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      Author’s note




      The twenty short stories in this book are all based on true events although some of them happened a very long time ago and the reader may find that things have changed a great deal in Asia since they were first written.




      I have also found it necessary to change the names of various people, bars and hotels (although not all) that appear in the book at times, for obvious reasons.




      The characters and places in this book are not fictitious and any resemblance to people and places alive, dead, still open for business or now closed down is entirely intentional.




      Peter Jaggs, Cha-am, 2011


    


  




  

    

      Glossary of Thai / Isaan Words and Terms




      Ajarn - Teacher




      Akha - Type of hill-tribe




      Bar-fine - Money paid to bar to take girl out




      Ban nok - Up country or rural Thailand




      Chi - Yes




      Changwat - District




      Dark side - Anywhere across the Sukhhumvit Road, Pattaya




      Faen - Boy or girlfriend




      Farang - Foreigner of Western descent




      Jampen - Necessary




      Jinjok - Small species of lizard




      Jing jing - For sure/really




      Kai yat sai - Minced pork omelet




      Kanom - Sweets/candies




      Katoey - Lady-man, transvestite




      Keeniaw - Miserly/mean




      Khao pad khai - Chicken fried rice




      Khao niaw - Sticky rice




      Khor thot - Sorry/to ask forgiveness




      Kickapom - Small species of gecko




      Kom Faek - popular Thai soap opera




      Kwai lek - Iron buffalo (small tractor- like farming vehicle)




      Lakorn - Thai soap operas




      Lao khao - Strong rice wine/alcohol




      Ling - Monkey (also a nickname)




      Luuk mu - Baby pig




      Maeh - Mother




      Mai - No/not




      Mai dee - No good




      Mai ow - Don’t want/like




      Mai pen rai - Never mind




      Mahout - Elphant trainer




      Mia luang -Senior wife




      Mia noy - Minor wife




      Mamasan - Woman in charge of bar/brothel girls




      Mapao - Coconut




      Mawlam - Isaan music




      Monkey house - Jail/prison




      Mor phi - Spirit doctor/fortune teller




      Muay Thai - Thai boxing




      Nen - Prefix given to novice monks




      Nin - Pangolin




      Nu - Rat/mouse (also a nickname)




      Phaasin - Wraparound garment worn by women




      Phakamaa - Wraparound garment worn by men




      Phaeng khao mak - Yeast-like tablets used for brewing alcohol




      Phik - Chilli




      Phoot len - Joking




      Phooyai ban - Village headman




      Phor - Father




      Ping - Leech




      Phoot len - Joking




      Phooyai ban - Village headman




      Pit kotmai - Illegal




      Pla Buek - Giant Mekong Catfish




      Pla Chon - Snakehead fish




      Pla Tapien - Common Silver Barb (fish species)




      Priew - Sour




      Rai - Unit of land




      Rat na - Thai noodle dish




      Sabai (dee) - Well/happy




      Sai sin - White threads wrapped around wrist during Buddhist ceremonies




      Satho - Alcoholic drink made from sticky rice




      Sangsom - Brand of Thai whisky




      Si Tanya - Hospital for the mentally ill and disturbed




      Soi - Street/road




      Somtum - Spicy papaya salad




      Songthaew - Pick-up truck utilized as a taxi




      Ta - Grandfather




      Takaw - Thai wicker ball game




      Teelac - Sweetheart/darling




      Tukeh - Large species of gecko




      Wai - Clasped hands together Thai greeting




      Wai run - Teenagers/youths




      Wan - Sweet




      Wat - Temple




      Winyaan - Spirit/ghost




      Yai - Grandmother/ polite term for any very old lady


    


  




  

    

      You Wouldn’t See That Back Home
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      Pattaya, Thailand, 2007




      Fred and Gladys Cotton are an old school, East End couple who made good. Fred’s father had been a Prisoner of War of the Japanese and had been killed whilst working on the Death Railway in Kanchanaburi in Thailand during the war. In his early teens, in order to help his mother out, Fred had started off pinching lead sheets and piping from the many derelict houses that stood around the streets of East London back then, which he sold to a local villain who dealt in scrap metal. Although he could barely read or write, Fred possessed an extremely sharp business acumen. By his early twenties he had move on from petty pilfering and owned a small scrap business in Leytonstone, himself. By the time he was forty he had relocated to a village in Essex on the outskirts of London, where he ran a car breaker’s yard that turned over more than a million pounds a year.




      Gladys had lived just down the road from Fred in a terraced house in a street in East Ham and the childhood sweethearts married when they were both only seventeen. Everybody liked Fred and Gladys and they had many friends. They never managed to produce any children, but the couple were very happy and all their energy went into running the car yard. They had also never had a real holiday; the furthest away from home they had ever travelled was to the Yorkshire Dales, where Fred knew a bloke in the scrap business who lent him his holiday cottage for a long weekend every year. Although she never said as much to her husband, Gladys didn’t enjoy these short trips away very much at all. She worried about the business, missed the bustle and brashness of Essex and thought the Northerners talked funny and made soggy chips. When Fred and Gladys were both seventy years old he sold up his car breaker’s yard for an enormous sum of money and they bought what some said was a rather vulgar-looking house in Epping, which Gladys chose. The mock Tudor monstrosity was showy enough as well as being close enough to her East End roots and all her family for Gladys to be completely content.




      All his life, Fred had wanted to visit his father’s grave in the Allied War Cemetery in Kanchanaburi in Thailand. Although he could not even remember his Dad because he had only been a baby when he had died, he thought it was the right thing to do. Now there was nothing to stop them. They were rich, healthy and had time on their hands. Gladys wasn’t too keen on the idea and thought about putting the blocks on, but Fred had been the perfect husband and she loved him, so she thought she ought to allow him this one bit of foolishness.




      Fred booked up a tour with a local travel agent that would include Bangkok, Ayuttaya, Kanchanaburi and a couple of days by the sea at Pattaya. He was extremely excited about the trip for months and bored all his mates down at the Red Lion to tears. Shortly before they were due to leave, for fear of the cut-throat Asian bandits she was sure they would encounter on their travels, Gladys took off all the gold rings, chains and bracelets that Fred had bought her over the years and put them out of harm’s way into her safety deposit box at the bank. She packed up their new leather matching suitcases; being sure to include a big box of Tetley Tea bags as she was convinced she wouldn’t be able to get a good cuppa in Thailand. She threw in several more clean pairs of white Y-fronts for Fred as an afterthought, and a week later they were on a plane to Bangkok.




      Fred loved Thailand but Gladys had already convinced herself it was going to be a hotbed of vice and poverty and reckoned she had already seen enough Chinkies around East London to last her a lifetime. She was a good, loving wife though, and she certainly didn’t want to spoil Fred’s big trip, so she although she was unable to keep from making the occasional cutting comment to her husband, she mostly kept her preconceived opinions to herself.




      On her first night in Bangkok they dined on an expensive floating restaurant that drifted down the Chao Phraya River. Whilst they ate, beautiful Thai girls with flowers in their hair and long brass fingernails danced on a small stage in front of them. As the boat travelled along the water, bouncing a little on the gentle swell, the lights of the city along the banks of the river flashed and blinked like thousands of multi-colored stars. Amongst the lights, the spires of gaudy, golden temples reached up into the black tropical night. Fred was entranced.




      “You wouldn’t see that back home,” he said.




      “It’s even dirtier than the bleedin’ Thames,” noticed Gladys.




      In Ayuttaya they visited the crumbling ruins of temples many hundreds of years old, where the twisted roots of Banyan trees had grown in amongst the red crumbling bricks and Buddha heads. Other ancient Buddhist images sitting serenely on the walls watched Fred and Gladys as they plodded by arm-in-arm, around grassy courtyards, where the monks of old had once walked centuries ago. At Wat Phanan Choeng they gazed upon a nineteen meter high Buddha image in a fourteenth century wihaan that Thai devotees had draped with garlands of flowers and thousands of pieces of saffron colored cloth. Fred thought it magnificent.




      “You wouldn’t see that back home,” he said.




      “You think they’d fix it up a bit,” sniffed Gladys.




      Whilst they were in Kanchanaburi, Fred and Gladys took a train ride across the River Kwai over the Death Railway Bridge and walked through Hellfire Pass where hundreds of Allied Prisoners of War were worked to death by the Japanese as they cut their way through tons of soil and solid rock. They visited the Allied War Cemetery where the graves of seven thousand Allied POW’s are placed in perfectly straight lines amongst the verdant green lawns and colorful plants in the beautifully tended grounds. After all those years of waiting, Fred finally found his father’s grave and although he had no memory of the man lying beneath the small granite headstone he was immensely moved.




      “You wouldn’t see that back home,” he said, wiping a tear away from his cheek.




      “They keep the flowers nice and tidy, don’t they?” allowed Gladys.




      In Pattaya, Fred and Gladys sat on the beach and relaxed on stripy deckchairs under a thatched umbrella. Fred had forgotten his hat so he tied four knots into his handkerchief and placed it on his head to keep off the sun. He removed his leather brogues and rolled up his trousers to his knees and let the warm tropical sun warm his hairy white legs. Fred loved to watch the jet-skis and the speedboats pulling the para-sailors behind them high over the bay, and he wished he was younger so he could give it a go himself. As they sat there, Thai vendors came up to the old couple and offered them King prawns in batter and tropical fruits they had never seen before, including one variety that looked exactly like the tiny head of a buffalo. Fred was astonished.




      “You wouldn’t see that back home,” he marveled.




      “Pity they ain’t got no whelks,” complained Gladys.




      At the Elephant Farm just outside of town, Gladys and Fred were far too nervous to ride on one of the giant, wrinkled grey beasts, but Fred plucked up enough courage to feed one of them a few bananas. He was amazed at the gentle way the massive animal took the fruits from him. He loved the way the elephant’s soft trunk felt against his rough palm. While they were there, a huge Orang Utang that was walking free around the grounds of the Elephant Farm took a liking to Fred and led him by the hand to a small shop, where the hairy ape pointed at a freezer full of ice-creams and lollipops. Fred picked out a red lollipop for the Orang Utang, who promptly shook his head and reached inside the cold-box for a much more expensive chocolate covered ice-cream. After Fred had paid for the ice-cream the Orang Utang ate it quickly with great enjoyment, then waved goodbye and disappeared to try his luck with another punter. Fred was amazed.




      “You wouldn’t see that back home,” he said.




      “Nasty, smelly creatures,” opined Gladys, and she insisted Fred washed his hands at a nearby toilet immediately.




      There is a strange ritual that the bar-girls of Pattaya’s go-go bars perform whenever trade has been slow for a few days. It goes something like this, although it does have regional variations. The prettiest girl in the bar strips down until she is completely naked, then walks around the drinking-den banging a giant wooden penis on a metal tip tray and flicking water from a glass with her fingers at all who are present. This is done in order to wake up the appropriate spirits and bring it to their attention that business is way too quiet. When the nude girl has walked around the bar three times, she stands at the open doorway - still completely naked, of course, - then bends over with her legs apart and her bum towards the street outside. Whilst remaining in this interesting posture, she throws the remainder of the water in the glass out from between her legs and into the road, apparently for the appeasement of the watching ghosts. By this time, another girl at the other end of the bar had taken charge of the foot long carved phallus and aiming carefully, she attempts to shoot the giant dick out into the street between the naked legs of her crouching workmate. If the wooden penis passes through the girl’s open legs and out into the street outside, for some reason, the bar-girls believe that business is bound to pick up shortly.




      Fred and Gladys were taking an evening stroll along the Beach Road when suddenly, from an open doorway, a sprinkling of cold water came from nowhere and fell in droplets across Gladys’s face, like light rainfall caught in a gust of wind. They looked around in surprise, then stopped and watched in open-mouthed astonishment as just a few feet away, a small, brown-skinned Thai girl in a somewhat undignified posture bared everything she had to the elements. Almost immediately, a giant wooden cock then came careening through her smooth brown legs and came to rest directly in between the sensible shoes that Glady’s wore. A loud cheer and female shrieks of delight immediately followed the huge knob out into the street. Fred reluctantly pulled his eyes away from the tight brown buttocks in front of him and grinned broadly at his wife.




      “You wouldn’t see that back home,” he said.




      Gladys kicked the mammoth willie back through the entrance without missing a beat and grasped her husband’s arm firmly.




      “You’d better bleedin’ well make the most of it then, me old darlin,’” she said, leading him firmly away from the bar. “Coz you sure as hell won’t be seeing it again.”




      Author’s note: The good luck ceremony described in the story is still a common sight around the go-go bars of Pattaya. Gladys and Fred now holiday for a week in Southend-on-Sea every year.


    


  




  

    

      The Tunnel Rats
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      Cu-Chi, Vietnam, 1993




      “Ladies and gentlemen, the lecture is now complete. We will now go outside and take a look at the tunnels of Cu-Chi.”




      The wizened, sun-blasted little war veteran with the big smile and dead eyes who was to act as our guide tapped his ruler for the final time on the blackboard he had been writing on with a theatrical flourish. He had just finished showing seven of us tourists a map of the awesomely complex network of tunnels and cavities that twist and turn under the ground in the old battlefields of Vietnam. We walked out of the weather-beaten classroom and emerged into the harsh tropical sunshine, then followed him along a narrow, dusty track that was lined with stunted trees to a place where we were going to take a closer look at one of these famous war-time warrens.




      I felt that the surrounding fields we walked through had a distinctly eerie atmosphere about them; the plants and vegetation was noticeably young and dwarfish-looking. At the end of the Vietnam war, not so much as a sprig of foliage was left standing in the vicinity for hundreds of kilometers around; the area had the unenviable distinction of being one of the most heavily bombed places in the history of modern warfare. Only seventeen years ago, napalm, Agent Orange and thousands of tons of explosives had reduced the once lush rice paddies and thriving coconut plantations to a blasted, lunar landscape of muddy ridges and bomb craters. Not a single living thing could survive for as far as the eye could see; apart from the ingenious Vietnamese who scurried about below the ground in the tiny tunnels beneath the dead world outside. Now, just over a decade and a half later, scant vegetation and small, spindly trees were valiantly pushing their way through the ruined terrain to form a meager covering on the war-torn countryside.




      The guide had shown us photographs revealing scenes of unbelievable activity and life in the winding tunnels. Laboriously excavated hollows served as meeting rooms and hospitals and even schools had been excavated at various points in the catacombs beneath the devastated land, and military tactics were planned, wounds were tended and children studied in the relative safety of the candle-lit chambers. Distraught American servicemen stationed at the nearby base at Cu-Chi could not understand how they were being shot, knifed and killed in their barracks at night, never realizing that the resourceful Vietnamese had even had the temerity to excavate a series of burrows that had tiny openings in the very middle of the American base. They would emerge like deadly rats at night to kill unwary soldiers and Marines sleeping in the illusory safety of the huge camp.




      The first tunnel that the spry, wiry guide showed us had been re-excavated to ‘tourist size’ in order to allow the not-so-nimble sight-seers to Cu-Chi to enter and crawl along on all fours, experiencing something of what it must have been like to live and work in the incredible labyrinth of tunnels during the war. Flashlights were duly handed out to all of us and the seven would-be jungle guerillas in our party followed the agile guide down a stone hatchway into the musty blackness. When the last of us climbed down into the tunnel another light-footed Vietnamese dropped into the hole to follow up the rear.




      The going was fairly easy. The tunnel was high and wide enough to allow even the largest member of our brave battalion to scramble along on his hands and knees and the torches enabled us to see where we were going without any great deal of difficulty. Laughter, jokes and wise-cracks about snakes, slimy creatures and booby traps reverberated along the tunnel as we journeyed along its fifty meter length. At the end of the enlarged burrow we emerged through a comfortably ‘tourist sized’ aperture into sparse vegetation above. When the last of our doughty band exited into the daylight we rested up for a while, drinking from cans of cold drink, until the guide led us through the scrub to a dried up culvert nearby and showed us an extremely small opening in the wall of the ditch that looked little larger than a rabbit’s burrow.




      “Vietnamese size,” he explained shortly with a toothless grin. “Anybody brave enough to try the real thing?”




      We all took turns to poke our heads into the tiny aperture, marveling at the minute opening which on closer inspection, was about the size of the entrance to a fox’s den.




      “Come on, Pete, let’s give it a shot!” said Alex. The tough, bearded Australian that I had teamed up with in Ho Chi Minh City, and with whom I had been sampling the bars, drinking dens and other less salubrious night-time entertainment establishments with must have been feeling particularly fearless or perhaps just more foolish than usual that day. To me, that dark, dank little hole in the ground looked extremely uninviting.




      “Only thirty meters,” continued the guide, smiling wickedly at Alex and myself. “Then you can tell your friends back home that you have been down one of the real tunnels of Cu-Chi.”




      I was still not convinced. That sooty little tube in the ground looked way too small for comfort for my liking.




      “Come on, Pete!” Alex coaxed again, in his broad Sydney accent. “You scared or what? We’ve travelled all the way to Vietnam, so we’ve got to go for it, mate! Tell you what; I’ll go first, you follow and all the beers are on me tonight!”




      I really did not think much of the idea at all, but Alex was making it increasingly difficult for me to make an excuse in front of the other members of the band who were all looking on with growing interest. On top of that, a night’s free beer courtesy of Alex was certainly inviting - particularly in view of the rate at which we had been sinking them over the past few days. Rather reluctantly, I eventually allowed myself to be persuaded, albeit very much against my better judgment.




      “Give me one of those flashlights, please,” I requested of our guide with a show of bravado. “This dumb Aussie wants to buy me free beers all night”.




      “No flashlights,” retorted the grinning Vietnamese with a mischievous chuckle. “If you go, you go Vietnamese style.” Thus it was with a feeling of considerable trepidation that I followed the soles of Alex’s boots as they disappeared in front of me into the inky blackness.




      It was horrible and I was terrified. Absolutely pitch dark and so narrow that we were lodged in the tunnel like two claustrophobic cartridges in the breech of a shotgun. I would have turned back if it had been at all possible, but the width of the burrow and the slight downwards slope made retreat impossible - I could not have backed out at this stage even if I had wanted to, which I did, desperately. Once inside, there was only one way to go. Forward, seemingly into the very bowels of the earth.




      “Hold on, you bastard!” I yelled at Alex, in mounting panic as I sensed him scuffling along in front of me. “I’m bloody petrified and can’t see a thing!”




      “That makes two of us,” said Alex in a muffled voice that contained a definite note of hysteria. “I don’t reckon much on this caper, mate!”




      So much for the gung-ho bravery of my new Australian pal, I thought.




      Now I believe I know what it is like to be buried alive. The feeling of being surrounded on all sides and above and below by the musty, cloying earth was nightmarish. The burrow was so small that my shoulders were being scraped against the sides, and my knees were being grazed quite badly as we wormed our way along like two terrified maggots in the oppressive darkness. My face came up hard with a bang against the heel of one of Alex’s boots as he stopped abruptly in front of me. The tunnel was so narrow at this point that I could not even bring my hand around to rub my throbbing nose as my arms were pinioned against my sides.




      “Pete! Pete!” Alex yelled in fright, beginning to panic badly. “Where are you? Don’t leave me!”




      “Shut up you daft git!” I screamed back at him, furious at being dragged into this horrible ordeal. “Whose stupid idea was this anyway!”




      I took deep breaths in the blackness, trying to compose myself and regain my self control.




      “Just stop for a minute,” I said, holding tenaciously onto Alex’s left foot in the darkness. “Let’s try and sort this out.”




      We lay motionless in the awful claustrophobic tunnel. Both us of tried hard to get a grip on our fear and panic by hopefully convincing each other that the evil little guide would surely not have let us come down if it really was all that dangerous down there.




      “You’re right enough there, Pete,” said Alex, sounding just a touch more cheerful. ‘This ain’t the war any more. How could he explain away two asphyxiated tourists?”




      We formed a plan of action. We both agreed that our main fear was losing each other. Neither of us wanted to be alone in that horrible hole; I was terrified of mistakenly taking a wrong turning and perhaps having to inch myself all the way to Ho Chi Minh City. The guide had told us that these tunnels stretched for hundreds of kilometers; we were appalled at the nagging feeling that maybe we would never be able to find our way out and we tried to push this horrific thought from our minds.




      Fumbling in the darkness, I undid the lace of Alex’s left boot and tied it tightly around my wrist. Now we could not possibly be separated. Our initial panic subsided to a bearable level and we both began to feel slightly braver. We kept a non-stop conversation going to keep in contact and control our fear, although afterwards neither of us could remember a bloody word that was spoken.




      It seemed like hours that we pushed ourselves through that tunnel, although in reality it was only about twenty minutes. We bumped and scraped our bodies as we traversed its length, talking even more ridiculous bullshit than usual in an attempt to lift our spirits and keep the panic attacks we had both experienced from returning. Every so often, our progress was impaired by a turn or a narrowing in the underground passage, and once we really thought we were in big trouble when Alex’s broad shoulders became wedged for a long moment on a particularly tight curve. The air was foul, every breath tasted fetid and earthy and the perspiration poured from us with the exertion and the fright we were experiencing. Our clothes were soaked with sweat and dirt.




      “I can see daylight! I can see daylight!” Alex yelled delightedly after an eternity, nearly wrenching my arm out of its socket as he wriggled forward furiously like a rabid snake, putting on an admirable turn of speed in view of our circumstances. Of course, I was not very far behind him. At long last we gratefully exited from the self-inflicted nightmare. As we squeezed into the welcoming world through a tiny hole in a hillock, Alex’s flailing feet nearly kicked my teeth down my throat in his haste to reach the surface. Once out, we lay like two landed fish, gasping for air, dazed and blinking in the bright sunshine. I was sun-blinded and could not see very much at all for several long seconds.
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