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    Intro




    It was in a school in a small town in America; most students were children of middle-class parents, and it was a good school—no body searches or weapons detectors.




    The class was reading the essays they had written on the topic: “My Greatest Hero”. Janet was just finishing hers about the great American founding father, George Washington.




    Ning, a teenager with Asian features, knew that she would be next. She felt a little nervous. She had well adjusted to life here, but not too many years ago she had lived a different life, in a different country.




    A very different life.




    It wouldn’t be easy to make them understand what it had been like and why he was such a hero.




    When she heard her name she took her notes, got up, and went to the front.




    “To help you know, who my greatest hero is,” she began, “I have to go back a few years and tell you about the life I once lived.”




    And suddenly it was as if she had traveled back… And it all stood before her eyes as if it had been only yesterday.


  




  

    The Beginning of a long journey




    It all began when their mother got sick. Or maybe it all began when their father had left them. But that was many years before, and they had managed, Mother making sweet cakes in the early morning and selling them during the day. It wasn’t much, but it was enough, and Nok and Ning had food, they had clothes, and they went to school.




    Sometimes after school Nok would help with selling the sweet cakes, and then he would help Ning with her homework.




    “Make me proud of you,” their mother would always say, and Nok and Ning had tried their best in spite of their peers at school teasing them about their old school backpacks and making fun of Ning when her toes would show once again through the holes in her socks. They simply wore out too quickly and their family couldn’t afford new ones every month.




    Still, life hadn’t been so bad.




    ***




    But then mother had become sick. For a while she had kept making the sweet cakes and for a few days Nok had skipped school and sold the cakes, but the cart was heavy and people were a bit suspicious of a young boy selling sweet cakes during the day.




    “Shouldn’t you be in school?” they’d said.




    And then things had gotten worse.




    Their mother didn’t get up from bed any more and would hardly eat. A doctor came, the one working for that charity Nok couldn’t remember the name of. Then the community elder had come and had held a hushed conversation with their mother. But their small house had only one room and so Nok couldn’t help but overhear some of it.




    “What about the children?” “Where will they go?” “…any relatives…” “…orphanage…”




    Not long after this their mother had talked to them.




    “I will not be with you much longer,” she had said in her no-frills way. “Listen, when I’m dead—and I will be dead soon—don’t hang around here. Don’t wait for anybody to come. If you do they will bring you to the orphanage. I grew up in an orphanage; I don’t want you to live in one. They might beat you up; and there are bad characters in there that teach you to steal. Stop sobbing and listen!”




    “I have a sister in the North-East. Up there on the shelf, there, in that teapot, is some money. It will be enough to get you there. You can take the train—it’ll be enough. When you get there ask for Sarinee. Tell her you’re Saowanee’s children. She will take care of you.”




    “Now stop sobbing and bring me a pen and paper.”




    And Nok went for pen and paper and Ning kept sobbing still, there was nothing she could do about it.




    “Here,” their mother had said. “That’s her address. Don’t lose that. When you get to the village ask for Sarinee, you understand. I know you are good children. Your father left us, but we’ve done okay. Nok, you take care of your sister. Don’t leave her alone; do you hear me? When you do the right thing, things will be all right. You’ll see. Make your mother proud of you. Okay?—Now stop sobbing and let me rest.”




    And Ning and Nok had kept sobbing very quietly, because they wanted their mother to be proud of them and act like real grown-ups, though they felt very small, now that they knew they would be on their own. And who knew what their aunt would be like.




    Yet, it was all they had.




    ***




    The next morning when they awoke it was very quiet. Too quiet. The laborious, snuffling noise of their mother’s breathing was missing and with an ominous feeling Nok went up to her bed. Hesitantly he reached out and touched her hand. It was cold. What he had dreadfully anticipated had become reality.




    “Pack your things,” he whispered to his sister.




    Quietly she went to get her backpack and stuffed in it a few things she called her own: a cheap watch with a flat battery, a necklace, some hairclips, and a ragged doll. She didn’t sob any longer, as she had all night until she fell asleep. In fearful anticipation, she had lived through this moment many times throughout the night. Now that it had happened she simply went through the motions, numb from the pain.




    Nok shed a few tears, but then suppressed that feeling he had of wanting to just let go and cry out loud.




    “Make mother proud of you,” he remembered his mother’s words.




    “For Ning’s sake I can’t just cry,” he told himself.




    And so the two children both went quietly about their business, then quietly closed the door behind them, and left. Somebody would find their mother. The community would take care of the funeral.




    ***




    It was late morning when they stood in the train station. Nok went up to the counter and waited in line.




    “To Ubol,” he said when his turn came. “For two children.”




    The ticket clerk glanced over his glasses.




    “Third class?” he asked.




    “What else is there?” Nok asked.




    “There’s second class and second class air-conditioned, and then there’s first class.”




    Nok pulled out the money he had and showed it to the clerk. The clerk creased his forehead.




    “Well, that’s third class then,” he said. “Two children. By the way, are you traveling alone?”




    “Oh no,” Nok said quickly, not sure if it was allowed for children to travel without a grown-up. “My aunt is there.”




    The clerk took Nok’s money, counted out the change, and then pushed tickets and change through the ticket window.




    “Next, please.”




    ***




    Nok and Ning sat on the wooden bench of the third-class carriage and looked out the window. The sun was going down, its golden light brightening up the lush green plain stretching out in front of their eyes. Rice field after rice field, with little in between except an occasional farmhouse or village. This was the fruitful central plain, the rice bowl of the Kingdom, where farmers were able to raise a second crop late in the year.




    “There must be plenty of food here,” Nok contemplated. “Shouldn’t be a problem to find a little food for a boy and a little girl like Ning and me.”




    It was a cheerful thought.




    The train ride was long and they’d get to their destination in the morning. Third class didn’t have any beds; besides, it was crowded. When nighttime came people would spread mats or newspapers on the floor and sleep there. Others would stretch out on the benches as much as this was possible, and try to sleep halfway sitting up.




    “Where shall I sleep?” Ning asked.




    “On the floor,” Nok answered.




    But they had neither a mat nor newspaper.




    “It’s dirty on the floor,” Ning replied. “And someone might step on me.”




    “Then sleep in the luggage rack,” her brother said.




    The luggage rack was a net of rope suspended on metal rods fastened to the wall.




    It was meant as a joke, but before Nok could say another thing, Ning climbed up and began to make herself comfortable.




    “It’s like a hammock,” she said. “Can you pass me my bag?”




    So Nok gave her the bag and Ning took out her ragged doll and put her next to her on the rack. Then she put her backpack as a pillow under her head.




    “Now stop sobbing and lie down,” Ning lectured her doll. “Tomorrow we will have a new home. Be brave and make me proud of you.”




    And Nok knew that his sister was only talking to herself.




    “Tomorrow we will have a new home,” Ning’s voice echoed through his mind.




    That, too, was a cheerful thought.


  




  

    The Journey Continues




    When Nok awoke it was light outside. He’d fallen asleep, slouched down on the wooden bench. His body was aching here and there and he stretched his arms and legs.




    Looking outside he noticed the landscape had changed. Grey dust covered the ground and the foliage of the few trees was dusted with it as much as anything else.




    Suddenly doubts began to fill his mind.




    “Maybe there isn’t enough food where we are going. Maybe there isn’t any food there at all.”




    He had often heard about the poverty of this region.




    Scanning for Ning he found her still sleeping in the luggage rack.




    Then he searched for his bag. It had been right beside him last night, he remembered. Panic swept over him when he didn’t find it on the bench. He stood up and glanced around. No sign of it anywhere. Finally he crouched down on his knees and looked under the benches. There it was; it had somehow fallen under the seats.




    He opened it and checked his belongings. Everything was still there, he noticed with relief, even his wallet.




    He opened the wallet. There should’ve been enough to get to the village of his mother’s sister; enough to have some food once they arrived; enough to buy some water and some food for the way there.




    There was nothing.




    Now he was doubly discouraged. The land outside parched and dry, and no money to go anywhere—not even for a bite of food.




    He berated himself for not guarding the money more carefully. He could’ve put the money in his socks, or his underwear.




    His mother would be quite disappointed with him.




    “Are we there yet?” a screaky voice from above interrupted his gloom.




    “Soon,” he mumbled without looking up. He felt too ashamed to face his sister.




    Ning came clambering down.




    “Hey, what’s the matter,” she asked. His gloom was so obvious that even his sister had noticed it.




    “Someone stole our money,” he muttered in a funeral voice.




    Ning fumbled in the pockets of her jeans.




    “Here,” she said triumphantly, when she finally pulled her hand out. “I have some money.”




    Nok looked at the coin in her hand.




    “Ten Baht,” he said, creasing his forehead, “That won’t even buy us a plate of food.”




    Now the clouds of gloom began to settle on Ning as well.




    They both stared out the window, where a fiery sun was beginning to bake the already dry ground as if to make sure that not one drop of moisture remained.




    “You should’ve…” Ning started to say, but Nok interrupted her before she could finish. “I know—you don’t have to say it.”




    The train conductor passed by.




    “Next station last station. Take your bags and luggage. Don’t leave anything on the train.”




    Nok climbed on the bench and reached up to take down Ning’s backpack. He handed it to her along with the rag doll, and then grabbed his own pack, and tardily they shuffled to the door.




    There were other people by the door already, eager to go out, so they had to wait at the end of the line.




    Outside the dry, dusty landscape had given way to an equally dry and dusty panorama of buildings and houses. Slowly the train entered the station. Doors were opened and people jumped off the step. Some were greeted by family or friends, others quickly made their way to the exit and boarded some kind of local transport.




    Soon Nok and Ning were the only ones standing forlorn on the deserted platform. One of the uniformed railway employees came by and asked them, “No one here to pick you up?”




    Nok and Ning shook their heads.




    “So, where are you going?”




    Nok pulled out the paper from his pocket, the one where his mother had written the address of her sister.




    The railway official read it and handed it back to Nok.




    “There’s a songteaw outside. That’ll bring you there. What are you waiting for? You can’t stay here.”




    Nok didn’t have the heart to tell him that they didn’t have any money, so they just went outside the station.




    A songteaw is a modified pick-up truck open in the back with benches to sit on. It’s the usual local transport going out to the villages.




    Obviously the songteaw had already left and the next one wasn’t about to go yet for a while.




    “I’m hungry,” Ning said. Nok nodded and said nothing.




    “I’m sorry,” she added after a moment.




    “You don’t have to be sorry,” Nok answered.




    Across the street he saw a vendor; a lady selling bowls of noodle soup. At that moment noodle soup appeared to Nok like a luxurious meal.




    He took Ning across and asked the lady, “How much for a bowl?”




    “Ten Baht,” the lady replied without taking further notice of the kids.




    “One bowl, please,” Nok said. Ning handed him the coin.




    “Can you give me a few bites, too?” she asked.




    “It’s for you,” Nok said.




    He took the bowl and sat it down on one of the fold up tables. Ning sat down on one of the stools and began slurping the soup down.




    “What about you?” the lady behind the soup-cart blurted out.




    “I’m not hungry,” Nok lied.




    The lady didn’t say anything else, but a few moments later, another bowl of soup appeared in front of Nok.




    “It’s two bowls for 10 Baht at this time of day,” the woman said quickly.




    She watched him as he hungrily gulped down the food.




    “No money, hey?” she asked then. “What happened? Your mother forgot to pick you up?”




    “Mother’s dead,” Nok said quietly. “We’re going to stay with her sister. Somebody stole our money on the train.”




    “Well, if I hadn’t seen you coming out of that station, I’d say you made that up,” she snorted.




    Nok was so hungry that he finished before Ning.




    When they had both finished he brought the bowls back to the vendor lady.




    “Thank you,” he said.




    The lady’s gruff face broke into a smile.




    “It’s all right,” she said. “Where are you going anyway?”




    Nok showed her the little slip of paper.




    “Got money for that?” she asked him.




    He shook his head.




    She raised her head and shouted across the road, “Chai! Chai! Hey, wake up you lazy bastard.”




    On the other side of the road a lean figure got up from lying on the seat in the back of the modified pick-up.




    The lady kept shouting at him in the local vernacular the children could only partly understand; something about “take’m there”.




    “He’ll bring you,” she said eventually, turning back to Nok and Ning. “Don’t worry, it won’t cost you.”




    The two thanked her once again, gathered their bags and made their way across the road. They were about to clamber into the back of the vehicle, when the driver called from the front.




    “Come and sit with me,” the man said. “And talk with me.”




    As soon as they sat down, he began to talk.




    “So what are your names? Uh, my name’s Chai. Actually Chatchai, but everyone calls me Chai, so Chai it is. Where are you from? Well, don’t have to tell me, doesn’t matter to me, where people come from. Anyway, I’m from Ban Hin. Never heard of it? It’s not far from here, down towards the border. Now I live here, but I still have a house in the village. Home, sweet home. And you know what?”




    “My neighbor there he had this farm, full of chicken, and one day, one morning actually, he came out of his house to look at his chickens, and all his chickens were dead. Must be the chicken flu. You heard of the chicken flu? Of course, you’ve heard of the chicken flu, everybody heard about the chicken flu. Do you have chickens? Don’t have to tell me, of course you have chickens, most everyone has chickens.”




    And on and on he went, never stopping long enough for the children to answer even one of his questions.




    By and by the vehicle filled up with more people. Without stopping for a moment Chai prattled on, while the children listened with less than half an ear, the local dialect making it difficult to understand in any case.




    Finally Chai pulled out and they were on their way. Passing the noodle cart Nok and Ning waved at the friendly vendor lady, who waved back at them. Nok felt better now. Maybe things would turn out all right after all.




    The car Chai was driving was old and noisy. It made it all but impossible for Nok to understand what Chai was talking about. Whenever he posed a question, Nok would simply nod his head, without ever understanding the question. With the dazzling heat, the droning of the motor, and Chai’s endless prattle, Ning had soon begun to doze off.




    They had left the town behind and continued overland through villages, which in their dust and dryness looked all the same to Nok.




    The ground and the fields were cracked and dry and whatever vegetation had remained, was yellowed or of rusty color. A few trees here and there, sparsely clad with leaves, were trying to cast a passing shadow without making an impact on the heat that was penetrating everything.




    The air-conditioning on Chai’s car had long given up its work and so he kept his window open. Whenever a car passed them a cloud of dust followed, covering their hair, face, and clothes and leaving a bitter, stale taste on Nok’s tongue.




    Chai countered it with swigs from his water bottle. The water had a peculiar yellowish hue and Nok wondered what it was laced with. He declined when Chai offered it to him to take a sip.




    After about an hour Chai stopped the car at somewhat of a country market. He motioned for the children to get out and then disembarked himself.




    “Are we there?” Nok asked.




    Chai gesticulated with his finger in a way that Nok took to mean “No”, but right away Chai grabbed him by the shoulder and brought him over to where another, even more dilapidated vehicle was waiting by the side of the road.




    Chai talked to the driver; obviously they knew each other well.




    “Oh, these poor kids. They come from a farm, somewhere in Bangkok. You know their mother was having this chicken farm, while their father is a mahout working with elephants in the jungle on the border to Burma. So, the father went missing, probably trampled on by elephants—happens all the time in the jungle. And one morning their mother is dead, the chickens, all their relatives, everything—probably chicken flu, you know. Like my neighbor.”




    And on and on he went.




    Ning looked quizzically at Nok, but Nok only made big eyes and shrugged his shoulders.




    At the end the new driver agreed to take them. But before he had a chance to call them up to the front, Nok and Ning quickly scrambled into the back of the songteaw, where already a few old women had taken a seat.




    This time the wait was short, but as the vehicle was beginning to leave, suddenly five schoolboys came running and jumped on.




    “Shouldn’t you be in school?” an older woman croaked.




    “Teacher’s sick,” one of the boys answered.




    Nok and Ning tried to avoid looking at them, but soon realized that five pairs of eyes were staring at them.




    One of the boys said something in the local dialect they didn’t understand.




    Nok looked the boys over. Their school uniforms were as dirty as their own, their hair was cropped short, their faces sweaty and dusty, their eyes wary.




    “Do you speak Thai?” Nok asked.




    The boys laughed.




    “Where are you from?” one of the boys said, imitating Nok’s way of speaking.




    “Bangkok,” Nok answered.




    The boy said something to his peers in the local dialect to which they all burst out laughing, until one of the elderly ladies barked at them. They settled down and continued to talk to each other, ignoring Nok and Ning altogether.




    “What did he say?” Ning wanted to know.




    “I’m not sure,” Nok replied. “Something about buffaloes.”




    Ning turned back to look out over the land. She had no idea where they were, but she was sure they had come to the end of the world and it was a long way from home.


  




  

    Arriving at the Village




    After another long while, when hardly anybody was left in the songteaw, the driver stopped on a stretch of road in the middle of nowhere. He pointed to the left where a little hillock went up and shouted something that neither Nok nor Ning could understand.




    “He says, it’s over that hill, only one or two kilometers. Your village, go over that hill,” the little old lady that was still sitting in the back with the children explained.




    Nok and Ning scrambled out of the car. They stood by the roadside with their backpacks, watching the rickety old vehicle disappear in a cloud of dust. The sun was glaring down from the sky and they hadn’t had any water since that bowl of noodles.




    “Only one or two kilometers,” Ning sighed. Even one or two kilometers seemed a long way to her.




    “Come on, let’s go,” Nok encouraged her. “It’s just over this hill.”




    Slowly, like two little ants they began their way up the bare hill, over ground covered with grass that had dried up many days before, dust spraying their feet at every step.




    They were about to reach the crest of the hill, when they suddenly heard barking ahead of them and a moment later over the top came a big dog, a dog at least as big as Nok. Nok and Ning were too tired to run and only stood there terrified, rooted to the ground.




    The dog also simply stood there and kept barking and baring its teeth.




    Then they heard a man’s voice and he sounded angry.




    “I’m scared,” Ning whispered, but Nok didn’t say anything, as he didn’t want to admit that he was scared, too.




    A moment later the man came over the incline.




    At first a close-cropped cranium emerged, followed by a gaunt, haggard face and then a similarly thin, bony, old frame. He was shouting and spitting at the same time, and if that didn’t scare the children, then the fact that he was swinging a raised stick in his right hand surely did.




    “You little bastard, what are you doing?” The children heard him shout.




    Nok, standing one step ahead of Ning, closed his eyes in anticipation of that stick coming down on him.




    The stick came down, but it didn’t hit Nok or Ning. It hit the dog, causing it to turn around and skedaddle away with a bone-shattering howl.




    “I’m sorry,” said the man in a hoarse voice, “that old flea-bagger thinks he’s the king of the hill. Where are you going anyway? You’re not from here, aren’t you?”




    Nok pulled out the paper with their aunt’s address. The man looked at it holding it upside down, then after a while turned it around and gave it back to Nok.




    “Read it to me,” he said, “I …ugh… don’t have my reading glasses.”




    Nok wasn’t sure the old man could read at all so he read out the name of the village.




    The old man nodded his head.




    “Come,” he said, “I’ll bring you down.”




    So they went over the top of the hill and down on the other side. The skinny old man with his stick walking ahead, Nok in his wake, and Ning wearily traipsing behind trying hard to keep up. Still, she was thankful for the old man and his stick, for he would keep any dogs at bay and maybe snakes and whatever else might be around out here.




    After walking for about twenty minutes they could see a few, small, dusty houses ahead of them. The old man stopped and pointed forward with his stick.




    “The village is there, ahead of you,” he said the obvious. “Go, go on.”




    “Thank you,” said Nok.




    “Thank you,” echoed Ning.




    But the man had already turned and was on his way back up the hill.




    “Strange old man,” mumbled Nok.




    “Well, at least he brought us here,” Ning tried to sound positive.




    Without further talk they trudged towards the village, baking in the noon heat.




    ***




    The village was quiet.




    “Like a ghost town,” Ning thought, who had once seen something like that in a movie. She wondered if there were maybe some ghosts around here and if she should ask Nok about it, but he was occupied with finding some of the living people.




    “Anybody here?” he called boldly once or twice. But no one answered.




    “I’m thirsty,” he heard his sister say from behind. “And I can’t walk anymore.”




    And with these words she sat down right in the middle of the dusty path running through the village.




    Nok turned around.




    “Ning,” he reprimanded her, “don’t sit in the dirt. Let’s go in the shade somewhere.”




    And so they walked up to one of the houses to sit down in its shadow, rather carefully though as one could never be sure if a dog or an angry person would suddenly charge out of one of the houses.




    No dog came, though there were a few around in the village, rather lazily lying in any place that promised some cool out of the sun. They had barely lifted their heads, when the children had come and certainly didn’t think it worth getting up.




    But instead, just when the children had sat down, there came a voice from inside the house.




    “Hey, you, come inside. It’s too hot out there.”




    It was the cracked voice of an old woman.




    Ning looked wide-eyed at Nok.




    “Is it a ghost?” she whispered.




    “No, I don’t think so,” Nok answered, hoping that he didn’t sound as scared as he was.




    “Shall we go in?” he asked Ning.




    Ning shrugged her shoulders, but Nok went ahead, slowly entering through the open front door. At first they couldn’t see anything. The glaring brightness outside had rendered them temporarily blind to the dimness inside the house.




    Ning wondered if it had been a ghost after all, as she saw no one in the room. That was all there was to the house: a rather large room with a kitchen attached to it, and a small cubicle portioned off for the toilet. Then they heard the voice again, coming from a corner.




    “What are you looking for? You’re not from here, are you?”




    “We’re the children of Sarinee’s sister,” Nok bravely said. “Our mother has sent us.”




    “Sarinee, heh? Well, would you believe it? Never knew she had a sister. Where are you from?”




    “We’ve arrived from Bangkok this morning,” Nok answered.




    “From Bangkok, heh? Well, look at that.”




    Ning was tugging at Nok’s arm.




    Slowly his eyes became adjusted to the dim light. He could see Ning pointing to her mouth.




    “Uh, excuse me,” he said to the old lady. “Could we have some water, please? We’re very thirsty.”




    “Thirsty, heh? Yep, it’s hot. You must drink some water. Can get it yourself, by the door, over there, outside.”




    According to the old custom there was an earthen pot on a stand by the entrance to the house. Next to it was a ladle made from coconut and some rather modern plastic cups.




    The children went and Nok lifted the lid to gaze into it.




    There was water all right, but in the water he saw something moving, some small bug-like creatures.




    “Mosquito larvae,” Nok said knowledgeably. He had learned about it in school. “There are some mosquito bugs in the water.”




    “But I’m so thirsty,” Ning moaned.




    “Well, then drink from the top,” Nok advised.




    Carefully he poured some water into one of the cups, yet couldn’t help but catch a few larvae along with it.




    Ning quickly took the cup and gulped it all down.




    “Hey, what about the larvae?” Nok exclaimed.




    “Oops, I must’ve drank them,” Ning replied.




    “I guess they won’t hurt you inside your stomach,” Nok said with a grin, but Ning suddenly thought that she could feel those worms squirming inside her.




    Nok followed Ning’s example, not caring about the larvae in the water.




    “I probably won’t die of ‘m,” he told himself.


  




  

    Dao




    They went back inside to find some shade and rest. The old lady hadn’t told them anything of where to find their aunt, and so they decided to wait.




    It wasn’t long before other people began coming in. Somehow, someone must’ve noticed them, for soon word had gone around that two children had arrived for Sarinee.




    Every time another person entered, the old lady explained all over again, who the children were and why they had come. Every time Nok and Ning looked expectantly to the person entering, but none of them said anything about Sarinee or offered an explanation.




    Ning and Nok looked around at the people gathered in that house. All were older people and they hadn’t seen any children yet. The whole village seemed to consist of old people. Some of them left and returned with various foods.




    There were raw and cooked vegetables, fruit, like bananas and tangerines, some kind of nuts they had never seen before, odd-looking soup, dried meat, rice of course-the sticky kind—and fried bugs and locusts.




    The children ate some of the food, but left the bugs and other oddly looking food untouched. There was more than enough.




    One elderly man shoved a plate with some food towards Nok. Nok studied the food. Red ants mixed with shredded, green mango and chilies.




    “Eat,” the man said. “It’s very good.”




    Nok eyed the food for a moment, then, hoping to win favor with the villagers, bravely took a spoonful and shoved it in his mouth. It had a sour, biting taste. He swallowed it quickly.




    “It’s delicious,” he squeezed through his teeth.




    “Eat it all,” the man encouraged him.




    Nok held his stomach. “Later,” he answered and tried to smile. “I’m full right now.”




    Another elderly lady with wiry, thin arms and legs, her gray hair tightly wrapped in a bun, felt emboldened by this success. With long fingers as if it were two pincers of a giant crab she reached out and grabbed a black bug, about the size of a big thumb.




    With a smile she put the bug into Ning’s hand. Ning was shocked. She held the bug close to her face; it smelled rather putrid. It still had its head and legs.




    Suddenly Ning screamed.




    “It’s alive,” she shouted and threw the bug down.




    The wiry woman picked it up.




    “Silly girl,” she gently chided her. “Eat it like this.”




    She plucked off the bug’s head and the legs, then dipped it into some kind of brown sauce and put it into her own mouth. Ning heard a crunching noise and saw the satisfied grin on the woman’s face.




    Not for me, she decided. She wished the bugs were alive so she could play with them, but they lay gloomily stiff and still in their dish.




    “Ah,” Nok said and cleared his throat. “When is our aunt going to come? Can we go see her?”




    Instead of an answer, the whole assembly, ten elderly men and women fell silent. They looked at each other, creasing their already wrinkled faces into even more wrinkles, as if they couldn’t decide who should answer them.




    “Did she also die?” Nok asked straight out, suddenly having a foreboding feeling.




    An old lady sitting right in front of them took on the task to explain.




    “She didn’t die,” she said. “At least not that we know of. Her husband died.”




    Another lady spoke up, the one with the gray-haired bun and pincer-like fingers.




    “And then she went off with another man. Some people say,” she lowered her voice though everyone in the village obviously knew, “she killed her own husband.”




    The lady who had first spoken interrupted. “We don’t know that. It’s only—what do you call it—gossip, yes.”




    All of a sudden a shrill voice from the doorway broke into the room.




    “Gossip? Gossip, you call it? Heh?”




    Someone said, “Uh, oh.” And the rest of them fell into an oppressive silence.




    In the doorway stood a tall, strongly built woman in her forties. She had long black hair falling down to the sides of a bony face. Her eyes were big and piercing like a hawk’s, her nose bent like a beak, and her mouth wide, her grin baring a set of strong, yellowed teeth.




    “She was cursed, that woman, that’s what it was. And that’s why all her husbands die. The first husband died and then the second, too. In the night, in the full moon, a ghost came out of her and choked her husband. In the morning he was dead.”




    “Old wives’ tales,” an old man commented.




    “Watch it, old man,” she answered him. “Do not mock the ghosts or they will come for you.”




    “Huh, I’m not scared. Let them come,” the old man countered.




    “Shush, you know nothing of the dark world,” the woman raved on.




    And then, changing her threatening voice into a milder tone, she addressed the children. “So, why are you here, huh? What do you have to do with Sarinee?”




    “We’re her sister’s children,” Nok replied, puzzled by all this. He had never had much concern for ghosts and spirits and the like.




    Ning however was sitting petrified.




    “So, how is her sister, your mother, that is, isn’t it?” the strange woman asked.




    “She died,” Nok replied briefly.




    “Aha,” the woman said triumphantly. “The curse! It’s on the whole family. It’s a curse!”




    She remained quiet, but only for a second or two, waiting for her words to take effect.




    “And the children,” she pronounced to all, “the children are cursed as well. You better not take them into your house or your house will be cursed, too!”




    A gloomy silence settled on the room.




    One of the ladies got up and left. Then another one followed. Soon everyone was leaving, except for the old man, who had refuted the strange woman’s tirades.




    “Joy, you should send them out of your house,” the hawk-like lady, whose name was Dao, said. Then she turned around, spat on the ground, and left as well.




    “Go, go,” the lady of the house said, “you better leave or we’ll never have peace here.”




    “Come,” said the old man to Nok and Ning, “you can come with me.”




    Nok quickly grabbed a bunch of bananas as he got up, then grabbed his pack and Ning followed suit. Coming out into the bright noontime sun was blinding. Ning squinted her eyes shut.




    “I don’t know what that old spider has against you,” the old man wondered, “I’m Pichai, call me Chaokae, that’s what everyone says.”




    Chaokae means something like “old man”, or it could be interpreted “wise old spirit”.




    “Curses,” he scorned. “I’m not afraid of any curses. The only curse here in this village is that darn’ woman herself. Ever since she came as a young woman. The young men were fighting over her and since she’s caused all kinds of trouble. Thinks she has some knowledge of spirits. Huh!”




    Nok looked Chaokae over. He was thin, like most of the villagers, but in spite of his old appearance his step was light and vigorous. A smile seemed to be etched permanently on his face and when he talked, his eyes were sparkling.




    “I thought, since all are Bhuddists here,” Nok said, “they shouldn’t fear ghosts or the like.”




    “Ah well, they are a superstitious lot,” Chaokae explained. “Though they might not believe in it, they are all afraid of her tales.”




    “And where did Sarinee, our mother’s sister, go?” Nok wanted to know.




    Chaokae shook his head. “No one really knows. Some say to Bangkok, others think she went somewhere to the North. Really we haven’t heard of her for years.”




    Nok and Ning’s faces fell.




    “Come,” said Chaokae, “you can stay with me for the time being.”


  




  

    Chaokae




    Chaokae lived alone in a little wooden house with a small garden around it. Garden was probably an exaggeration, for due to the lack of rain it was not more than a patch of dirt with a few bushes thrown in without any particular pattern. There were a few chickens as well, though what they survived on was entirely beyond knowing.




    Chaokae’s specialty and what was the basis of his survival was his knowledge of herbs. Some he grew, mostly in pots, and some others he was able to find in the fields and the forests or in other secret places that only he knew about.




    The villagers, not only of this village, but of many miles around, trusted him with their ailments more than any “city-doctor” or the hospitals. This was also the reason he could stand up against Dao and her supposedly special “magical” powers. The people needed him as much as they feared her and so with any ailment, it was a draw, so to say, for if one couldn’t help then they would go to the other and vice-versa.




    It wasn’t a surprise therefore that the first thing the children were offered in his house was herbal tea. Nok thought that it wasn’t that bad, definitely better than the herb tea his mother used to drink for her liver ailment. Ning thought otherwise.




    “It’s not yummy,” she said.




    “You don’t like it?” asked Chaokae a bit disappointed.




    “It’s not sweet enough,” she explained.




    “Oh, we can help that,” Chaokae replied.




    He went to his cupboard and brought out a golden, brown liquid. He dipped a clean spoon into it, pulled some of the sticky sap out and put it in Ning’s cup, where it dissolved.




    “Try again,” Chaokae said. Ning did so.




    “Um, it’s very good now,” she admitted. “What’s that sticky stuff anyway?”




    “That sticky stuff? Why, that’s honey, of course,” Chaokae said and smiled. “Have you never had any?”




    Nok and Ning shook their heads. After the tea Chaokae put on a serious face.




    “Well, I don’t think you can stay here,” he said sternly.




    Nok and Ning exchanged a glance, betraying a bit of panic coming on.




    “Oh, it’s all right for a few days,” the old man quickly said, realizing the shockwaves his first statement had caused. “But I mean you can’t stay in the village for long. If Dao says you’re cursed that’s it then. Not that I believe in those things. But the village people here, they are a superstitious lot, as I’ve said. They’ll treat you as if you were cursed. It’s no life for some bright young ones like you.”




    Ning didn’t quite understand what the fuss was all about.




    “But you like us, don’t you,” she said. “And we like you.”




    Chaokae laughed.




    “Yeah, that’s great, but even I can’t change their brains, when Dao puts her fleas into them.”




    “I understand,” said Nok. “But where can we go?”




    Chaokae appeared to be surprised.




    “Well, go back where you came from. There are the people that know you.”




    It isn’t that simple, Nok thought. He realized that that’s probably how life in the village is, people took care of each other even if some were a little crazy like Dao. But in a big metropolitan city it was an entirely different matter. Lost in his thoughts he stirred the tea with his fingers. All was quiet except for the chicken clucking outside.




    All of the sudden a voice broke into the room.




    “Hey, Chaokae, did you kidnap the children?”




    Chaokae sighed. “Oh, Dao. Wait here children.”




    He got up and went outside. Nok turned around and saw them talking outside the open doorway.




    “I didn’t kidnap them,” Chaokae protested. “Seems like no one had an interest in them anymore, thanks to you, so I brought them here. And you leave them alone, you’ve done enough damage already.”




    “Hey, I didn’t do anything. It’s not my fault that they’re cursed. And that’s why I’m here. I want to help them.”




    “You want to help them? Help yourself and get off my farm.”




    “You call this miserable patch of dirt a farm? What a joke! Children, do you hear me? I want to help you.”




    Nok got up and carefully moved into the doorway, ready to jump back inside.




    “I can help you,” Dao said and turned to Nok. “You need a deliverance. I can drive the curse from you. I will do that for you. All I need is a black chicken.”




    “Oh no,” Chaokae moaned. “Go away with your voodoo. Shoo, out, or I sic my dog on you.”




    “Huh,” Dao huffed, “you don’t have a dog.”




    “Hm, died last year,” Chaokae said apologetically to Nok.




    Nok pulled on his arm.




    “Can I talk to you alone?” he asked.




    Chaokae took him by the hand and they went a little way off.




    “Wait there,” Chaokae said gruffly to Dao.




    “You know, it’s all total baloney, all the witchcraft, it doesn’t do anybody any good,” he said to Nok in a whisper.




    “Yes, but if she thinks we’re free from the curse, she’ll tell the people and then maybe we can stay,” Nok reasoned.




    “Hmm,” Chaokae mused. “You’re smart. I mean you might be right. But her stuff is weird. Be careful.”




    Nok turned around.




    “Okay,” he said then, “we do whatever is needed, me and my sister. What do we need to do?”




    “Well, nothing much. Come tonight to my house; Chaokae knows where to find it. I’ll prepare everything. Chaokae! Chaokae, I still need a black chicken. Like one of yours.”




    “You’ll have to pay me for this, 100 Baht,” he answered.




    “100? You’re insane. I give you fifty, and that’s it.”




    “Not less than sixty.”




    Dao mumbled something unintelligible, then fumbled in her shirt and brought out some money. Then she dropped the money on the ground, grabbed the next black chicken and stomped off.




    Chaokae shook his head.




    “She’s off her rocker,” was all he could say.




    Chaokae remained very doubtful that it was a good idea for the children to have anything to do with Dao.




    “She’s weird,” he reiterated.




    But Nok was determined to give it a chance. After all what else could they do? If they’d go back to the slum community where they had lived before, they’d be taken to the orphanage, even if people there would be willing to take them in.




    A little anxious they waited for the evening. Dao had sent word that when the moon had risen into the sky the time would be auspicious.




    “Are we really cursed?” Ning asked Chaokae.




    “But child, don’t believe any of these old-wives-tales,” Chaokae answered. “Good and bad things happen in life. We can’t choose what happens, but we can bear all things with dignity.”




    “Hmm,” Ning contemplated. “And what’s this dignity thing.”




    Chaokae laughed.




    “It means that whatever happens, you try to be the person you should be and do what’s right. Be a good person.”




    “I see,” Ning said. “And what’s this thing with the chicken all about?”




    “It’s bullshit,” Chaokae answered. “Some people have nothing good happen in their lives, so they make themselves more important than they really are.’




    “But Nok believes it will help,” Ning said.




    “I don’t,” Nok replied. “I only want to do it to have peace, so we can stay here.”




    He looked up at Chaokae, but Chaokae only kept his forehead wrinkled and didn’t say anything.




    There wasn’t much to do, so Nok and Ning rested for a time, while the day was at its hottest. Then they ate some more and finally evening came.




    “Will you bring us,” Ning asked Chaokae.




    “I really shouldn’t,” he answered, “but I will anyway—halfway at least.”




    “I have to warn you,” Chaokae said later when they were on their way, “her house is not a nice place.”




    “Like a haunted mansion?” Ning wondered. “I’ve seen that in a movie on TV once.”




    “I don’t have TV,” Chaokae said, “but it’s probably worse.”




    Nok thought it to be a rather amusing to go to a haunted house. He knew those movies were all fake and that there wasn’t such a thing as ghosts or haunted houses.




    “You’ll see,” Chaokae added with a bittersweet smile.


  

