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    Chapter 1: Indiana Jones, I Need Your Help!




    I came to Bangkok on a whim. The ad in the paper said, “Qualified teachers wanted for private school in Bangkok.” I was a qualified teacher who couldn’t find a full time job in Vancouver. I took a chance, applied for the job and a month later arrived in Bangkok.




    It was a 20-hour flight from Vancouver to Bangkok, with a transfer in Japan. On the flight from Japan, two toddlers sat in the seat behind me shrieking and bumping my seat. I turned around and shot angry glances at the overwhelmed mother, who avoided my steely glare.




    Joop, a secretary at Satit Wittaya (my new school), met me at the airport and drove me to my new house. She talked, but I couldn’t listen. I had just arrived in a strange exotic country, and a litany of thoughts rolled through my brain. I gazed out the window, hungrily absorbing the fascinating features of my new surroundings.




    We drove through a pleasant suburb of ruler straight streets and leafy, gated homes. We crossed a tiny bridge and squeezed on to a narrow street, where tiny flimsy shacks clung to the road. In the misty morning light, a dark face crouched next to an open fryer, a television flickered through a doorway and a motorcycle, raw and throaty, roared to life.




    We continued past a swampy field and a crumbling temple. Diseased mangy dogs sprawled across the road at the temple’s entrance. Monks, barefoot, shuffled up and down the long straight street with alms bowl tucked under their arms.




    “How can they walk barefoot? The roads must be sizzling hot!” I asked Joop, who seemed amused by my question.




    “Oh I think they don’t feel it; they have walked barefoot since they were young monks in training,” she replied, honking her horn at the dogs who dragged their tired bodies to the side, yelping feebly in protest.




    “Who owns these dogs?” I asked.




    She answered that these dogs had no owners; that maybe at one time they had had a home, but their owners didn’t want them anymore, so they dropped them at the temple for the monks to take care of them. I was captivated by everything and full of naive questions but Joop didn’t seem to mind.




    We came to another intersection and turned left, driving between a swamp and a series of row houses. Joop pulled off the street next to one of the houses and looked at a piece of paper written in Thai.




    “I think this is your house Ryan,” she said putting the paper down then picking up and consulting it again.




    “My house?” I replied, alarmed, thinking she had made a mistake.




    She nodded.




    “Are my roommates inside?”




    She shook her head. “No roommates, just you.”




    I looked nervously at the house. It was flat and narrow with a crumbling brick façade stained charcoal black. It sat only a few feet back from the road and was protected at the front with a rusty, padlocked gate. A profusion of plants cloaked the small garbage strewn driveway behind the gate, giving the entrance an eerie cave like feel.




    From the comfort of the air-conditioned car, I peppered Joop with questions hoping to delay getting out.




    “When is the last time someone lived here?” I asked.




    Joop thought first then responded, “Three Filipino teachers lived here about two years ago”.




    “How long did they stay?”




    She thought again. “Only a few months,” she said quietly.




    “Why?”




    Joop, signaling she didn’t want to elaborate, shrugged her shoulders and frowned. Her body language worried me. What happened to the three teachers who lived here before? If this house wasn’t habitable for teachers from a country with infrastructure similar to Thailand’s, how could I be expected to cope?




    These worrying thoughts occupied my mind as Joop got out of the car and jiggled open the rusty lock on the gate. It took our combined effort to pry the old rusty gate a few inches open enough to squeeze through. I raised a handful of the wet plants blocking the driveway so Joop could pass under. At the front steps, Joop wrestled open the next rusty lock. A thin dirty curtain flapped across the entrance, and I nervously pulled it across and stepped inside. The dirty room was cloaked in shadows, cobwebs and dust. A ray of light pierced through the wall of jungle on the driveway and shone on the dusty floor. Instantly, a dozen cockroaches scrambled away from the light, seeking a dark refuge under the stairs and fridge. We hesitantly moved into the musty, damp room littered with mouse droppings.




    “Has anyone been in here recently?” I asked Joop, standing behind me at the entrance.




    Again, she shrugged her shoulders and shook her head. I was becoming annoyed at her lack of communication and pushed on without her through the front room and into the kitchen. Upon my noisy entrance, large cockroaches, some with wings, dashed towards an open hole in the corner. A squeaky rat scampered boldly through my legs and dove down the same hole. I jumped out of the kitchen in fright. Should have asked more questions about accommodations, I thought.




    There were no appliances in the kitchen and its only furniture was a steel, portable sink crudely fastened to a rusty pipe sticking out from the wall. A separate plastic, ribbed pipe dangled from the sink’s drain, barely reaching the open hole where the cockroaches and rats had scurried down.




    I left the kitchen shaking my head and mounted the creaking stairs with Joop at my heels. The stairs groaned and strained under our weight, and I feared plunging through them into some blank abyss. Upstairs, the doors to the three bedrooms and bathroom were shut. Joop remained close behind me, her little head peering over my shoulders as we tentatively explored. I opened the first door with a knot in my stomach, expecting to encounter some gruesome scene. Nothing, however, except an old floor mounted air conditioner, a thin mattress, a wardrobe and lots of dust. The second room contained similar furniture and more dust. A chill ran down my spine as I opened the third door, expecting a gaggle of rats and cockroaches feasting on the decomposed bodies of the three missing Filipino teachers. Thankfully, it was the same as the others, except it had a proper bed and a large, wall mounted air conditioner. I turned on the air conditioner and it rumbled to life.




    “I guess this will be my room,” I said to Joop, who nodded in agreement.




    We went in to the small bathroom and I turned on the tap. Dirty, coffee colored water gurgled then spurted into the basin. The shower spit the same cool, brown water. “No hot water,” I whimpered to Joop, who looked at me sympathetically.




    Joop seemed eager to leave so we walked back downstairs, and I retrieved my belongings from her car. She put her hand on my shoulder. “It will be alright” she said unconvincingly and handed me the keys. “See you Tuesday morning 7:00!”




    She was gone. Alone in this dirty, rodent infested house surrounded by jungle, thousands of miles from home, I was petrified. What was I doing here? Why did I choose to come to Thailand? And, looking around the house with a sense of impending doom, what is going to happen to me in this house?


  




  

    Chapter 2: A Scorpion In My Fruit Bowl




    During the first week at Satit Wittaya, I fell in love. The object of my affection was not a girl, but a sweet, sticky fruit called longan. Daily after work, consumed by my new passion, I eagerly rushed to the fruit stand and bought a kilogram.




    With bunches of logan snug in my backpack, I walked home, passing the tin shacks, the temple and weaving around the stray dogs and cats. At home, I turned on the fan, stripped to my boxers, poured a cold drink and placed bunches of longan in a bowl. I fell upon the fruit, eating feverishly, clumsily peeling the sticky fruit while flipping through the Bangkok Post. One day, immersed in my new after work ritual, I didn’t notice the small, translucent scorpion lurking near the bottom of the bowl on the underside of the last piece. I briefly saw a fuzzy outline crawling towards my finger, tail erect ready to strike! Before I could react, the scorpion tagged me.




    I jumped from the chair and let loose a primal howl. The scorpion tumbled to the floor and scurried away.




    I hopped wildly about the house in a mad state, filled with panic and confusion. The pain, sharp and pulsating, coursed through my throbbing finger and slowly spread to my hand. Growing up in a sleepy, rural Canadian town didn’t prepare me for venomous scorpion stings. Distressed, I remembered the series of shots I had received at the tropical medical clinic before coming to Thailand: Japanese encephalitis, typhoid, malaria, rabies, yellow fever … but scorpion stings?




    In my naive panic I thought, perhaps this is it. Desperate, crazed and believing death was imminent, I exploded from the house and jumped about on the street, in my boxers, begging passing cars to stop. I didn’t bother with clothes, in this perceived life or death situation every moment counted. Alarmed motorists didn’t stop, but squeezed past gawking at me, the strange half-naked farang (foreigner) dancing in the streets.




    Provoked by the honking, my neighbor came out and put a blanket around me while inquiring what I was doing. In a panic, I told him my story pleading with him to drive me to Emergency. He listened patiently and promised to drive me to the hospital, but encouraged me to dress first. Convinced I was in desperate need of urgent medical attention, I sprinted into the house and dressed hurriedly. My neighbor waited in his car, as moments later I burst from the house and jumped in.




    “You forgot to close gate,” he said nodding at my wide-open gate.




    “Doesn’t matter,” I responded hurriedly holding my purple finger in front of my face, “Please just take me to the hospital as fast as you can.”




    “Okay, okay,” he said in a placating tone.




    I held my finger tenderly fearing the worse and thinking horrifying thoughts. “Amputation below the elbow,” the doctor would say to me sympathetically putting his hands on my shoulder and looking me in the eye before adding, “It’s the only way.”




    Within ten minutes we arrived at the hospital, the intense pain in my finger had changed to a dull ache. My hand was pale and slightly off-color.




    We went in, sat down and waited. In a blur, I filled out some forms written in Thai and signed my name. Within minutes we were shown to a room where the doctor, a grandfatherly man with a lovely smile and warm laugh, casually examined my finger.




    “What the problem sir,” he chuckled, seeming amused at the wild looking farang squirming on his hospital bed.




    “I was stung by a scorpion,” I replied gravely.




    “Oh, okay lets take a look,” he smiled. The doctor examined my finger briefly.




    “Not so bad,” he sung happily, still amused at my seriousness.




    “Where you come from sir?” He asked turning my finger around. Even though he was more than twice my age he addressed me as sir.




    “Canada,” I answered curtly hoping he would become more serious about the examination.




    He stared at the wall pensive. “Oh, Canada,” he said thoughtfully then added, “very cold huh?”




    Usually when people tell me Canada is very cold, I give them a long-winded response explaining the various climate zones in my home province of British Columbia. Explaining that actually, the mean temperature of Vancouver is not too cold and did you know that there is a desert in my home province as well.




    “A desert really,” people would say, shocked to learn that Canada had a desert and was not just one large block of ice. Yes, a desert, I would tell them proudly. It is an extraordinary habitat, with a unique array of desert plants and animals found nowhere else in Canada.




    “Yes. Canada. Cold,” I responded robotically.




    The doctor nodded his head. “I will prescribe some drugs for you to take. You should be all right tomorrow.”




    He gave me an ice bag and a prescription for some pills, assuring me that I would feel much better tomorrow.




    “Are you sure that’s all,” I asked doubtfully, still believing critical intervention was needed.




    “That’s it, not life threatening. You can go home sir.” The doctor stuck out his hand, “Nice to meet you.”




    I shook the doctor’s hand and took a deep breath, feeling guilty for overreacting — dancing in the street like a lunatic, when only a few aspirin and an ice bag were needed to cure my pain.




    My neighbor and I drove home in silence. He had a son who attended Satit Wittaya. I was certain he would tell other parents at the school what had happened.




    “The big white farang, naked and howling in the streets like a rabid dog,” he would say wide eyed to the gossip hungry parents. More parents would gather around him, and caught in the moment, he would exaggerate further. “He tried to force other cars to stop. He banged on their roofs. He cursed at them while foaming at the mouth. And all of this because of a small, scorpion sting!” he would say shaking his head in disbelief. Then with an air of seriousness he would caution, “Careful about this farang he is disturbed.”




    “Please come for dinner sometime,” my neighbor offered, stopping the car in his driveway and snapping me out of my daydream. “I would like my son to speak with a native English speaker.”




    “Oh. Ummm….yes of course, definitely,” I responded with conviction thanking him for everything.




    “If have another problem, please tell me and I can help,” he added as we shook hands and parted.




    I entered the open door and began to clean up the mess of discarded fruit and clothes when a vital thought occurred to me: the scorpion is still in the room somewhere! I leapt up on a chair to think.




    “Damn this house,” I cursed. I had cleaned it quite well, but had not entirely exterminated the pests. Cockroaches still scuttled about the floor and that pesky little rat (or rats) still rummaged through my goods. Now, a venomous little scorpion had been free in the house for a few hours. Perhaps it had found a mate and bred! It could have burrowed through my duct tape covering the drain and laid eggs. Already little eggs may be preparing to hatch.




    A noise from the kitchen caught my attention. Baby scorpions, I feared, surrendering to my terrible fancies. A can of Raid sat on the shelf near the table. I squatted down on the chair and shuffled it along until I could reach it. I snatched the Raid and held it in front of me, finger on the trigger, carefully scanning the room. Not seeing the scorpion, I jumped down and ran outside to find a long stick. Returning to the house, I cautiously peeked under the clothes strewn across the floor. Within seconds, I found the tiny beast under a shirt. Exposed, it scampered across the floor, searching,vainly for another hiding place. With glee, I emptied a half can of Raid on it watching, with devilish delight as it shrunk to a tiny withered ball, then broke into twig like pieces.




    Physically and emotionally wiped, I took a cold shower and a few more aspirins, then crawled into bed letting the familiar rumble of the air-conditioner ease me to sleep.


  




  

    Chapter 3: Bum Smacking Is Tolerated




    During my first weeks in Thailand, I worked hard to make the house livable. I dusted, scrubbed the floors, bought Raid and mousetraps. I hacked an opening through the plants on the driveway and cleaned up the garbage. Initially the house, and its unwanted occupants, resisted. The plants grew quickly, while the cockroaches, rats and unidentified winged insects still scuttled about the kitchen and living room. In the morning, packages of pasta and tea were strewn about the floor.




    In further attempts to rid the house of its unwanted occupants, I poured poisoned powder down the hole then stuffed it with some old socks and taped it over with duct tape. This crude but effective solution seemed to work, as I saw less evidence of rodents visiting the house in the nighttime. However, by blocking the only drain in the kitchen, I could not use the sink. Therefore, I closed the kitchen and moved my meager assortment of kitchenware — spatulas, utensils, plates and coffee maker — to the living room.




    Over time, my pest control attempts were mostly successful, but I still suspected a particular naughty rat occasionally rummaged through my packaged goods in the night. However, I was willing to accept that, living on the edge of a jungle, I couldn’t entirely keep out all the unwelcome guests.




    II




    When I first met Joop, I had expressed an interest in riding a bike to school. She thought it was an unusual idea.




    “Why do you want a bike?” she asked innocently.




    “To ride to school.”




    “But you can take motorcycle taxi,” she exclaimed then cautioned, “You know it’s very hot outside.”




    Even though I was new to Bangkok, the suffocating heat had not escaped my attention. “Yes, I know it’s hot ,but the school is not far away and it will be good exercise,” I answered cheerfully.




    Joop, pensive, stared ahead. “Maybe not a bad idea, but remember to be careful and watch out for cars and motorcycles,” she warned.




    Joop’s caution had merit. My street wasn’t busy, but motorcycles often raced down the long straight street. They weaved dangerously across the narrow road passing slower cars or pedestrians. Not many Thais rode bicycles, and the sight of a gangly, white man on a bike might be enough to cause an accident.




    A few weeks after my arrival, a shiny red mountain bike appeared on my doorstep attached with a note from Khun Sombat (owner of Satit Wittaya):




    Dear Ryan,




    I hope you enjoy this bike. Thank you for coming to work at Satit Wittaya Bilingual School. Talk to you soon.




    Kind Regards,




    Khun Sombat




    It was an easy ride across a pancake flat landscape, and I rode my new bike to work everyday. Passing the temple near my house, I sometimes encountered a rabid dog sprawled at the entrance, who smelling my fear, chased me intent on nipping my heels. Fortunately, its malnourished body and crazed mind meant a short and pathetic chase before it dropped onto the road exhausted.




    Past the temple, the road narrowed to one lane crowded with small shacks. It appeared most homes also functioned as a small business, generally a convenience store or hairdressers. In the morning, families sat at tables in front of their homes, chatting and waiting to present an offering of food to a passing monk. Often it was the children, in neat school uniforms, kneeling at the roadside accompanied by a relative. They waited patiently for the monk with small offerings (usually a bottle of water with a small plastic bag of rice and pork).




    Past the shacks, I peddled over a small bridge and the housing changed noticeably as if the bridge was a border between wealth and squalor. I peddled slowly into a tranquil neighborhood of wide leafy suburbs, threading my way through a small morning market. Vendors stood behind flimsy tables selling a variety of items such as pre-packaged food to offer monks, warm soy milk, rice with pork or chicken, and occasionally gold fish in plastic bags. Plastic seemed to be the container of choice for Thais: soft drinks, sugared drinks, food, goldfish were all packaged in plastic. If you bought a drink at 7-Eleven, the attendant gave you a small plastic bag and straw. The stagnant canal under the bridge was choked with plastic, and I thought perhaps plastic was relied upon too much.




    The school was located in the corner of this suburb close to the main road. The bike ride took only 12 minutes, but given the muggy climate and dressed in the required uniform of pants, shirt and a tie, I arrived at the school bathed in sweat.




    III




    The students arrived at school in a more comfortable manner. A long line of expensive luxury cars and SUV’s jammed the road waiting to enter the school roundabout. Thai Teachers worked morning duty, which required them, among other responsibilities, to open and close the car doors for the students arriving at the school. Frequently a nanny, or parent, jumped out of the car to carry the child’s backpack and guide the sleepy child in to the school. They would fumble after the child, periodically thrusting a drink box into his or her face. The child, only focused on joining with friends, attempted to escape the clutches of their pursuer by waving his or her head and pushing the drink box away. The chaser, undeterred, would wait patiently then, sensing another opportunity, again attempt to insert the straw into the struggling child’s mouth.




    The large and sprawling school contained narrow open-aired hallways that fanned out, randomly, throughout the complex. Children hopped out of their cars and poured into the school running — always running! They met with friends and chased each often, slamming into walls, parents, teachers and other students. Initially, I was alarmed at this chaos and attempted to reprimand the students for what I perceived as undisciplined behavior. However, the Thai teachers, administrators and parents did not seemed bothered by the students behavior, making my efforts to restrain them useless.




    The students were very intimate and playful, habitually smacking each other’s bums. It was not a sexual pursuit, but an act of innocent amusement. Nor was it a gender specific activity: boys smacked girls, girls smacked boys and most often they smacked the same sex. Thankfully, teachers were not targets for bum smacking.




    At 7:45 a.m. the students were supposed to be lined up quietly outside their classrooms, waiting for the commencement of the Thai National Anthem at 8:00 a.m. The anthem, a recording sung by a Thai man, blasted through the speakers. Most of the students sang along, but their voices couldn’t be heard over the recording. After the anthem, the students remained standing and repeated Buddhist chants played over a loudspeaker. At first I thought the chants were recorded, as they seemed the same everyday. One morning, however, while walking along the ground floor, I noticed a senior student in a small booth, hands clasped, chanting into a microphone.




    Though the students were supposed to be at school by 7:45, most arrived running, shrieking, and bum smacking some time between 7:45 – 8:00. Tardiness was a problem at Satit Wittaya, but I sympathized with the students. School started early and ended late. In addition, most of the students lived far away and were driven long distances to school in heavy traffic.




    Though I was sympathetic to students arriving late, my Thai teaching partner, Khun Boom, was not. She did not like tardy students and was a fierce disciplinarian during the morning activities. Often the same students arrived late each day, and Khun Boom sternly admonished them, grabbing their arms and leading them to the front of the line next to her. One little wisp of a boy, James, always arrived late. He was very afraid of the intimidating Khun Boom and sneakily tried to join the line by hiding in doorways and stealthily moving up the hall when Khun Boom’s back was turned. Some days, he succeeded; but Khun Boom was sharp and usually she spotted him or he was given away by the muffled laughter of a peer. Khun Boom, upon noticing James, would swivel, and seeing James dart into an adjacent classroom, screech his name.




    “Jaaaames!”




    When a petrified James sulked towards her, she grabbed the luckless boy by the ear and dragged him to the front.




    Khun Boom took great interest in the straightness and integrity of our class line. She paced grimly behind them like a drill sergeant, adjusting their posture and position before the anthem. During the anthem, she stood stiff and erect, thrusting her large chest out while bellowing the anthem full of patriotic sentiment.




    The students were required to freeze once the anthem began. At the end of the anthem, they could proceed to their respective lines. Since no students arrived during the anthem, they usually ran to join their lines during the following Buddhist chants.




    Occasionally, about once a week, Khun Boom, angry from all the late students arriving during the chants, would wait until the school wide Buddhist chants finished, then order the students back into class to retrieve their chanting books. She lined them up again in the hall, with great attention given to the straightness of the line, and led them through the chants once more. She led the chants in a deafening voice, demanding the students reciprocate her emotion.




    In these extra chanting sessions, Khun Boom’s eyes glistened, her lips quivered and her entire body convulsed as she passionately bellowed the chants. The students, in turn, were moved by Khun Boom’s unbridled piety and belted out their chants.




    You may, considering what I’ve written, think Khun Boom was a strict teacher who demanded military like obedience from her student’s. Indeed, she was severe during the morning chants and anthem. However, once the students were inside the classroom, her manner changed. When teaching, she sat at the front of the class and rarely circulated. If a student had a question that she could not answer verbally, she did not go to them but instead they approached her desk and knelt. Furthermore, she was complacent in allowing students to copy homework and occasionally left the class unattended for over five minutes to fetch a coffee or chat with a friend. Overall, though, she was a friendly, easy-going lady who had a good rapport with the students. Her manner during the morning chants and the school day, however, were entirely different.




    Khun Boom and I shared a grade 5/6 split class of 18 students, 12 girls and 6 boys. The students had strange one-syllable nicknames, such as Ploy, Plub, Poom, Bomb, Oil, Jump, Brain, Bear, Beer, Mind, Beam, Amp, and Act. I imagined the mother of a student, delirious with joy having just given birth, looking at her sleeping baby, “Well my little sweet you do have a brain, so that shall be your name,” or “My adorable child, your father is in the bar again, drinking and gambling with his friends. I shall name you Beer in honor of him.”




    The students at Satit Wittaya enjoyed the social aspect of school, but most cared little for academics. They all wanted high grades (their parents demanded it), but how they achieved those top marks did not matter to most. Copying and cheating were rampant. Staff, in general, were complacent in allowing students to copy homework. Students did not fail and could not be held behind.




    The range of abilities of the students in my classes were so different that I struggled, initially, to teach a lesson where all students could participate. A few students could speak, read and write English fluently, while others could only say good morning. Since the abilities of the students differed greatly, I aimed my lessons to the majority. Most of the students were weak in English, and I felt badly for the few bright students who sat silently disinterested in the lesson.




    Many things contributed to the students general lack of interest in studying subjects in English. A few students were above the lessons being taught, and conversely some students were too weak in English to understand the lesson fully. Also, the weak students knew they couldn’t fail and didn’t try to improve. However, the main reason, in my view, was teacher turnover. It was the middle of the first term, and the two teachers before me had already quit. For this class, I was their third foreign homeroom teacher in the past three months. Most of the students had been at the school since kindergarten and couldn’t remember how many different English teachers they had had over the years.




    At the beginning, full of enthusiasm and bursting with ideas, I worked hard to win over my students. I amended the lessons to engage all the students. I asked probing questions and ran around the class with energy and enthusiasm, urging them to participate. Slowly, though not everyone understood what I was saying, the students began to respond to my style. I started to enjoy teaching at Satit Wittaya, and riding my bike home at the end of the day, I thought about the next day’s lessons and how to make it fun, exciting and relevant to all my students.


  




  

    Chapter 4: The Karaoke Trap




    One day while on my bike preparing to peddle home after school Pom, Business Manager of Satit Wittaya, stopped me.




    “Ah, Ryan can I talk with you,” he said standing in front of my bike. “Khun Sombat requests your presence at dinner this evening.”




    I got off my bike and looked at Pom, “Ahh I don’t think so Pom, I’m busy tonight,” I responded mounting my bicycle and preparing to peddle off.




    “Khun Sombat would like to talk with you,” he paused, blocking my bike and firmly grasping my handlebars. He hesitated, staring at me, unsure of how to convince me to abandon my bike and get in to the waiting van.




    “Khun Sombat thinks you are an excellent teacher and would like to congratulate you on the good work you have done so far,” he said flashing me a toothy smile, seeming pleased at his persuasive response.




    In the open van, the two Israeli English teachers, Golka and Paviva, gazed impatiently at me through the window.




    “It won’t be long,” Pom whispered in a syrupy voice. “And after you will have plenty of time to go and visit with your friends.”




    I sighed and agreed. I didn’t want to go, but still new at the school I thought it important to make a good impression, and refusing to have dinner with the owner would have been rude.




    I locked my bike against a railing and got in the van. Pom, perhaps thinking I may still change my mind, hopped in behind me and quickly shut the door.




    We drove slowly out of Satit Wittaya and onto the main road. Immediately, we were trapped in chaotic Friday afternoon traffic.




    The traffic in Bangkok on a Friday afternoon is stifling. People coming home from work or school mix with those going out for the evening or trying to leave the city, resulting in a mass of inert vehicles.




    The dreaded question, “How far is it?” was posed by Golka and Paviva.




    “Not too far,” Pom replied unconvincingly.




    The Israeli teachers, unconvinced, complained incessantly about the traffic and the length of the trip.




    “If Khun Sombat wants us to come for dinner, why don’t we meet somewhere closer” they reasoned.




    “Ach Bangkok, this traffic,” they gestured out the window at the crowded tangle of overpasses and multi lane, multi tiered motorways.




    I gazed out the window mesmerized by the traffic. The volume of cars on the road always impressed me. Usually, however, I passed the traffic jams walking on the sidewalk. Now, stuck in the middle of it, I wasn’t so impressed. Living in a desolate lonely house far from the city center, I needed my Friday evenings of socializing and mixing with people. Drinking, chatting, laughing, dancing, playing pool — Friday evenings were the highlight of my week. Now, at 6:00, as the Thai National Anthem played on the radio, my evening of harmless fun was evaporating.




    We eventually turned off the highway and onto a narrow two-lane road bisecting a university. I gawked at the beautiful women students at the bus stop wearing the required uniform of short black skirts and tight white tops. They all seemed to possess smooth tanned legs and silky dark hair. I wonder if they speak English?




    At 7:00 p.m. (90 minutes after we started), we reached our destination, a golf club. Saluting security guards opened the gates and the driver pulled into an open spot near the clubhouse.




    Inside, we entered a large banquet room with many diners. Khun Sombat, perched at a corner table, beckoned us over. A servant scrambled up from next to Sombat and directed us to a table. We were famished. While I barely suppressed a desire to complain, the Israeli teachers were openly moaning of hunger pains. We ordered a large quantity of food that arrived promptly, and no better than animals, we tore into the food using knives, forks, spoons, chopsticks and occasionally our hands to shovel it into our mouths. Khun Sombat, sitting motionless watching us eat, called me over to her table when I finished.




    “Have you enjoyed the food?” she inquired politely.




    “Oh yes,” I beamed.




    “Good,” she said, offering me some coffee by flicking her index finger at her servant and indicating for her to fill my cup.




    “I heard of your accident with the scorpion,” she said in a comforting voice.




    She continued to speak, praising my good teaching, while lamenting that the other teachers, especially Phil, were not good teachers and they could learn many things from me. Was she mocking or genuine? Her exaggerated praise concerned me; surely there was a reason she invited me here tonight. She was softening me for a favor, appealing to my vanity. What were her intentions?




    “Ahh, entertainment has arrived!” Khun Sombat shrieked in delight.




    A waiter rolled a karaoke machine onto the floor. Pom, eyeing the machine as if it was dessert, gazed at Khun Sombat with pleading puppy dog eyes.




    “Go sing a song Pom,” she said. Pom yelped in delight and sprang up seizing the microphone.




    Pom sang a Thai song passionately, rocking back and forth while gazing into Golka’s eyes. I wanted to chortle in laughter at his passion but held my tongue. He sang three songs quite well, before surrendering the microphone to another guest and returning to his seat, red faced and happy, applauding the new singer.




    Khun Sombat, clapping and flush with happiness, turned to me, “I would like to choose a song for a duet. That is the proper English for two people singing together, isn’t it?”




    “A duet?” I said stunned, watching her flip through the menu of songs. “For you and Pom?” I replied hopefully.




    “No for us,” she answered evenly keeping her eyes fixed on the menu.




    My heartbeat quickened. “For us?” I replied with a dry throat.




    “Yes,” she replied naturally. “How about this song?” “Joe Cocker and Jennifer Warnes, Up Where we Belong.”




    I read the title blinking my eyes trying to convince myself I was dreaming.




    “Yes this one,” she said rising to her feet and, with the aid of her assistant, moving to the front of the room. I remained in my seat shaking nervously, paralyzed with fear. Khun Sombat, microphone in her hand, urged me to the front. The dinner audience, sensing my apprehension, began a rhythmic clap. Everyone clapped: Pom, Sombat, the servants, the audience, the sniggering Israeli teachers.




    I remained seated, rooted in fear, unable to think; my ears rattled and hands shook. Ready to feign illness, I searched the bustling hall for a bathroom. Suddenly Pom was helping me up and the audience, large and rapturous, were whistling and encouraging me to the stage. I walked nervously to the stage and Pom thrust the microphone into my hands. Background music began to play; words rolled across the screen.




    “You begin Ryan,” Pom nudged me pointing to the screen.




    “Who knows what tomorrow brings, in a world few hearts survive,” I stammered.




    Khun Sombat prepared for her entrance, the emotion of the moment seizing her fragile mind. “Love lift us up to where we belong, where the eagles cry on a mountain high,” she shrieked, swaying like a withered stem, staring passionately into my eyes. Her dull brown eyes, large and moist, glistened on the verge of tears. She sidled up to me holding my gaze, “Time goes by, no time to cry, life’s you and I, alive today,” she crooned tears rolling down her cheeks.




    My head ached and cheeks burned. I prayed to a higher god for deliverance. Khun Sombat nodded her head at the screen and whispered, “This is a duet Ryan, we sing this part together.”




    “Love lift us up to where we belong, where the eagles fly on a mountain high,” we sang. At the end of the song, gripping my wrist, Sombat guided me to the front of the stage and gestured to the appreciative crowd.




    I dropped my microphone to euphoric applause and returned to my seat. Khun Sombat remained at the front, weeping with joy and basking in praise. Her assistant gently guided her back to the table.




    “Oh, so much fun Ryan,” she sighed, quivering as she slumped into her seat.




    “Thank you so much for coming tonight. I really appreciate it,” she said flushed with tears.




    “No problem,” I croaked holding a cold glass of water to my cheeks, trying to temper my acute embarrassment.




    Her reasons for inviting me tonight were plain: she wanted to sing a duet. I felt humiliated and used, a slave to the Karaoke desires of my eccentric boss.




    “If you want to go now, the driver will take you wherever you want,” Sombat said thoughtfully as if, for the first time, sensing my unease.




    She waved the driver over and spoke to him in hushed tones. I expected she was telling him to report back to her regarding my choice of destination. Perhaps, in her delicate mind, she thought I was going to another Karaoke venue to sing more duets.




    I contemplated asking him to take me to downtown. However, exhausted and not in the mood, I asked him to drop me at the school.




    It was 10:00 p.m. when I reached Satit Wittaya, silent and bathed in shadows. I peddled my bike home under the glow of a misty, orange moon. All around me, a symphony of cicadas buzzed noisily; a dog howled, eerie and threatening, somewhere in the distance. Other dogs joined this single cry, and a chorus of ominous wails pierced the evening air. I peddled on with my head down. Entering the long straight street near my home, voices and shadows danced in the swaying void at the side of the road. A chill passed down my spine as I peddled past the shimmering temple and around the corner, staring ahead and looking forward to the relative comfort of my home.


  

