing his arm, moved me on to meet a couple of girls she said were her close friends. Everyone was swapping business cards except me. I didn’t have any. I mean, what would I put on mine if I did? Widow? Retired cyber girl? When asked, I just wrote on the back of someone else’s card my name and, in brackets, added Om’s friend and my cell phone number. I didn’t expect I’d hear from any of them nor had I any reason to contact them.




    This was the first real social event I’d attended since Stanley’s passing and in retrospect the next morning, when I awoke, I realised it had got me out of myself and done me a lot of good.




    Imagine my surprise one morning a week later when my phone rang and it was Michael, the Brit with the posh accent.




    “Kat, you probably don’t remember me but I’m the English chappie who was at Khun Supata’s party last week. I hope you don’t mind my calling you.”




    Well, I didn’t mind although what Om’s male friend could want with me I couldn’t imagine.




    “No, that’s okay, no problem. I remember you. How can I help?”




    “It’s just that Om told me you’ve just returned from living in Australia for some years and I wondered if you’d mind giving me some information.”




    I told him if I could help him I would and asked what it was he wanted to know.




    “I’m due to visit Australia on business in another couple of weeks and I’d really like to know how Australians think about certain matters. I know this sounds a little forward of me, and I apologise for this, but could we possibly have coffee sometime and talk about it. It’s very important I understand a number of things before my trip and I promise not to take too much of your time.”




    No harm in that, I suppose, even if he is Om’s boyfriend.




    “Where will we meet?” I asked, after a slight pause.




    “I remember you said you were staying in the city centre so would the coffee shop in the lobby of the Watergate Hotel be convenient for you?”




    “Yes, that’s okay,” I told him. “When?”




    He suggested either today or tomorrow at 10 in the morning. I could have made it on either of those days but deferred our meeting until Wednesday just so it didn’t sound as though I was available any day, any time. It wasn’t until we’d switched off that I wondered if Om knew Michael was going to contact me. I thought about this for a bit then punched in her number.




    “No, I know nothing about it, Kat, but please don’t worry. I admit I was keen on Michael but after he took me home from the party the other night he made it quite clear he didn’t want to continue a relationship with me. Besides, it sounds as though that’s all he wants from you, some information for his business.”




    I signed off, more or less happy with Om’s dismissal that there was anything unethical in my meeting her former boyfriend.


  




  

    MICHAEL




    I’m rather looking forward to meeting up with this Kat again. Didn’t get much chance to talk the other night with Om hanging onto my sleeve like a bloody limpet!




    Being tall, blonde and good looking, not to mention intelligent, my biggest problem in Thailand is not winning a beautiful young woman, it’s simply keeping them at arm’s length. God, who would live anywhere else when there’s such an incredible supply available all the time?




    But this Kat is not your usual run-of-the-mill Thai female. I can tell she’s one smart little cookie and apparently loaded with money after the death of her old fart of a husband in Australia. She also gave me the impression no-one else would have been sampling the goods for a long time now. With hubby in his seventies, she probably wasn’t getting too much. What it all adds up to is, once I turn on my charm, which never seems to fail over here, she’ll probably be more than ripe for a hot roll in the hay.




    She’s got to be nudging thirty but I don’t mind that she’s a bit of an auntie.




    Is that her there pretending to be reading something in a diary but actually watching my entrance into the lobby? Yes, that’s Kat and looking rather neat and spunky too. She sure dresses well, I’ll give her that. I decided right there and then this girl might just get lucky with me which is what they all want anyway, even if some of the classier ones don’t realise it at first.




    “Sawadee krap, Khun Kat,” I addressed her politely and smiled.




    They love it when I use the Thai terminology and pretend to be the English gentleman.




    After greetings, I asked her what she’d like to drink then ordered two of the same, lying to her that café latte was my usual choice also. I’d have to remember that.




    “Thank you for your time this morning. It’s very good of you,” I told her.




    “No problem,” she assured me. “I hope I can help you.”




    I could tell by the way she took in my new Jim Thompson silk tie and blue, pure wool suit that she was already impressed so I delighted in adding to the deception.




    “Kat, may I ask do you know much about fine arts?”




    It was always good to get this question out of the way early just in case the person I intended to impress really did have some knowledge of the subject and I found myself floundering right out of my depth. That would never do.




    “No, I don’t, Michael.”




    “Never mind. That doesn’t matter. I’m visiting Australia in a few week’s time to consider whether or not I should act on behalf of the government of New South Wales when I go to Britain. The Aussies have a number of items for sale and I have the contacts in the UK, of course,” I told her.




    I could see that had an impact.




    “And if I decide to, I will really need to be able to understand the Australian mentality”.




    I could tell now she was confused, which was exactly what I wanted. This always gives me the edge; makes them think I am of superior intellect.




    “I am not sure what you mean, Khun Michael. Please explain,” she said.




    Now I would be the absolute gentleman.




    “Oh, I am so sorry Khun Kat. What I mean is I will need to know how people from there think. After all, Australia is somewhat isolated. Are the people living there, for example, very different to the English and Americans you have met?”




    This made her think.




    “Not much, I don’t think,” she answered slowly. Then suddenly added, “Maybe Australians are more conservative, not as outgoing as people from Europe or America.”




    “Ah. Now that’s interesting and it’s exactly what I was wondering about. It fits in precisely with the characteristics of those who live in some other places I’ve been to,” I said, thoughtfully.




    After a few more exchanges of opinion about the habits of Australians, who I’d never found much different from any other Caucasians I’d met anyway, we sat quietly sipping our coffees.




    Then I said, “Kat, Om told me you lost your husband recently. I was very sorry to hear this. Please accept my sincere sympathy.”




    I could see my concern impressed her immensely. She whispered something to me by way of thanks then dipped her head and waied me which is something in the manner of a westerner clasping hands in prayer.




    She was quite sweet actually and I could understand how the farang from Australia could have fallen for her even if he was stupid to marry her and take her back to his home country. This works wonderfully in some cases but it’s also been the ruination of many farangs I knew of, even in the few years I’d been living in the Kingdom.




    “Do you intend staying in Thailand?” I asked her.




    She didn’t say anything for a while but seemed to be considering her answer.




    “Yes, but what I’ll do here I haven’t decided yet.”




    I knew that being cashed up as she now was placed her in a small minority group in this country. She was one of the few lucky ones although if she had family, as most Thais do tucked away in some far-flung province, they would already have ascertained details of her inheritance and be applying constant pressure for her to hand it over. It’s amazing how many needy relatives surface from the woodwork whenever a member of a Thai family acquires money. And no matter how intelligent a person this cute little Kat was, Thai tradition would probably persuade her to capitulate to family demand. Until ultimately she had little or none left.




    Although I felt I had firmly established the fact I was a thorough British gentleman, I still think I surprised her when I said quietly, “Kat, it’s been lovely talking to you and you have been very helpful but I have a business appointment at the Oriental Hotel in half an hour so unfortunately I should go. Good luck with whatever you decide to do and again, thank you so much for your help.”




    Mention an appointment at the Oriental and your stocks go up several points immediately. I could see this had registered as had the fact I had neither attempted to crack onto her or do anything different to what I’d originally stated. This doesn’t happen often in the ‘land of smiles’.




    I was just two minutes into my taxi ride when the cell phone rang.




    “Hello Khun Halol, my ship is here. Ship come one hour ago.”




    At long last! Four days late but at least it’s arrived.




    I’d taken a perverse pleasure in choosing the fake name of Harold as I knew most Asians can never pronounce the letters r or l, or at best they mix them up. Halol was as close as this ship’s captain could manage and I smiled at his discomfort.




    I told him I would phone him back shortly.




    Outside the apartment, I paid the driver then tapped numbers into my mobile.




    “Khun Harold speaking. I want you to bring the truck down tonight. Leave Chiang Rai at 8 o’clock. And call me just before you reach Bangkok. Okay?”




    This next shipment was bound for Sydney, the ship’s legitimate cargo being four holds of frozen seafood and a fifth packed tight with bags of rice and hand-carved furniture. The furniture originated near Chiang Rai, not too far from where the ship’s illicit cargo of 65 girls had been hidden away for the past few days.




    I booked a flight out of Thailand for 10 days ahead. This way I’d get there several days before the ship did. This plan also allowed ‘safety’ time this end for loading, assuming there was a delay of a couple of nights if the wrong Customs officer happened to be rostered on in Bangkok, and ample time for the journey itself. The ship carried the Thai flag and had already completed six passages with human cargo for me, three to London and three to Australia.




    By the time it reached Sydney with its legal freight, the girls would already have been off-loaded on Queensland’s Gold Coast and have arrived safely after an overland journey to the brothels of Sydney and Melbourne.




    Among my personal luggage on the Singapore Airlines flight, I’d be sure to carry three or four small items of Oriental art and among my general baggage I’d have a couple of paintings and at least one sculpture which I would declare as commercial samples. I could quite possibly be expected to produce some of these on my return journey.




    It was all too easy. Well, most of it. The trickiest part always was getting the girls aboard the freighter without being seen. This required surveillance of the dockyard area together with secure telephone communication between the freighter and me. In this game the fewer people involved the better, which is why I insist on personally directing, or at least supervising, every aspect of the operation myself on all of my shipments.


  




  

    KAT




    What a lovely man.




    Thoughtful, polite, makes a woman feel relaxed the moment she’s in his company. Not like most of the farangs who come to my country for one thing.




    He’s rather good looking too. Not that I’m interested in finding myself another man. With dear Stanley’s passing just a couple of months ago and my being nicely set up, financially, I have no need for a permanent man in my life.




    But under different circumstances, and at a different time in my life, this Michael Davies from the UK would have been quite a catch.




    I had a bit of shopping to do, mainly for clothes and gifts I intended for my family when I got around to visiting them up north so I spent the next couple of hours cruising the stores and street market on Sukhumvit Road. By one o’clock I was starting to feel like another coffee and something light to eat so I ventured into a Black Canyon café I remembered from my former life in Bangkok.




    I couldn’t help overhearing the conversation of the two girls sitting at the next table and it took me straight back to when my best friend Noi and I used to sit here. That was more than seven years ago.




    It was quite amazing because the younger girl with the beautiful, sad eyes could well have been me at that time when I was out of work, desperately lonely and down to my last 500 baht. As it sounded she was.




    “……and my landlord said if I don’t give him 1500 baht by tomorrrow, I’ll find the locks changed and my furniture out on the street. Not that I’ve got much.”




    She tried to pass this last comment off as something funny but it didn’t work. She looked barely out of her teens and spoke as though she’d had a good education but I could tell right then she was only a sparrow’s breath away from bursting into tears. Yes, that was me less than a decade ago, shortly before Noi asked if she could share my table, recognised my dilemma then introduced me to an incredible new world. I was soon brought, heart-wrenchingly, back to the present.




    “I wish I could help you, Da but I’m already sharing my apartment with four others,” her friend said. “Maybe you’ll have to do bar work like I do. I’m told they’re looking for more girls in Soi Cowboy.”




    How well I knew Soi Cowboy. One of the many sois, or streets, in Bangkok’s notorious Sukhumvit region, that came alive each night with randy, rowdy, foreign men, or farangs as we Thais call them. And girls. Everywhere.




    Hundreds of them walking the soi, breasting up to any wide-eyed farang who dared to hesitate during his blatant sexual appraisal of them. Hundreds more serving behind the bars, calling out to any male within hearing range. Oh, yes, I knew Soi Cowboy. It had been the source of the next day’s breakfast or dinner for me on more than one occasion during my former dark and desolate days.




    Surreptitiously, I checked out the second female. She had that street-wise, almost scornful look in her eyes. She’d never see thirty again and she had a rough way of talking. I didn’t think she really cared much what happened to the one called Da.




    I resumed looking straight ahead as though lost in thought elsewhere because by now I was starting to get interested in what was going to happen and I didn’t want them to lower their voices. But suddenly the older one grabbed her bag and stood, ready to leave. Maybe she sensed her younger companion was about to put the squeeze on her for money.




    “Sawadee ka, Khun Da,” Goodbye, Da, she farewelled her friend and took off in a hurry.




    Da just sat there looking deeply into her near empty mug of coffee. The despair in her face tore into my heart, jolting back memories. All bad. I remembered those first few months when I’d been so desperately short of money I’d been left no choice but to work the streets. Later, under Noi’s expert tuition, I’d discovered that juggling emails with star-struck western men on the net was a far less traumatic and much quicker way to build a bank balance.




    Then, one morning, I’d been faced with the shocking fact that my Thai boyfriend was a lazy good-for-nothing crim who was using me to finance his gambling addiction. I’d been naive enough to believe he was madly in love with me and the truth shattered me. Almost as much as the death, just recently, of Stanley, my Australian husband. Dear, sweet Stanley, who’d repaid my earlier internet deceit by marrying me and smothering me with love and kindness for the next six years in the Australian seaside town of Port Macquarie.




    I know there are thousands of girls like Da all over Thailand and her plight shouldn’t have been any concern of mine. Nor would it have been if she hadn’t, shortly after her friend’s departure, taken the purse from her fake Gucci handbag and begun carefully counting out the coins and notes. I could see there were only three red 100 baht bills and maybe four or five green twenties. Not even thirteen American dollars.




    More memories. None good. Some inner voice was urging me to do something for this girl. I tossed up for a moment, then thought, what the Hell! I was rich by Thai standards now and if she told me to buzz off what did it matter?




    I leaned towards her a little and said, “Excuse me, would you mind if I joined you at your table? It’s lonely over here on my own.”




    I’m not sure where those words came from but at least they evoked a weak smile from the girl and she replied, “Oh, no that’s okay. You can join me if you like although I’m not very good company at the moment.”




    Once I was re-seated, I said, “I’m sorry but I couldn’t help hearing what you and your friend were talking about earlier and it reminded me of when I was in exactly the same situation as you are.”




    “Really, you don’t look too down and out to me now,” Da told me after a swift appraisal of the smart, white blouse and classy red skirt I’d bought in Sydney shortly before leaving Australia. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude. My name’s Da. Short for Vipada Suwan.”




    She gave me a polite wai and smiled sweetly. I returned the wai and said, “I’m Kat and I’m about to order another cappuccino. I’ll get you one too, if you like. The shout’s on me.”




    When she hesitated, I rose quickly from my chair and said, “I’ll be back in a minute.” Then headed to the counter to order.




    When I returned she was still staring vacantly into her mug but looked up sharply as I approached the table with two fresh mugs of coffee. She thanked me with a smile and another wai. When she smiled, her eyes disappeared into tiny slits and her face took on a little girl look you couldn’t help but like. Her hair was cut shoulder length and as with many Thai women, she neither wore nor needed any make-up.




    Then, using the respectful Thai pre-fix to my name, she said, “I can’t imagine you being in the same situation as I am, Khun Kat. You look too successful.”




    “A lot has happened in the last seven to eight years,” I told her. “There was a time when I too sat in this café wondering where my next meal was coming from. Anyway, I gather from what I overheard that you’re out work. So what will you do now? ”




    There followed a long, uncomfortable silence which Da eventually broke with, “Did you hear what my friend, Ben, suggested I should do?”




    “You mean, work behind a bar?”




    “Yes, I’ve never done anything like that before but it seems I may not have a choice.”




    “Have you ever been with a farang?” I asked her gently.




    Her eyes opened wide in shock, “No, never! I’ve only had one boyfriend in my life and he was Thai, up-country in Isaan where I come from.”




    This Da really was an innocent. Just like I’d been when Noi discovered me.




    That was when I made a quick decision. I counted out 10 notes of 500 baht each, pressed them into her hand and said, “That should keep you out of trouble for now but if you still haven’t found a job in the next seven days, meet me here at 2 o’clock next Friday and I’ll show you how to make some real money.”




    Da looked like she was in shell shock. She still hadn’t found her voice by the time I’d scooped up my bag and descended the stairs leading onto Sukhumvit Road.


  




  

    DA




    My head’s still spinning. One moment I’m nearly flat broke, anticipating being kicked out of my Soi 27 apartment, the next I’m spooning the froth off the top of a fresh cappuccino while my spare hand clutches a fistful of 500 baht notes.




    It all happened so fast I didn’t even get the chance to thank her.




    Kat, she said her name was. No bar girl that one. Looked like a real lady and didn’t think anything of handing me 5,000 baht. But what did she mean about meeting her here, same time, same day next week if I hadn’t scored a job by then? Was she going to offer me work of some sort?




    Five thousand baht would pay the rent and food bills for two or three weeks, maybe until I could find a new job. What’s more important, it would stop that horrible creep of a man, Chang, from booting me out of my apartment, squalid though it is.




    I can’t wait to see his face when I hand the 1500 baht over. I hate the way he looks at me. He’s never actually said anything improper but it’s the way his eyes always move straight to my breasts and stay there while he talks to me. I can’t help it if my breasts are big for a Thai woman. That’s no reason for a man to stare at them and lick his lips while he tells me I’ve only got a couple of days left before I’m due to pay my next month’s rent.




    That’s where I’ll head as soon as I’ve finished my coffee. Khun Chang’s miserable little office at the entrance to the Happy Song Apartments. But not until I’ve bought some fruit and noodles for my dinner and said my thanks to Lord Buddha for his blessings this afternoon. There’s a small shrine next to the Nana Hotel entrance in Soi 4 and I’ve noticed a couple of beggars work the street right opposite. They could do with fifty baht each and that way I’ll be able to make more merit.




    “Khun Da. Come into my office,” Chang’s familiar, croaky voice ordered me even before I had left the pavement outside the apartments.




    Stepping inside, I hugged the bag of fruit to my blouse. I could feel his eyes searching my body like invisible fingers. Even in loaded shoes, the Happy Song’s manager stands just 5 ft 4 and although they say he’s only in his mid-forties, a lifetime of heavy drinking and smoking has left etchings of premature age across his face.




    “Someone told me you lost your job at the market,” he said with a sly smile.




    My moment’s hesitation was all he needed.




    “This must be why you are leaving your rent payment until the very last day.”




    “My rent isn’t due until tomorrow, Khun Chang,” I answered meekly. “I was just coming to see you now so I ……”




    “Yes, yes, I am sure I know why you were coming to see me, Da,” he interrupted, his eyes momentarily holding mine. “You wanted to ask me for an extension of time until you found some work, right? Well, I’ve been thinking about your situation and I’ve decided to help you.”




    “Help me? What do you mean?” This was a surprise.




    Now Chang’s eyes were sliding, ever so slowly again, over my body, halting only when they reached the hem of my skirt.




    “I realise 1500 baht is a lot of money for someone who doesn’t have a job so I’ve decided to pay it for you. That is, of course, if you are prepared to do something for me.”




    The look on his face had become so vile I couldn’t bear to hear another word. I now knew exactly what he wanted and the thought of this creepy little individual having his way with me sent shivers of horror right along my spine.




    “Khun Chang,” I blurted out loudly. “I have your rent money here with me now. Fifteen hundred baht, please give me a receipt for it.”




    The little man’s face fell in a flash. As I unclipped the catch on my purse, his expression changed instantly from smarmy, sensual anticipation to one of pure rage.




    “What! Where did you get the money from? You’ve been working the streets, haven’t you?”




    “Please, please, Khun Chang, just…..just give me my receipt,” I managed to stammer.


  




  

    KAT




    When I entered Black Canyon Café seven days later, I wasn’t at all surprised to see her waiting for me and in the same seat she’d been in before.




    This was crazy! I gave this cyber girl stuff away years ago and here I was now preparing to train this youngster from Isaan in the same art of deception and intrigue that had led me through such a minefield of heartache and suffering.




    “Sawadee Ka, Khun Kat,” she waied me, respectfully.




    Da’s smile told me she was genuinely pleased to see me.




    Then, very quickly, she said, “Please let me get you coffee.”




    And she was gone before I could offer any resistance. Five minutes later, she was telling me about a cashier’s job she’d had high hopes of getting at a gas station but in the end a member of the owner’s family had blown in from up-country somewhere and taken the position. She’d left her name and mobile phone number with a half dozen other places but didn’t consider her prospects too bright.




    “How much money do you have left?” I asked her.




    “Just over two thousand baht,” Da answered, softly. Then added, “…..but my rent is paid in advance for another three weeks.”




    “You’ll still have to make some money fast, won’t you? Two thousand baht won’t last long in Bangkok.”




    She didn’t reply to this but just rolled her eyes around the room then took a deep sip on her coffee. I could see how Da’s little-girl innocence combined with her classically Eastern good looks, would appeal to cashed-up farangs and resolved one final time not to go back on my decision to at least offer her the option of becoming a cyber girl.




    “Da, listen to me. Sometimes we have to make compromises in life. The way I did when I was in your position a few years ago.”




    “I don’t understand,” she whispered back.




    “Okay, what I mean is, sometimes, in order to survive, life forces us to do things we really don’t want to. Later, if we’re lucky, we get opportunity to leave that sort of work and do something else we prefer but when we’re down and out, as you appear to be right now, we simply don’t have any choice.”




    I could see by the way her eyes were darting around the coffee shop, that Da was beginning to pick up on my drift.




    “What sort of work do you mean?” she asked, cautiously.




    “The sort I was forced to do until I met a farang who married me and took good care of me,” I answered truthfully. Then before she could quiz me any more, as I could see was about to happen, I said, “Da, I’m going to ask you a few very important questions now. Questions you’ve probably never even asked yourself. Think carefully before you answer.”




    Now I had her full attention.




    “First of all, how much money do you need just to live, every month?”




    Like a lot of people, she’d never worked this one out. I could almost hear her brain ticking over so I helped her.




    “You told me the apartment cost 1500 baht but how much more do you need each month for food, electricity, mobile phone and personal items?”




    This stopped her so I helped her out again. It wasn’t too difficult for me because I remembered when I used to budget my own money in similar circumstances.




    “Believe me, you’ll need at least another nine to ten thousand baht, right? So that makes a total of around 11,000 baht you need every month, just to live. Do you agree?”




    Da’s eyes widened like a farang’s as she struggled with the maths of this little exercise. “I’m not sure. I’ve never worked it out before.”




    “And that’s not counting money to send home to your family,” I reminded her. Oh, yes, that was something she dared not forget. I could see the fear in her eyes as she thought of all those demanding phone calls she would have already received from her family up-country. Every girl who leaves home for the big smoke, is expected to somehow, it doesn’t matter how, earn enough money to boost the family’s income back in her poverty-stricken home province.




    Now I ran my eyes around the other tables in the room and said, “There are 15 farangs in this room and 12 of them are men, right?”




    After a subtle glance about her, she nodded, “Yes, about that many.”




    “What I’m going to tell you now might shock you, but please hear me out because I’m only trying to help you. Okay, Da?”




    She just nodded again but said nothing this time.




    Very gently, I asked her, “If they were given the opportunity, how many of the 12 Western men in this room now do you think would give you one thousand baht if you slept with them for just one night?”




    Da’s jaw dropped for just a moment. Then she whispered, so softly I could hardly hear what she was saying, “One thousand baht? Too much money! But I couldn’t sleep with a farang. I couldn’t sleep with any man I didn’t know.”




    “Da, listen to me. You are young and beautiful and still unspoilt. You might be surprised to learn how many of the men in this room right now would pay 1000 baht to spend just one night with you. Now, at 1000 baht a time, how many men would you need to sleep with to pay all of your monthly bills?”




    I could see this last question sent her mind reeling. For a full minute she said nothing; she just sat there sipping on her coffee. What I said next rocked her.




    “When I had no job and only 500 baht left in my purse, a friend took me out onto a street just across from here, Soi 4 it was, and explained what I had to do so that farangs would pay my monthly bills. But I was lucky. Once I had a little money saved, she then taught me how to get farangs to give me a lot more money and sometimes I didn’t even have to meet them.”




    “I don’t understand. Why would they pay you money, Khun Kat? Tell me, what did you have to do?”




    Now I looked Da straight in the eye and said, “Come and see for yourself. I’m going to show you a room full of girls in action. Probably none of them is any smarter than you are but some will be making more money in a week than a Bangkok lawyer makes in a month!”




    Once we had reached the Raj internet café, I spent the first 10 minutes explaining in broad terms what a cyber girl was, how she could earn good money simply by sitting at a computer or on a mobile phone. I also told her about a couple of traps she should be wary of.




    “Okay, Da, now log on and we’ll get you started,” I instructed. “And don’t take any notice of the other girls working around you. They’re all cyber girls just like you’re going to be.”




    I said this quietly although I think the six or eight other girls thumping machines nearby couldn’t have cared less about anyone else in the internet café.




    “Log on to Thailand Friends and Lovers and see what comes up,” I ordered. When the site’s home page appeared I told her to click onto Register as a Gold Member which she did. Da read the conditions and benefits of being a gold member but balked at the cost of joining.




    “Farangs pay nearly double what we do for membership,” I told her, ”and you’ll get more than your membership money repaid the first time a farang sends you anything. You can complete your personal details now and I’ll use my credit card to pay your first three months membership. That is unless you want to hawk your body on Soi 4 for the remainder of your life.”




    She pulled a face at this suggestion but did as instructed, filling out the form. I booked $US30 up on my own Visa card to get her started. That was about 1000 baht, about what I’d told her she’d get paid for sleeping with a farang for one night. I’d intended paying Da’s joining fee all along but first I’d wanted to be sure she trusted me and appreciated what I was doing for her.




    “When the next payment comes due, you’re on your own. You won’t need me then anyway. Now, before you hit the Submit button go back to your Personal Profile.”




    Scrolling back, she hesitated at the top of this section, waiting for further instruction from me.




    “First of all, remember this. During the course of your life as a cyber girl you’ll have to get used to telling a few lies. But keep the basic facts of your life as truthful and as simple as possible. That way there’s less chance of your getting caught out. Now, under the heading of Occupation where you filled in Unemployed, change that to Accounts Clerk. This sounds like you’re intelligent and successful and not likely to be chasing men for their money. Then move on to Languages Spoken.”




    “But I only speak Thai and a little English,” Da said.




    “That was yesterday. Today you speak Thai, English and Mandarin. Write it in.”




    She did as I told her. “Now move onto Willing to Relocate? You’ve left that blank. Fill it in with the word Maybe then go to the most important section of your entire profile.”




    “What’s that?” she asked warily, looking more than a little non-plussed. I think things were happening a tad too fast for my sweet, little friend to absorb.




    “Do you see the heading ‘Seeking’?”




    “Yes, what does that mean?”




    “It means what sort of man are you looking for? And whatever you place in this section will decide whether or not a farang will bother to contact you. As a cyber girl you are not the slightest bit interested in striking up a relationship with someone who is a mere labourer or is out of work or who is about the same age as yourself. This sort of man doesn’t usually have any money to spare so he’s no use to you, right?”




    I let this sink in for a bit then continued, “Most farangs, whether they know it or not, are searching for the perfect woman.”




    “But I am not perfect, Kat. I am just……..”




    “Listen to me, Da. No-one is perfect but to a lonely, old farang who has not had any woman love him for five or ten or maybe even 20 years, a beautiful, young, and especially innocent, Thai girl suddenly becomes the perfect woman. Believe me, I know! Now, under Seeking write this, Would like to first correspond with then possibly meet sincere, western man. Now continue with …Age and financial status not important but good heart is.”




    “But Kat, you just told me the state of their finances is important!”




    “Yes, I did. But once a farang thinks you care about him, not just his money, you’ll be surprised how he’ll open up about how much he’s got – or hasn’t got! And you really need to know which ones haven’t got anything so that you don’t waste your time on them. It’s a quick way of sorting out your likely ‘buffaloes’.”




    “Buffaloes? I don’t understand.”




    Every Thai knows what it means to call a person a buffalo. In this country, it’s about as derogatory a term as one can use to describe a human being.




    “Buffaloes are what I used to call my cyber clients who had fallen totally in love with me. The aim, Da, is to have four or five of these running at the same time, every one of them sending you a monthly amount of money because of your sad, and desperate circumstances.”




    “What sad and desperate circumstances, Kat?” she asked me.




    That’s when I told her we’d cover that issue in lesson three or four of her cyber girl training but for today we would simply complete her enrolment and organise a photograph which we’d post on the site next time we visited it.


  




  

    YUPA




    The last time I’d seen Kantana Kamonrat was at our university graduation ceremony 10 years ago.




    She hadn’t changed much. Except for the clothes and they would have cost a packet. Obviously she’d married well but I wondered where she’d been all this time. Provided she wasn’t too high and mighty now to talk to me, I’d soon find out.




    “Sawadee ka, Khun Kat, do you remember me?”




    “Ohh! Khun Yupa, sawadee ka, sabai dee rue?” How are you?




    Yes, she remembered me, even seemed thrilled to see me. We were outside the entrance to Central Department Store in Chidlom.



OEBPS/Images/coverBN_fmt.png
iy

S

- -

=NevillefAllen






