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    ADULT EDUCATION IN THAILAND




    When George Cartwright deplaned from the United Airlines 747 at Don Muang International Airport one midnight, with his entire worldly possessions in two carry-on bags, he felt a strong sense of being in between. He was, as he had been so many times in the past several years, in between jobs. He was also in between women, having been cast off by the old girl friend he had followed to Tulsa. And clearly he was in between Western and Oriental civilizations.




    Cartwright was a copy editor, and a damn good one if he did say it himself. He prided himself on never having allowed a dangling participle or a split infinitive past his red pencil. He had had a career working for a small publisher in Chicago until the small publisher got acquired by one of the big New York firms, which installed Spellcheck and Grammatik on all the computers and downsized George Cartwright. His wife left him the same week.




    At first there had been many opportunities for him in Chicago – major newspapers, regional magazines, even a few book publishers. But those opportunities soon diminished. No, he told himself more truthfully, they vanished. Since then he had spent years drifting from one thing to another – among other positions even more minor, reporter on what called itself a weekly newspaper but was really a shopper’s guide; freelance proofreader for Ph.D. candidates at the Chicago universities and for one career counselor who had written a book; and finally night watchman at a branch library. In the last position he had at least been able to read widely. And at fifty-five, he told himself, learning a new occupation would be difficult.




    Along the way he had had various girlfriends – among other relationships even less durable, one he met in a laundromat, another in a grocery store, and finally Elaine, beautiful Elaine, an assistant librarian at the branch library.




    And then Elaine had moved to Tulsa, and, romantically, George had followed her. Tulsa? To the true Chicagoan, Tulsa was like a third-world country. If the universe was conceived of as an alimentary canal, George thought, it must have an outlet somewhere, and Tulsa was the likeliest candidate he could imagine.




    So Tulsa was Tulsa, but Elaine indeed was Elaine, and Elaine was a big enough plus to overcome even the minus of Tulsa. And so George moved to Tulsa. What he had not realized was that one of the things Elaine had decided to leave behind in moving to Tulsa was him. “One of the reasons I moved down here,” she told him flatly the only time he called to see her, “was to get away from you. You were getting to be so possessive it was driving me crazy.”




    So George was in Tulsa with no prospects and with nothing, really, to return to Chicago for. He found a job writing advertising copy for another shopper’s guide, but he considered himself fit for better things. In all, he found Tulsa less charming than in other circumstances he might have.




    It was at that juncture that George, in the process of selling advertisements, made the acquaintance of Cedric Heidt. Heidt owned and operated a trade-in paperback bookstore; you took in a paperback book you were through with, Heidt bought it from you for a dollar, fifty cents if it was not in mint condition, and sold you another paperback for half the cover price. Heidt, it turned out, was also a graduate student at Oklahoma State University in Stillwater, working toward a Ph.D. in Teaching English as a Foreign Language. He was a retired U.S. army major married to a Thai wife, and had a home in Bangkok; the wife, whose family had money, flew to the U.S. to visit him every other weekend. You couldn’t go into Heidt’s store without learning more about Heidt than you really wanted to know – and without Heidt finding out more about you than you really wanted to reveal.




    “Why don’t you move to Thailand?” the ex-major asked George.




    “Thailand? Why Thailand?”




    “Well, for one thing, English is becoming the country’s second language, and a lot of people know just enough English to use it incorrectly. They could use a good proofreader. Then there are two English-language newspapers in Bangkok, and maybe you could get a job with one of them. And a lot of Thai companies do business overseas, and they would want their advertising and instructions to be correct. You might land a job with a big company or be a consultant for a bunch of small ones.”




    “I see.” George was interested.




    “And for another thing,” Heidt continued, “Thai women are the most gorgeous women in the world. And they’ve been brought up to think men are the boss.”




    “Really,” George said. Heidt was interesting him profoundly.




    ***




    Why don’t you move to Thailand? George couldn’t answer the question. But for days after he left the bookstore it resonated in his mind. One day at work, as he stared at the AdVantage machine on which he was writing copy for a liquor store ad, the decision came to him. There was no good reason why he shouldn’t move to Thailand. Was there any good reason why he should?




    That evening he returned to the bookstore. “What’s Thailand like?” he asked Heidt.




    “You’d be surprised,” came the answer. “You think of Thailand as being nothing but grass huts and elephants. But Bangkok is as modern a city as there is in the world. The main difference is that it’s so cheap. A single man could live comfortably there for about two hundred and fifty dollars a month. That’s about” – he cocked his head and paused, figuring – “ten thousand baht.”




    “What about salaries?”




    “An American, a native English speaker, ought to be able to clear twenty thousand baht a month.”




    “Five hundred a month?”




    “Right.”




    It was about what George was making in Tulsa, but his rent alone for a one-room apartment in a dismal part of town was three hundred, and by exercising great care he was able to hold his other expenses to only a little more than a hundred dollars. He had been saving the rest, trying to save enough to get out of Tulsa. Maybe he now had enough to get out of the U.S. entirely.




    He scoured the Web-based travel sites, looking for a one-way ticket he could afford. No success. He had not gone to a travel agent, believing he could do better on the Internet, but finally, in desperation, he visited one. She told him he had been going about it the wrong way. “One-way airfare to Thailand,” she told him, “is at least twelve hundred dollars.” He nodded; that estimate was borne out by his Internet searches. “But round-trip is only a little over eight hundred.”




    “Round trip is less than one-way?”




    “That’s right. So if you want the cheapest fare to Thailand, buy a round-trip ticket and just don’t use the return part.”




    George’s savings now put him within striking distance of success. He applied for a passport at the Tulsa post office; when he received it, he quit his job, sold the Apple Macintosh he had brought with him from Chicago and everything else that anybody might want to buy, took $843 to the travel agent, and was on his way to Thailand; in his pocket were the $27.68 remaining from his savings account and a debit card with which he could access a few hundred dollars in a Tulsa bank. When he cashed in his American money at the airport, he found that he had 1,214 baht, which made him feel wealthier.




    The airport was bewildering, but eventually he found his way outside to a line of taxis, green-and-yellow and red-and-blue. He went down the line looking for a driver who spoke enough English that communication was possible and eventually succeeded in finding one. “Take me to the nearest cheap hotel,” he said.




    The ride was fifty-five baht; the hotel room was four hundred. George realized he would have to find a rooming house quickly. The attractions of the cheap hotel included a girl knocking at his door at four in the morning asking if he wanted anything. George wisely said no, turned over, and went back to sleep.




    That morning he left the hotel, checking his suitcases, and found a hole-in-the-wall restaurant where he was served something called “American fried rice.” George had never seen anything like it in the U.S. After breakfast he hailed a tuk-tuk [three-wheeled taxi] and was taken to an area of the city which the driver assured him had “good cheap looms.” By noon he had located and leased an apartment which consisted of one room plus bath. The room contained a bed, a chair, a ceiling light, a chest of drawers with a hot-plate on top, a wardrobe, and a tiny refrigerator. It was inferior to some of the rooming houses he had lived in in Chicago, but not much, and it was ample for George’s needs. Moreover the building was full of other farang, as he soon discovered foreigners were called in Thailand, whom he could ask for guidance and advice.




    He invested five baht in calling Cedric Heidt’s Thai wife on the pay phone in the rooming house lobby. She was frostily cordial but obviously had no interest in helping George in any way. He hung up the phone feeling that she believed he was going to ask her for money.




    George hired another tuk-tuk to retrieve his suitcases, take them to his apartment, and drive him into the main part of downtown Bangkok. He wanted to explore his new environment.




    George was enthralled. He thought that he was in an enchanted forest full of beautiful women. They walked toward him and past him just as rapidly as women did in Chicago, but although he had found Chicago women a feast for his eyes, the proportion of beautiful women in Bangkok was even higher. They were more than a feast, they were a banquet.




    At a bookstore which sold books in English George discovered the two English-language newspapers in Bangkok, the Bangkok Post and The Nation. From their names he anticipated that the news in the former would be more local, that in the latter more national; but in fact he found little difference in their coverage. Both contained features which reminded him of home; he preferred the comic strips on the Post but thought the crossword puzzle in The Nation was better. Both used English spelling for words like “favourite” and “centre”; George thought he could accommodate himself to that.




    Somewhat surprised at finding a McDonald’s restaurant, George treated himself to a cheeseburger and fries, which tasted just like those in Chicago or Tulsa, while he read the “help wanted” sections of both newspapers. Nobody, or at least nobody who was advertising, wanted someone with proofreading skills. But, he thought, perhaps the papers themselves . . . .




    ***




    Tuk-tuks delivered him first to the Post and then to The Nation. At both he was informed that they had no current openings for which he was qualified, but he was invited to fill out application forms for them to keep on file. At The Nation the girl at the counter – and she was beautiful, with warm brown eyes and stunning black hair – confided to him that they no longer used proofreaders, because the software program the writers used caught nearly all their errors. The news made George compress his lips together; he had come halfway around the world to meet the same obstacle he thought he had left behind.




    By now he was lost. Uncertain how to return to his apartment, he inquired of the girl at the counter. She advised him to take a bus and in addition gave him the color and number of the one which would deposit him only a few blocks from his apartment. He was profuse in his thanks and, thinking that if she was so obliging in other matters she might be so in this, asked her for her name and telephone number. She smiled – the Thai are wonderful smilers – but shook her head and walked away.




    On the following day, realizing that his job search would be facilitated by a telephone, he walked around the neighborhood until he located a store that sold cell phones, which he discovered were called “mobiles” (long I) in Thailand. He bought the cheapest model and learned that unlike the United States, in Thailand you bought a card with the phone, a card for three hundred or five hundred baht, and your calls were charged against the card. When the card was almost used up you had to buy another card; and it was important to do that before the card was actually emptied, because unless you bought another card you would lose your telephone number and would have to get another one. This, of course, would make it difficult for prospective employers, or anybody else for that matter, to get in touch with you.




    The mobile came with a sheet of instructions in Thai, Japanese, and English. George studied the instruction sheet from the professional point of view, then took out his ball point and marked the corrections with proofreaders’ symbols. When he was through, the blue marks on the sheet numbered two-thirds the number of words in black type.




    On the sheet could be found the address of the company that manufactured the mobile; it was on Sukhumvit Road. George had come to enjoy riding in tuk-tuks; there were no meters, so you negotiated your fare with the driver before you set out, and while there was a roof to shade you from the sun and rain, there were no side windows, so you were cooled by a fresh breeze as you rode along. The tuk-tuk deposited him in front of an imposing multi-story building; he entered it, located the office number of his target company, and rode the elevator to the eleventh floor.




    The office was by no means shabby. He gave his name to the receptionist – and yes, she too was beautiful – and she invited him to be seated while she informed the company president that George wished to speak with him. There were two comfortable arm chairs and a comfortable sofa, all done in imitation leather. Since there was a copy of the Bangkok Post lying on the sofa, George sat beside it and occupied himself with the classified section while waiting. There was nothing for proofreaders, but he observed that one university and three schools were interested in “native English speakers.” George’s money was running low, and he thought that someone from Chicago could certainly qualify as a native speaker of English, even if he had been corrupted by a few months in Tulsa.




    The receptionist told him that the company president could see him now, and George presented himself in the president’s office. The president was a gray-haired Thai man, dressed in a glistening navy blue suit – George presumed Thai silk – a white shirt, and a stunning tie featuring gray Thai elephants. “Sit down, Mr. Cartwright,” the president said in American English which sounded as though he were a native speaker himself. “What can I do for you?”




    “Before I start,” George said, “I’d like to compliment you on your English. You speak it like a native.”




    “I hope I speak it better than that,” the president said, smiling. “My father was American and my mother is Thai, and they sent me first to the International School here in Bangkok, where the language of instruction is English, and then to California State University at Northridge, where I lived with my father’s sister while I went to school.”




    “In that case, I’m even more surprised than before by all the errors on this instruction sheet,” George said, pulling the sheet from his pocket and reaching it across the desk to the president.




    The president glanced at the sheet and said, “Yes, there are a lot of mistakes in it, aren’t there?”




    George blinked. The president seemed completely unconcerned. Not knowing what else to do, George continued with the next step he had prepared: ‘I’ve worked as a professional proofreader in Chicago for twenty years, and I’m offering my services to you to prevent anything like this leaving your factory again.”




    The president smiled. “I’m sorry, Mr. Cartwright, but not one purchaser in ten thousand, probably a hundred thousand, would be offended by the errors you found. Did you in fact buy the mobile?”




    “Yes, of course.”




    “And did you have any difficulty in getting it to work properly?”




    “Why, no, but –“




    ”In Thai we have a saying, ‘Mai pen lai.’ It has many meanings, but one of them is ‘It doesn’t matter.’ As long as the instruction sheet gets the job done, it doesn’t matter if it has some mistakes on it. Thank you for coming in, Mr. Cartwright. I’m grateful for your taking the time to make these corrections, and thanks for buying our product. May I keep this?” He waved the instruction sheet at George.




    George shrugged internally. There was no reason for him to keep it any more. “Of course,” he said.




    “I’ll have the receptionist give you a fresh copy as you leave.” He punched a button on a box and spoke a few words in Thai. Then he rose. “Good-bye, Mr. Cartwright. Enjoy your stay in Thailand.”




    ***




    The classified sections of the newspapers were devoid of the kinds of editorial positions that Major Heidt had suggested George would be able to find; there were, however, ads for English teachers, and he decided that he could certainly teach English while waiting for a more acceptable position.




    He mailed answers to six of the ads, those which did not specify that British English was required, and received five requests to come in for an interview. With sinking heart, he realized that the best of them paid only seven thousand baht a month. His rooming house charged 4,500. He took the offer, determined to get a better job as soon as possible. He started letting his beard grow, in order to save money on shaving cream and razor blades. He was alarmed to see that it grew out gray.




    The university consisted, he found as he paid the tuk-tuk, of one large building twelve stories high; there was no campus. The ad had given the president’s name as Benjamin Lightfoot, and George was expecting an American Indian; he was surprised when the secretary ushered him into the office of a man in his upper thirties with tortoise-shell-rimmed spectacles, a pale skin, blond hair tending toward red, and a beard of the same color.




    “Sit down,” President Lightfoot said in an accent which clearly had developed in the United Kingdom.




    George did so.




    “You have a résumé?”




    George in fact had one which he had prepared for positions as a copy editor; he had brought a copy with him and passed it across the president’s desk.




    Lightfoot let out a series of hmms as he read it. “You seem to know the language,” he said when he was finished, “at least the debased version of it spoken in the Colonies. But you’ve never taught, have you?”




    “No, sir, I haven’t.” George’s hopes were sinking, having been hit by the reference to the Colonies even before the reference to his lack of experience.




    “I suppose that doesn’t matter.” Lightfoot said, removing his glasses and tapping his lower lip with one end of the frame. “Let me tell you what we’ve got here.” He laid the glasses on his desk and leaned forward in his swivel chair. “Thailand is a developing country. That means there is a lot of upward mobility, and there are a lot of parents with little or no education that want their kids to reach the stars. I suppose that was much like the United States when it was a developing country. They have enough money to pay for a college education, but the kids can’t pass the entrance exams to get into the big schools, like Chulalongkorn and Thammasat. Anybody can get into Rajabhat, but that means the parents don’t want to send the kids there. They want something exclusive. We’re so expensive that they think we’re exclusive. What they don’t know is that anybody can get in here, too.




    “So here’s what you’ll be up against. The kids are mediocre, and they know it. But the parents think they’re little geniuses. So we give out high grades here to make the parents happy. Nothing less than a C; a C is a failing grade. An A is for actually completing all of the assignments. The kids are wise to us; I’d characterize their attitude as contempt. They have no intention of learning anything; all they want is a grade, and they know we’re going to give it to them. They think that when they get out of here with a degree, they’ll get a high-paying job. And some of them do. But then, because they don’t know anything, they can’t deliver, and they wash out.




    “You’ll be hired to teach them English. Most of them really want to know English, because they know that the good-paying jobs in Thailand require that they have enough English to communicate with the Japanese or Americans or Brits who run the companies. So they’re motivated to that extent. But they’re not enough motivated to want to work at it. They think sitting in class for an hour a day for four months will teach them English. You know and I know that it won’t, but they won’t believe you if you try to tell them that.




    “Under those conditions, do you still want the job?”




    George gulped and said, “Yes, Dr. Lightfoot.”




    “Mr. Lightfoot,” the president corrected him. “Nobody here is a doctor. Well, if you think you’re strong enough to handle the job, it’s yours. The last three applicants turned it down, and we need somebody. Our last English professor quit in the middle of the term. You’ll start tomorrow. Sam will give you the syllabus and textbooks, so you can prepare.”




    “Sam?”




    “The girl at the front desk. Sam means ‘three’ in Thai, and she was the third child.”




    George discovered that because he was the new man, his schedule was for evening classes. This at least left him free during the day to search for something better. He walked the crowded streets of Bangkok during the day, calling on one company after another which seemed likely to need some help with its English correspondence or advertising. In the process he noticed two things about Thailand. The first was that there was a grave paucity of street signs, so that it was very difficult to find your way around, and he continually had to ask street vendors for directions. The second was that if you ranked Thai women on a scale of one to ten, even the fives were very pretty.




    He took to smiling at some of them. Every time he smiled at one, she smiled back. At first he thought it was because the women found him attractive, but then he learned that smiling was simply a national trait. The Tourist Authority of Thailand calls the inhabitants of the kingdom “the smiling people” for good reason: Thais will smile at anyone. But when he stopped and addressed these women in English, he found that most of them could not conduct a conversation beyond “Good morning,” a greeting they used at all hours of the day. Since his Thai was limited to Sawadee kap, the Thai equivalent of “how are you,” no further progress was possible.




    ***




    Under the terms of his visa, George had to renew it every ninety days by leaving the country and returning. Other expatriates suggested that the easiest way to do this was to take a bus to Ventiane in Laos and come back. He took their advice.




    He found Ventiane quite different from Bangkok, chiefly because Laos had been a French colony. The women, however, were every bit as lovely. He sat in a sidewalk café which reminded him of pictures he had seen of Paris, and admire the beauties strolling by.




    An Englishman came up to his table. “Mind if I sit here?” he asked. “All the other tables are full.”




    George looked around and saw that that was true. “Sure,” he said. “Make yourself comfortable.”




    “American, aren’t you?” the man said, easing himself into one of the fragile chairs.




    “How did you guess?”




    The Englishman only laughed.




    “And I’d have bet you’re British,” George hazarded.




    “You’d have won.”




    The waiter came up, and the Englishman ordered a gin and tonic.




    “On your ninety-day run?” the Englishman asked him.




    “Yes. You?”




    “Right. You’re from Bangkok?”




    “You hit it right on the nose.”




    “I have an easier time than you. I’m living in Nong Khai, right across the river. All I have to do is take a tuk-tuk across the bridge and back.”




    That interested George. “Are there jobs in Nong Khai?”




    “Sorry, no. I have an independent income, or I couldn’t afford to do it. Though God knows the cost of living is low enough.”




    “What brought you to Thailand?” George asked.




    “The sex.”




    “The sex?” Interested though George was in women, he could not understand someone who uprooted himself from his native land and went to Thailand purely for sex.




    “Right. It’s cheap and easy. Or haven’t you noticed?”




    “Aren’t you afraid of AIDS?” George himself had been tempted to sample Thai prostitutes but had held back, partly out of concern for his health but chiefly because he felt that a man who couldn’t get a woman unless he paid her was a pretty poor specimen of manhood.




    The waiter brought the Englishman his drink and was paid. “You have to die sometime,” the Englishman said, “and I’d as soon go off after having had as many women as I could as any other way. At least I’ll have something to remember.”




    George looked at his watch and stood up. “It’s about time for my bus. Glad to have met you.”




    The Englishman waved. “Same here.”




    George brooded about the meeting on the bus all the way back to Bangkok. Even considering his long dearth of feminine companionship, he concluded that he wasn’t yet ready to run the Englishman’s risk.




    ***




    And then one day, as he was walking down the steps of one of the pedestrian crossovers which a wise municipal government has installed to save foot travelers the danger of confronting Bangkok traffic, he looked down to see a woman smiling up at him before he smiled at her. And she was gorgeous; on George’s scale of one to ten she was at least a seven.




    “Good afternoon,” she greeted him as he set foot on the pavement.




    “Good afternoon,” he responded. “Were you looking for me?”




    She laughed, a sound which to George’s ears was like the tinkling of little silver bells. “I thought maybe you were tourist and would like someone show you city.” Her accent was heavy, but George found it charming.




    “Well,” he said, “I’m hardly a tourist, but I’d love to have you show me the city.” The thought crossed his mind that perhaps she was a prostitute, but she was certainly not dressed in the way George thought a prostitute would dress, and the hour was too early in the day for the Bangkok streetwalkers to be out. “What’s your name?”




    “Pun,” she told him.




    He was amused that her name was an English word.




    That afternoon they rode an air conditioned bus to the Grand Palace, of which George had seen pictures but which he had never visited in person, and she acted as his tour guide, explaining in her quaint English the significance of the various buildings and statues. It was a delightful time. They ate together at a Thai restaurant, and Pun introduced him to food he had never eaten before.




    When it was time for George to teach his evening class, he and Pun rode another air conditioned bus to his school, and she sat in the back of the room while he taught.




    His apartment was within walking distance of the school, so after class they walked arm in arm in the moonlight to the apartment building; she rode up to his floor in the rickety elevator, kicked off her sandals at his door, and entered his apartment with him.




    George was embarrassed at the condition of things, for like most bachelors he was an untidy housekeeper, and he busied himself picking old underwear off the furniture and tossing it into the corner. Pun stood smiling at him until he was through; then, as he straightened up, she opened her arms to him and lifted her face to his. They embraced and kissed, then he began fumbling with her clothes.




    “You are like an unexpected Christmas present to me,” he told her. “Let me unwrap you.”




    She made no resistance but in fact began to unbutton his shirt.




    After they made love on the fold-out sofa-bed, she told him about herself. She was from Chiang Rai originally, in the north near the Burmese border. Her parents had been wealthy – her father had been in politics – but now both were dead. They had left her property and a little money. She had come to Bangkok in search of excitement and adventure.




    “And instead you found me,” George said.




    She laughed. “Yes, I found you. And I found my excitement and adventure. And I found love.”




    They kissed, George became aroused, and they made love again.




    Pun spent the night with him; in the morning she left to go to the rooming house where she lived, and they made arrangements to meet again. George spent the next day dreaming of her, remembering every detail of their time together, and wondering how it happened that he had been so fortunate as to meet her.




    They met often over the next months, and a pattern began to develop in their relationship. She came to his apartment shortly after one p.m, not every day, but frequently enough. Afternoons they visited some notable place in the capital, then ate dinner together, then went to the school where he taught, and ended up at his apartment. It was almost like a routine. One weekend he took her with him to Ventiane; they sat together at the sidewalk café and spent a romantic night in a cheap hotel.




    The other teachers in the school began to tease George about Pun. “George has taken on a charity student,” they said. “Did you give her a scholarship, George?” “George, really, if she comes to your class so often we’ll need to charge her tuition.” He bore it stoically, believing that they were jealous of him for having attracted such a spectacularly beautiful woman.




    And then George began to notice a subtle change in the relationship. At the beginning, Pun took him to places like parks, where they could walk and enjoy the tropical flora. But gradually she began to take him to places like the Tesco Lotus store, where they would walk together and she would point out items of clothing – a blouse, a purse – that she thought were attractive; since the items were always inexpensive, George always gallantly offered to buy them for her. At first, she resisted, but as time went on her resistance became weaker and finally disappeared entirely. Then she began taking him to malls, where the items she found attractive were more expensive; and the restaurants she took him to were also pricier. George was finding himself at the limit of his income.




    At last, one day Pun took him to The Emporium, one of the grandest of Bangkok’s department stores. There she was captivated by a dress which cost ten thousand baht – more than the whole of George’s salary for a month.




    “I’m afraid that’s too steep for me,” George was forced to admit.




    “Oh, darling, think how exciting it will be for you to take it off me.”




    George had, in fact, been thinking that very thing, but there was a point where fantasy had to end and reality begin, and he had reached that point. “I’m sorry, my love, but I simply can’t do it.”




    Her pout was heart-melting, but George held firm.




    “Well,” she said philosophically, “I have other dresses.”




    “And you look wonderful in them,” he responded gallantly.




    The pout changed to a smile, and they moved on. He bought her a vial of perfume for two thousand baht before they left the store, they ate at a nice restaurant, she sat in his class that evening as usual, and they made love in his apartment as before. He noticed no change in her ardor.




    That morning, before she left, she said that she would come to his apartment the next day at one.




    “I’ll be here waiting,” he promised her.




    But one o’clock came, and Pun was not there. Nor was she at two or three or four or five. He ate dinner by himself at a noodle shop down the street and went to his class alone.




    He was devastated. For days it was all he could do to force himself to teach his class. He looked at his beautiful students and was pained almost to tears.




    Since Pun had not accompanied him to his class quite every day, it was a few days before the other teachers became aware of his solitary state. “Hey, George, where’s your prize pupil?” they asked him. “Playing hooky?” One of them was even so unkind as to remark, “I guess it goes from nooky to hooky, hey, George?”




    George bore all this without rejoinder, and soon it went away. But what did not go away was the feeling every time he entered his apartment after class that it was emptier than it had ever been.




    Finally one of his colleagues took what he probably thought was pity on George, came into his office, closed the door, and said, “You poor sap. Don’t you know the Thais think all farang are wealthy? She was just taking you for all she could get out of you.”




    “But she had money of her own,” George protested.




    “Even rich by Thai standards is poor by ours,” the other teacher explained.




    ***




    George found teaching English in Thailand very frustrating. Unlike the day students Lightfoot had described, the evening students were either employees of English or American companies or employees of Thai service companies with English or American clientele; they had all had six years of English instruction from Thai teachers in school, so they had much to unlearn, but though they all claimed that they wanted to improve their English, none of them were willing to work at it. They came to class and sat there, waiting for George to pour English into their heads; they would not speak in class because they were afraid of making mistakes, and they would not do their homework because, they claimed, they didn’t have time. They were paying him to teach them, so they thought he should do the work, not them. When he assigned them writing outside of class, they brought him papers downloaded from the Internet. It seemed to him that his students believed that simply by sitting in class they would magically become fluent in English; he stormed at them, but it did no good.




    But some of the girls were so beautiful that they made George’s fingers itch, his breath catch, and his stomach contract. For some reason he never fathomed, most of them wore short black tight skirts with slits in them and white blouses – it was almost like a uniform – and the sight of so many bare knees and thighs, to say nothing of the blouses fitting so tight that there were gaps between each button, confronting him every evening sometimes made his mind wander from the lesson. The school had a strict policy against teachers dating students, and George knew that the policy was grounded on a very sound basis, but that did not prevent him from tossing and turning with desire when he went back to his rooming house at night.




    Once he had a little money, he placed ads in The Bangkok Post and The Nation offering his services to Thai companies interested in doing business with English-speaking people. He had no responses. He began writing letters to specific companies that he observed were marketing to Anglophones. This garnered him a couple of replies politely refusing his overtures. Months passed. His Thai improved; he was still not able to carry on a fluent conversation, but he had a repertoire of some dozen phrases.




    ***




    George was becoming embittered but was not ready to give up. He made more attempts to find an editing position and also a better-paying teaching job; he was unsuccessful. Then the university got a contract from one of the banks in downtown Bangkok to provide evening seminars in English conversation for their executives, down through the vice-presidential level. Since it meant extra work but no extra pay, no one else on the faculty wanted to do it; so George, as the newest man on the staff, was reassigned from his evening classes and given a late afternoon schedule of regular students instead.




    The seminars went better than George expected. The executives already knew English fairly well but needed a brush-up, and they were motivated to improve because their progress was one of the criteria on which promotions would be based.




    Every evening he rode the bus to the bank. The bus was air conditioned – not all Thai buses are. One day as the bus got under way and he tried to locate the vacant seats, there were three. One of them was beside a young woman of movie-star loveliness. On his rating scale she broke through the top of the ten range. Thai television commercials were full of ads for shampoos that would make hair as lustrous as hers; and the models in the commercials were no more beautiful. She was clearly less than half his age – he doubted that she was more than twenty-five – but he was drawn to the seat next to her as though by a magnet.




    He stood in the aisle and asked, “May I sit here?”




    She looked up at him, smiled like a flashbulb going off, and nodded.




    He sat beside her. “Hello,” he said.




    She looked at him for a moment, then smiled and said, “Sawadee kah.”




    “I’m sorry,” he responded, “I don’t speak Thai. Do you speak English?”




    “A little,” she said.




    “What’s your name?”




    “Hibiscus.”




    “A beautiful name. The flower is beautiful, and so are you.”




    She smiled but made no reply.




    “My name is George,” he said. “Can you say ‘George’?”




    She laughed and repeated his name three times, which made him laugh as well.




    “Where are you going?” he asked.




    She named the bank which was also his destination.




    “Oh,” he said in surprise. “That’s where I’m going too. I’m giving a seminar to the executives. What do you do there?”




    “Operate a computer.” Later he learned that when the bank closed for business each day, there were wire transfers and other business that needed to be done, and she worked from six in the evening until four in the morning every day, Tuesday through Saturday, performing this work. She told George that she wanted to improve her English, because if she passed a test she would receive a promotion.




    George felt like a rabbit who has just found an unguarded garden full of lettuce. “I’d love to help you with your English,” he understated.




    Try as he might, he could not learn her address or phone number.




    At length she said, :”My stop is next.” She began to rise.




    “Wait!” he said. “Will I see you again?”




    Again that radiant smile that made him churn inside. “I’ll meet you at the Democracy Monument Sunday afternoon at four.”




    And then she was going down the steps and away.




    Bless you, Cedric Heidt, George said to himself.




    His mind was so busy with other things that he rode a block past his stop, but his heart and his step were light as he walked to the bank.




    ***




    Sunday afternoon George was at the Democracy Monument by three-thirty. He walked around and around it, looking for Hibiscus, glancing from time to time at his watch. She had not arrived by four o’clock, and George’s anxiety was near the top of his thermometer. He continued walking and glancing, walking and glancing, wondering whether she was going to stand him up, when at precisely 4:07 he saw her stepping off a bus. She was wearing a two-piece skyblue dress over a white blouse, and when she saw him hurrying toward her, she smiled.




    “Did you think I wasn’t coming?” she said.




    “Oh, no,” he lied.




    She laughed. “Did you have anything planned for us to do?”




    It was like a kick in the chest. He was speechless. He had not thought beyond the meeting.




    She laughed again. “I didn’t expect you to. I know you’re new in Thailand and don’t know much about Bangkok. There’s a place I’d like to show you.”




    They walked along together through the crowds. There were many beautiful girls on the sidewalk, but to George’s mind none were so beautiful as Hibiscus.




    She took him to a large area filled with shops selling examples of Thai crafts. They spent a little over an hour browsing the shops. He used his debit card to buy her a hand-carved wooden elephant, which she thanked him for gravely and put into her purse. He was tempted to buy himself a Thai silk tie, but he thought better of it since his money was getting very low.




    The shops were connected to a large restaurant, with long tables, like picnic tables, and benches facing a stage. Hibiscus led him to a seat where he would have a good view of the stage, and they sat down. A waitress came to take their order; she was dressed in a white jacket, buttoned to the neck, and a long gleaming green skirt with intricate designs woven in it George had no idea what he wanted, so Hibiscus ordered something for him. It was called Pad Thai, and George had no idea what it was. It turned out to be fried noodles topped with a sauce containing chopped peanuts. George liked it and told Hibiscus that he liked it more than he really did.




    Shortly after the food arrived, seven musicians took their places on the stage, armed with instruments only one of which, a drum, George could identify. After tuning up, they began to play music which to George sounded almost exactly like the tuning up. Then onto the stage gracefully stepped a young woman, as stunningly lovely as Hibiscus herself, dressed in a long skirt of ornate design and a gleaming yellow shawl around her upper body. She began to dance slowly, with angular motions of her arms and legs which surprised George by seeming beautiful rather than awkward. “Thai classical dance,” Hibiscus whispered.




    The classical dancer was replaced by four folk dancers who jumped in and out of pairs of bamboo rods which were clicked rhythmically in and out and then by a group of woman folk dancers in elaborate costumes; Hibiscus explained that the costumes were those of the Karen, a hill tribe in the north of the country. Then dancer succeeded dance group and dance group succeeded dancer. George found himself enthralled. At one point the waitress brought him a small bowl containing white balls floating in a brown sauce which Hibiscus told him was ginger. George was intrigued by the combination of sweet and hot, but he would have preferred more sweet and less hot.




    At length the entertainment came to a close. George brought out his wallet, but Hibiscus, smiling, raised her hand in negation. “I invited you,” she said. “Let this be my treat.”




    The waitress disappeared with her money.




    As they waited for Hibiscus’s change, George said, “Since you invited me to this wonderful place, let me reciprocate by inviting you to my apartment.”




    Hibiscus gave a smile that would have melted ice. “Thank you, but no,” she said. “Perhaps some other time.”




    George found his heart pounding at the prospect.




    The change having arrived, they walked to a bus stop. Hibiscus gave George instructions for getting home, and then her bus pulled up.




    “When will I see you again?”




    “Next Sunday afternoon at four.”




    “At the Democracy Monument?” he asked.




    She was already on the steps of the bus, but she turned her face to him, smiled, and nodded.




    ***




    As George took the bus to the Democracy Monument Sunday afternoon, he was feeling great anxiety. Suppose Hibiscus had been stringing him along? Suppose she wasn’t there? Suppose she was making a fool out of him? George bitterly recalled the proverb “There’s no fool like an old fool.” But as the bus pulled up at the Monument, he looked out the window and saw Hibiscus there awaiting him, carrying a bundle. He waited impatiently as an elderly Thai woman slowly descended from the bus ahead of him, then bounded over to greet Hibiscus. She smiled radiantly as she saw him approach and took a few steps toward him.




    “I’m so happy to see you,” he told her.




    “So am I. I brought you a present,” she said, holding out the package to him.




    He took it. “May I open it?”




    “Certainly.” He ripped it open and discovered that it contained a shirt made of Thai silk. He had been in Thailand long enough to know that this was not the most expensive silk shirt made, the design was printed on and not woven in, but it had probably cost Hibiscus about two hundred baht. He was touched. “It’s beautiful,” he said. “Thank you so much. Kap khun mak kap.”




    She smiled in pleasure. “Mai pen lai kah,” she said, which in this context was as much as to say, “Don’t mention it.”




    They spent the afternoon strolling in the park, getting to know each other. He discovered as the day wore on that her English was not quite as good as he had thought; if she had been his student, he would have given her a B-. But they communicated well enough.




    They had dinner together at a little hole-in-the-wall café, and afterwards George invited her to accompany him to a motion picture he’d been wanting to see. They went to a theater in the Sukhumvit section, inhabited largely by expatriates. It was an American movie, and as they sat side by side in the dark theater and saw the film begin to roll, he noticed that it did not have Thai subtitles. Hibiscus began to squirm. He asked her what the problem was. She said that she didn’t understand the movie. He tried to give her a running account in whispers, but people behind and on both sides kept shushing him, and finally he gave up.




    As they left the theater, he said, “I’m sorry you didn’t enjoy the movie.”




    She said, “Mai pen lai kah,” which in this context was as much as to say, “It doesn’t matter.”




    Because of their respective work schedules, they could meet only on Sundays and Mondays, and they began a routine of doing so. One week George took her on his ninety-day run to Ventiane; they enjoyed strolling the streets and looking at the wares for sale, and Hibiscus bought him a brass paperweight for his office desk. They ate at the sidewalk café where he had eaten before, and George thought once that he saw in the distance the Englishman he had met earlier; but he was so far away that he couldn’t be sure.




    Every time they met, Hibiscus bought George some little present – nothing spectacularly expensive, although on one occasion George mentioned that he thought he needed new glasses and she insisted on paying for the frames. How different, he thought, Hibiscus was from Pun. There was never any question that Hibiscus was interested in what he could do for her. From time to time, in fact, he tested her; he would offer to buy her a watch or a bracelet or a purse, but she would refuse adamantly. “Mae ow, mae ow, mae ow,” she would say: “I don’t want it.”




    George was proud of her and took every opportunity to show her off. On the King’s birthday, when the Royal Palace grounds were opened to thousands of people to view a fireworks display over the Chao Praya River, George invited Hibiscus to accompany him. He wanted everyone to see that he could attract a young and beautiful woman.




    ***




    All good things come to an end, as did George’s bank seminar. He continued with his late afternoon students, who were less satisfying than the bank executives. Over the ensuing months George found his teaching job even more difficult than President Lightfoot had predicted. Only a few students were actually disruptive in class, but those few were enough to make George apprehensive when entering a classroom. Many students – correction, many of the people whose names were on his class rolls – appeared in class only seldom; a few, never. Performance of the assignments he handed out was sporadic.




    Teaching itself was a greater chore than George had anticipated. He had, indeed, a syllabus and a textbook, but still planning each class session so that it occupied the requisite fifty minutes and adjusting the syllabus to the calendar took more of his personal time than he had anticipated. And he also had to spend a great deal of time at the bank of computers made available to him in the staff lounge.




    Writing tests, of course, was one use of the computers; but far more time was spent googling the writing topics he assigned, for, as one of his colleagues had tipped him off, his students had learned to use their own personal computers to find writing that they could turn in as their own. Then there was the time spent in his office, talking with students, some of whom had legitimate questions and most of whom simply wanted to brown nose. Students also invaded his office to defend themselves against criticisms he had made of their work or their classroom participation. He spent half an hour arguing with one student who was trying to convince him that the Spanish-language essay he turned in was his own English composition.




    Not even George’s apartment was sacrosanct. Somehow or other the students had discovered his address and mobile phone number, and they felt free to call or call on him nearly any time of the day or night. Some whom he had criticized even made phone calls threatening him with calumnious reports to President Lightfoot or even bodily harm.




    One reason he was able to bear up under these difficulties, though there were times when he considered leaving the position, was that he was supported by President Lightfoot. George learned that the president’s grandparents had emigrated to England from eastern Europe and changed their name to an approximate translation of their Slavic patronymic. Although the president was fully aware of the importance of not losing any tuition-paying students, he had an easy, joking manner that enabled him to disarm any who approached him with wild tales of George’s malfeasance in the classroom. He also was warm and friendly in his conversations with George, enlisting George’s loyalty without asking for it.




    But the far more important reason George was able to stand working at the university was that Hibiscus was a safety valve for him. Saturday afternoons the two explored Bangkok and its environs. Hibiscus showed him Lumpini Park, the Royal Palace, the zoo, and other attractions. And as time went on the afternoons stretched into evenings, and they attended concerts, plays, ballets, movies, Thai kickboxing, and football matches – which George could not overcome calling “soccer games” – together.
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