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    Author’s Note




    I would like to make it clear that this book is by no means meant as an indictment against the Isaan female. During more than a quarter of a century in Thailand it is a fact that I have met many more good Isaan girls than bad ones. I have plenty of friends from the provinces of Isaan in Pattaya and I hold many happy memories from my years traveling and living around North East Thailand. There are honest and dishonest characters and loveable and loathsome people in Isaan just as there are anywhere in the world. The tale contained in this book is simply what happened to me.




    Monkey business in Thailand is a true story although I have had to change the names of people and places at times during the narrative for obvious reasons.




    Peter Jaggs, Pattaya


  




  

    PREFACE




    New Year’s Day, 2009




    There are many stories that can only begin with an ending and although the conclusion that this particular tale starts with is not the kind of instant, dramatic finale that can alter or even terminate the future forever in a split-second, the creeping inevitability of the train of thoughts that had been crossing my mind for some time now finally surfaced in a wave of discontentment that affected my life just as surely as any lottery win, collision of rushing wheels and metal or the unfavorable diagnosis of a series of medical tests could have done.




    For more than two decades it had been unquestionable that there was nowhere else in the world I would have rather been than Pattaya city. Then, seemingly all at once one day, the swan that had been determinedly stalking me sang loud and clear. It was then that I looked around me and really noticed for the first time just how much the city had changed during the years that had passed by. Certainly; if I had first come to Thailand during the last decade this would not have posed a problem at all. It is undeniable that Pattaya is still a fantastic holiday destination, particularly for a lone male on his own. And of course, it would have been ridiculous for anyone to have expected the city, or indeed the country herself (or perhaps even the whole world for that matter) to have remained the same for almost a quarter of a century. No. The problem was not that my beloved Pattaya had changed almost beyond recognition with the time that had flown by; it was simply that I had not.




    Walking along the Beach Road that fateful day, hand-in-hand with Ling, my Isaan girlfriend of two years, it suddenly hit me in a flash of clarity that the reason I could not seem to enjoy all the considerable attractions of the now sprawling and modern city in quite the same way as I used to was simply because the streets held far too many memories for me. For some time now, I had become increasingly nostalgic for the old days and I knew I was beginning to live far too much in the past. In fact, when walking around the bustling streets these days, I barely seemed to be taking in the sights and sounds of the present day at all.




    As we walked around the busy, traffic-choked city, I pointed out some of my old stamping grounds to Ling and explained to her how they had now gone forever; demolished or entombed without trace under a vault of concrete, glass, flashing neon lights and steel. Here, buried under the foundations of a massive new shopping complex, was the site of a favorite old drinking-spot, where Big Nobby and I had often planned the following day’s fishing expedition until the sun was already so high in the sky, it was too late to go anyway. Over the road, a new Family Mart store stood on the street by the alley where an old lady used to sell fried rice and noodles; she had once chased me halfway down Soi Buakhow wielding a large saucepan after I had made an attempt to lure her pretty new assistant - who turned out to be her granddaughter - back to the confines of the V&M Apartment block after she had finished work. The patch of wasteland between Second Road and Beach Road, where we lost some epic games of football - farangs v Thai motorcycle taxi boys - now home to one of the biggest shopping malls in Asia. A sparkling internet shop on the second road, that now took the place of the small, dingy restaurant where Little Jack had famously wound up the staff to such an extent they had written ‘fuck off’ on the back of his bald head in Thai script after he had fallen into a drunken stupor; a jape my friend didn’t become aware of until late next afternoon when the policeman owner of the guest house where he was staying spotted the legend after Jack’s habitual walk all around the town (“no good, Mr. Jack, no good!”).




    The rickety old jetty near Walking Street, where we used to hold angling competitions on Sundays and where a furious lady-boy had once bodily picked up Keeniaw Kevin and thrown him into the bay after he had asked the raging katoey if she intended to shave off her moustache that day, had long since been demolished and was now replaced by the soulless concrete highway of Bali Hai pier. Also changed forever was the little-known backstreet of Soi Yodsak, which back in the old days had only boasted a couple of tiny bars and drinking dens that a passing holidaymaker would not have given a second look. Despite their unprepossessing appearance, it was common knowledge amongst those in the know that in the dimly-lit interiors of those seedy dives, anything could and usually did happen. This Soi - which used to be the worst kept secret in Pattaya - had now evolved into a seething mass of busy short-time spots and clubs that were lit up like Las Vegas after nightfall. All my favorite, seedy little go-go bars in the ‘Village’ (now Walking Street) had also disappeared forever. Gone were the days when the laughing, happy, bikini-clad go-go girls had mingled and joked with their customers as they gyrated barefoot unselfconsciously on splintered wooden stages behind bars selling nothing more than warm Singha beer and Mekong whisky. All these darkened little havens had slowly been replaced by chrome and neon palaces, where it cost you an expensive drink just to pass the time of day with a haughty dancer who now regarded herself as a showgirl.




    It is a fact that nostalgia always makes the old days seem better than they really were. I am not saying things were any better back then than they are now - just very different - and in truth, most of the changes that Pattaya has gone through during the past twenty-five years have undoubtedly improved the city’s attraction as a family tourist resort. But on that New Year’s day, it suddenly became clear to me that the reason I had become so maudlin about the old times of late was because at last I had to admit to myself that most of the places that had given me the best times of my life were now buried forever beneath the glittering shroud of progress.




    Although I will always love Pattaya, walking around my old haunts with Ling that day had me feeling like a farang version of Old Father Time and it was with some sadness that I realized the only way I would ever be likely to recapture the old buzz would be if somebody invented a time travel machine. At forty-eight years of age, I felt I was not ready just yet to become another of those old guys who sit in the same corner of the same bar every night reminiscing about the old glory days to anyone who will listen, so it was plain that I needed a change of direction. The problem was, similar to so many other farang men I had been coming to Pattaya for so long now that the soul of the city ran in my blood like an incurable but not unpleasant disease. Besides which I had absolutely no idea of what I could possibly do to change things.




    That night as we lay in bed together, Ling sensed my somber mood. She intuitively realized I was feeling very blue at the way the past had slipped by so quickly, taking with it the best times of my life and irretrievably changing the city I loved so much. So it was then - with the almost psychic perception that all successful Thai bar-girls possess - she knew it was finally time to make her move.




    Ling slipped her arms around me and lay her head on my shoulder. She gently stroked my hair and bent to cover my chest and stomach with butterfly kisses, as if I really was the person she loved most in the world. Then she looked up at me with those shining, dark Thai-girl eyes and spoke.




    “We are going to my home in Sri Saket tomorrow evening,” she assured me simply. “It is time.”




    Strangely, perhaps weakened to compliance due to my attack of the melancholies, I didn’t hesitate or feel the need to disagree with my girlfriend for a moment. And when the following night found us in a coach, rushing past the darkened countryside towards the rice-fields and rubber plantations of a rural Thai village, maybe that was why the lightness in my heart as I looked at the pretty Isaan girl sleeping on the seat beside me already had me wondering if this just might just be the change I was yearning for.


  




  

    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


  




  

    PART ONE




    January 20th - January 31st 2007




    I first saw Ling when she was washing and polishing glasses behind the counter of an open-air drinking-spot called the Angry Monkey bar in Soi New Plaza. Not so long ago, this busy, neon-lit, bar-lined avenue was a muddy piece of wasteland, where every evening just before dusk, second-hand dealers spread blankets on the ground in a similar manner to that of a car-boot sale and attempted to make a few extra baht by selling an astonishing array of crap that almost defied belief. The majority of the discarded items on offer had been abandoned in the rooms of hotels and apartment blocks when holidaymakers and short-term residents had returned home and they were sold on to the junk dealers by the room maids and cleaners, whose perk it was to inherit any unwanted gear that was left behind. Even if they didn’t exactly sell like hot cakes, the rejected items on offer in the impromptu market certainly gave the browser an insight into the cross-section of different characters and diverse types of holidaymakers that came to visit Pattaya at that time.




    Legions of orphaned teddy bears, no doubt the deserted farewell gifts to temporary bar-girl-girlfriends, leered sadly and hopefully up at passing punters beside myriad bottles and aerosols half-full of sun tan lotion, mosquito repellent and shaving foam. Sun-hats, rubber sandals and ‘Amazing Thailand’ t-shirts’ lay jumbled next to boxes full of broken fake Rolex, Omega and Breitling watches that hadn’t lasted the course; beside wooden elephants and brass Buddha images that had been bought on a whim but proved too bulky to fit inside suitcase already bulging with holiday souvenirs. Crash helmets, dented pots and pans, second-hand kettles and pop-up toasters that didn’t pop-up anymore jockeyed for position with electric fans and broken fishing tackle. Far more sinister was the astonishing array of vibrators, dildos and rubber phalluses that it is doubtful could be found in such numbers in any other bric-a-brac market in the world. Little Jack once remarked that over the years that the market had operated, if anyone had possessed the time or inclination, it would have been a relatively easy task to accumulate the most comprehensive collection of plastic genitalia and sex toys around the globe.




    The market was a fine place to gather reading material too. A veritable library of dog-eared, tatty paperbacks was tipped haphazardly onto many of the vendors’ blankets, featuring works in a score of different languages from authors as diverse as Dick Francis to Vladimir Nabokov. And every now and again a genuine treasure would turn up in the market, too. Little Jack once discovered a finely carved, antique Chinese ivory snuff bottle whilst perusing the stalls for a cheap container of discarded sun-tan lotion to take to the beach for his morning snoozing sessions, and I still have the two hundred year old watercolor painting of top-knotted, phaasin- clad children playing hopscotch outside a wat in Ayuttaya that I discovered whilst hunting out old picture frames to put some fishing snaps in. I had the very good luck to buy the work of art late one night from a stall-holder who was so pissed-up he was almost comatose and who could see no further than the price of the next shot of lao Khao.




    I used to walk through the bric-a-brac strewn piece of wasteland twice every night, because it was on my way to the drinking spots of Soi Seven and Eight. By the time my annual six month stay in Pattaya was over, I had always accumulated enough crap to start a good-sized stall of my own if I had desired to. It was a sad day for me when they finally cemented over the muddy no-man’s land in order to build yet another strip of bars on the site where the vendors used to hawk their unwanted wares; I suppose it does hold a kind of fatalistic coincidence that despite the way things turned out, my Isaan girlfriend was certainly one of the most attractive pieces of discarded merchandise I ever acquired on the site of that old market.




    When I first saw Ling it was anything but love at first sight. In fact, I did a very good job of convincing myself that I really didn’t like her all that much at all. This was almost certainly self-delusional and probably because it hadn’t been so long since I had managed to extricate myself with some difficulty from yet another sticky relationship with a Thai bar-girl who had turned from sweet, caring girlfriend into money-grabbing demon almost overnight. The cynical reader will probably claim I should be a better judge of character by now after so many years in Thailand and he or she may well be right; but the truth is, like so many other farang men around the country, I am still a mug for a pretty face and a trim figure and all that goes with it. To be honest, I hope that this is a weakness in my character that will never change, because if I were to take the well-trodden path of the misogynist in Thailand like so many embittered foreign men do, the country would cease to be the place I love. Frankly, there would be little point in coming here anymore save for the good weather and the fishing; which you can get in Spain or Portugal anyway and even Southend-on-Sea on a good day.




    So when Ling came along and - for peculiar Thai reasons known only to herself - began to stalk me with the determination of an Oriental Captain Ahab, because I was so intent on enjoying my new-found freedom, it wasn’t surprising that I felt the time was completely wrong for falling for another smiling Siamese nymphet so quickly. Therefore I feigned complete indifference to the not inconsiderable charms of the pretty young girl. Of course, with hindsight, if I had really wanted to dissolve Ling’s interest in me, what I should have done was to have given in immediately and accepted her advances with open arms. It will probably come as no surprise to those readers more learned in the mysteries of the feminine psyche than me that my disinterested attitude only made Ling redouble her efforts all the more. Looking back, perhaps I subconsciously knew this would happen all along. Whatever the reason, when I first noticed that the much-too-young, much-too-pretty and therefore much-too-dangerous new Isaan girl in the Angry Monkey bar kept smiling over at me and trying to catch my eye as she washed glasses behind the scarred wooden counter, I looked away and ignored her grins completely and continued to do so for several days.




    My sustained resistance to Ling’s overtures seemed to irk the young girl very much. Although she told me she had only been working in the Angry Monkey bar for a week, she had already become used to her undeniably cute smirks being returned immediately whenever she chose to bestow them onto any of the men who came to drink at the bar. I guess that was how it all started. For I can think of no other good reason other than exasperation at my indifference as to why such an attractive Isaan girl, who already had a fan club of punters on hand to buy her ‘ladies’ drinks’ and offer to pay her ‘bar-fine’, should have fixated herself on a middle-aged, somewhat battered looking Pattaya old-hand such as myself. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, and all that, I suppose.




    It wasn’t long before Ling seemed to develop an almost psychic ability to know of my whereabouts and she used to turn up almost everywhere I went. A morning’s fishing session at Sai Sarm Fishing Park on the Third Road would be interrupted by a smiling Isaan girl emerging from the surrounding foliage like a grinning woodland gremlin. An afternoon drinking session with Big Nobby, spent chatting up the new waitress at the old Wunderbar on the Beach Road, was rendered a complete waste of time by Ling conveniently walking past with a friend and pausing only to throw her arms around me and assure me in a very loud voice designed for all to hear that would “see me later tonight, teelac”. And of course, it could only be coincidence that she started eating at the same time as I did every afternoon at old Yai’s food stall, where I partook of sweet and sour chicken, fried rice or mince-filled omelets nearly every day. Ling’s astonishing ability to predict my every move almost began to make me feel paranoid and Big Nobby eventually asked me why I kept peering around corners and scanning the horizon every five minutes during the course of the day. Then came the dogged Isaan girl’s greatest coup of all; one fine morning I awoke and threw open the curtains to see Ling, wrapped only in a towel, peering intently in at the window of my room from the small balcony of the apartment block directly opposite, where she had conveniently checked in with her friend the day before.




    My reaction to Ling’s determined stalking definitely evolved through three different stages. Her uncanny gift of being able to predict my every move was at first annoying and then became unnerving. I suppose it was inevitable that her persistence would eventually pay off and sure enough, I soon began to find it flattering. So of course, it was not so very long before I began to look out for her. Despite this spark of interest, I still held out stubbornly and even though I was sorely tempted, I doggedly refused to be coerced into a night of pleasure in her arms. This was because I knew only too well that if I caved in, things were certainly not going to end there. If my admirer was as tenacious as this before she had any genuine sort of claim on my affections at all, it was pretty obvious that if we ever did consummate our relationship, her metaphoric embrace would be harder to shake free from than that of a giant cephalopod.




    For a while I had felt myself weakening dangerously. I knew the last thing I wanted at that time was another inevitably doomed bar-girl romance, so one day I decided the best thing to do would be to pack a bag and leave for five days in Hua Hin. Ling had only been working at the Angry Monkey bar just over a week now and I was sure that during my absence, one or another of the other guys who had been sniffing around her would have some success. Hopefully, this would turn her into just another bar-girl in my mind; thus the spell she had been cleverly weaving around me would be broken.




    February 1st - February 5th 2007




    Hua Hin has always been something of a bolt-hole from Pattaya for me. Whenever I have narrowly missed being flattened by a speeding coach full of Japanese tourists on the Beach Road, or when the drunken English high-season loonies have claimed all the best bar-stools and prettiest bar-girls, or simply when I feel like punching the smarmy Indian tailor on the corner of the Second Road after he has tried to sell me a ‘velly nice suit mate’ for the twentieth time that day; or simply when I have heard the words ‘hello sexy man’ once too often, I pack up a small bag and head for the much quieter and smaller sanctuary of the Prachuap Kiri Khan resort for a few days to allow my blood to cool.




    Although I love Hua Hin dearly I have never felt the need to relocate there. Certain places mean certain things to certain people and for myself, the little resort has always been there as an escape when the frantic pace of Pattaya becomes too much. Like her big sister across the water in Chonburi, Hua Hin has much changed herself throughout the course of the years, but she does still retain something of her original fishing village heritage. There is a fine long pier lined with colorful wooden fishing boats to cast a line from and miles of nearly deserted beach to walk along before climbing to the monkey-infested temple on Chopstick Hill if you still have the energy. There are plenty of cheap and magnificent seafood stalls lining the comparatively quiet streets and perhaps best of all, there is virtually no traffic to speak of along the pleasant, old-fashioned bar-strip of Soi Bintabaht after nightfall. This means it is still possible to take a drunken stumble around the night-spots whilst perusing the girls without the worry of being struck by a honking Songthaew, or a madman on a motorcycle going the wrong way down Pattaya’s Second Road after appearing like a bat out of Hell from a hidden side turning. For me, the trick with Hua Hin is never to stay long enough to become too familiar with the place. This way the small seaside town will always provide welcome relief when I need a change from the happy madness of Pattaya.




    This time though, I just couldn’t seem to settle down and enjoy myself. The Crevalle and Mackerel were biting well enough in the sun-sparkled waters at the end of the gigantic pier; the monkeys around the temple on Chopstick Hill were as lively and amusing as ever (as were the girls in the bars along Soi Bintabaht) and the fish and chips at Colin’s Café and the seafood dishes sold in the smoky, pungent stalls that lined the night market were as tasty as ever. But for some reason, all the time that I performed these time-honored activities traditional to my Hua Hin getaways, I was surprised and not a little concerned to find that the image of a certain young Isaan girl back in Pattaya kept coming to mind. I was annoyed with myself and hit the bars along the little nightlife strip even harder, telling myself that there was a street full of girls that were every bit as desirable and much less infuriating than Ling right here in Soi Bintabaht.




    But try as I might, the face of my pretty tormentor kept appearing in my mind’s eye very similar to the manner of some recurring nightmare. I wasn’t long before I realized I was spending nearly all my time wondering what Ling was doing and even more dangerously, who she was doing it with. On my third night in Hua Hin, as I lay in bed pondering upon my foolishness, in a flash of horror it suddenly became clear to me that I missed Ling very much and that I had been so intent on resisting her charms, I had not realized how much I had grown to like her. In fact, the more I thought about things, the idea of her doing what she had been offering me on the proverbial plate for the past week with somebody else was almost unbearable. I groaned aloud to myself, knowing that despite my best intentions, I had done it again.




    There are some unfortunate people who develop unbreakable $200 a day heroin habits, whereas many individuals cannot resist an overpowering craving for strong drink. Other human beings are powerless to relinquish the buzz that the lure of gambling on a running horse or the turn of a playing card gives them. My own addiction was much simpler and yet just as incurable. For years now, there had been something in my psychological make-up that made it impossible for me to resist falling for the charms of one after another of those dark little beauties that inhabit the neon-lit jungles of Thailand’s night streets. And believe me, there will be many other guys reading this book who will know that I am not alone in suffering from this irresistible addiction. Indeed, if some do-gooder was to open up a Pattaya branch of ‘Thai Girls Anonymous’ to join the societies already in existence to help the drug addicts, alcoholics and gamblers that inhabit the city, there is little doubt that the turn-out would be so massive the organizers would be forced hold their meetings in the new Pattaya United football stadium.




    So that was why, when I arrived back in Pattaya at noon the following day, I was very disconcerted to see that Ling had checked out of the room opposite mine in my absence. An overweight lady-boy with a bulge like that of Lynford Christie in her tight silk shorts and a five o’clock shadow around her jaw to match had taken her place, and the frightening apparition was now leering across at me hopefully from the balcony where Ling had previously stood.




    When I sat down to a plate of kao pad kai at old Yai’s stall and asked the old lady if she had seen Ling that day, she looked at me ominously and reminded me that this was Pattaya and said pretty girls didn’t wait around for hesitant farangs for too long here. When I went to the Angry Monkey bar later that night, I felt my spirits drop completely when I saw that Ling was not in her usual place, washing the glasses behind the bar and greeting me with that wide smile of hers. All at once I knew that I had blown it and I inwardly cursed my foolishness for managing to end what would certainly have been an enjoyable interlude with a lovely young Isaan girl before it had even begun.




    February 6th 2007




    The Angry Monkey bar was run by a lady-boy named Lek, who used her establishment as a stage on which to mince around and camp it up in front of the customers who came to partake of the tasty beer and even tastier girls on offer at her small establishment in the Soi New Plaza nightlife strip. A newcomer to Pattaya might have been forgiven for thinking that Lek was personable and amusing, but those who had known her longer and better knew that the friendly front she put on for the punters was every bit as false as her big silicon breasts.




    Over the years I had seen the way Lek pushed the new girls from up-country who had just started in her bar at the worst of the farang customers that the more street-wise bar-girls knew better than to go with. The greedy katoey wasn’t slow to short-change a drunken holidaymaker who hadn’t worked out the values of the Thai banknotes yet, either. On the night in question, Lek had instructed two of her girls who were fresh from the rice-fields of Mukdahan to sit and score drinks out of a couple of noisy drunks, whom none of the older and wiser girls would go anywhere near. The sweating, red-faced piss-artists were already pawing and slobbering over the two newcomers before they had even ordered their first Heineken and by the look on the novices’ faces, I knew the pretty twosome were already beginning to wish they were back in the water-flooded paddies of Isaan.




    It undeniable that the three psychologically recognized stages of culture shock (euphoria-disillusionment-acceptance) affect up-country Thais who are new to Pattaya just as much they do visiting foreigners. I could see that with the help of their two inebriated beaus, it would not be too long before the pair of previously happy and smiling young women, who were still excited at being new arrivals in the city, would soon be moving onto the second phase of the condition. Although it is a strange fact that any big-nosed, white-skinned farang with brown or blonde hair and Manchester United or FC Bayern Munich tattoos looks every bit as exotic to a fresh girl to Pattaya as does a silky-haired, sloe-eyed, brown-skinned Thai girl to a an unworldly lad on his first ever trip from a quiet town somewhere in England or Germany, these two pissed-up clowns were going to come across as complete assholes to anyone in the world.




    When Lek pranced over to serve me with my first Tiger beer of the night I paused before I took the bottle from her hands; hands which she must have cursed, because no amount of silicon or cutting with a surgeon’s knife could hide the fact that they were large, square and muscular and very much the hands of the man she had been before the doctor did such a number on her and turned her into a woman.




    “Where’s that little Isaan girl who was always collecting and washing the glasses?” I asked her. I was still half hopeful that Ling’s absence might have been due to a simple day off.




    Lek had never liked me very much. She knew I had been around for far too long too short-change and she was also aware that sometimes I arranged for her girls to call around after the bar had closed, in order to save on the bar-fine. The perfectly groomed katoey looked at me with hard eyes that were framed with heavy black mascara. She was more expensively dressed and better groomed than any other girl in the bar and her breasts were larger. Her waist and hips were model-slim and her shoulders soft and well-shaped and her long legs were smooth and hairless. Apart from those bricklayer’s hands and an Adam’s apple that was slightly too large, she could have easily have fooled even a sober connoisseur of women. However, for all her assumed femininity, she still retained the enjoyment of giving a fellow male bad news about a girl he fancied, which marked her out as still very much a man in my book, despite her present lack of dangling parts.




    “Fucked off with a farang,” she said, smiling at me far too sweetly through perfectly white and expensively capped teeth. Then she turned around with a toss of her long silky hair and moved off to serve another customer. As she did so, her firm buttocks moved so smoothly beneath the short skirt she wore they looked like they were on oiled ball-bearings.




    So that was that then. Ling really was gone.




    Two hours later at around midnight, I was sitting on a stone bench on the Beach Road, staring out at the bay and feeling uncharacteristically down. It was a clear night and I could make out the tiny pin-pricks of light that winked through the blackness all the way from the harbor on Koh Larn Island. A squid boat moved slowly across the bay, festooned with bright bulbs hanging on wires. Looking rather like a miniature Brighton sea-front the boat puttered slowly out to sea. The scores of brilliant lights on the vessel were used to attract the feeding squid to the sides of the boat, where the crew jigged lines tied with dozens of rubber shrimps in the water, in order to lure the fleshy cephalopods to their deaths. The Oriental Queen - a big floating restaurant - was moored up near the Bali Hai pier as usual and was lit up like Nana Plaza at night. Its blazing appearance looking strangely surreal as it bobbed around gently in the blackness of the surrounding ocean.




    Groups of beach girls still stood around and sat on the benches and low walls under the palm trees along the Beach Road, trying to catch the eye of any potential punter passing by on the way back from the go-go bars along Walking Street. The tide was well in and the sound of the waves lapping softly against the shore was a reminder that the sea had been here long before the concrete, glass and flashing lights of the new city appeared.




    Back in my room, I turned out all the lights and opened up the windows to look out and see if there were any of the big fruit bats about that occasionally visit the big old trees around the swimming pool belonging to the Little Duck Resort. Staring out into the blackness, I noticed for the first time that the construction work had now claimed the sky line completely and that where there had previously been a scrap of a sea view, now only the towering shapes of hotels, apartments and malls were silhouetted against the night sky. The sound of a Thai girl screaming at someone punctuated by a slamming door drifted across on the air from the block opposite and from experience and the rising pitch of her voice, I could tell she was very close to bottle or ashtray throwing point. Despite my loneliness, I remember feeling kind of glad I wasn’t in her boyfriend’s shoes. Then, just as I slid the window closed to shut out the noise, there was a soft knock at my own door.




    I had been coming to Thailand for long enough now to know what was coming before I turned on the light and admitted my visitor, of course. If I had ignored that knock on my door, events would certainly have taken a different turn and this story would never have been written. I knew exactly who would be standing in the corridor and precisely what would transpire should I let her in. In fact, the choice was very simple. Feign deafness and continue my single, uncomplicated, hedonistic existence of drinking with my buddies whenever I felt like it; sleeping with whichever bar-girl took my fancy and being in complete control of both my wallet and my life with no complications. Alternatively, I could lift the latch and turn the handle and begin yet another roller-coaster Thai girl romance that would almost certainly end in complete disaster, possible financial ruin and tears.




    Like any other true addict fighting the urge to resist his next drink, bet or fix, I didn’t hesitate for too long. I opened the door to let Ling in; who, with the infuriating air of someone who knew she was going to win all along, kissed me briefly on the cheek before unpacking the few clothes she had brought with her from a small bag. Singing softly to herself in Isaan and grinning smugly, she began to hang her things in my wardrobe.




    February 7th 2007




    The word on the street was that Lek the lady-boy was none amused with Ling at all. This was largely due to a scenario that had occurred between my new Isaan girlfriend and a customer who regularly used the bar; a character who was known to everyone, both farang and Thai alike, as the Squirrel. The Squirrel was one of those unfortunate guys that, however hard he tries, simply can’t help being obnoxious. Strangely enough, it wasn’t so much his overweight, puffy body and ever-perspiring red face; nor was it even his annoying wiry hair or even his sly, shifty eyes, or even the protruding yellow teeth that had given him his unenviable nickname that made him so unpopular. Pattaya is a city where such physical shortcomings are relatively unimportant and it is undeniable that there are far less attractive foreign men around that always seem have a pretty Thai girl on their arm and a crowd of drinking buddies around them. No. It was simply that every time the Squirrel opened his mouth, as well as drowning anyone unfortunate enough to be standing too close in a spray of spittle, he possessed the unerring knack of either upsetting or annoying somebody every time. I never really did work out if the Squirrel was a true master of the spiteful riposte or simply a total ignoramus with the social graces of a hollow block; in truth I suspect that the truth lay somewhere in between. I do believe though, that the Squirrel grew so used to inadvertently pissing people off he grew to be perversely rather proud of his gift.




    The Squirrel was very popular with Lek, at least. This was because he spent a good deal of his money in her bar on booze and ladies drinks, and if there were any girls short of cash enough to go with him, bar-fines. Vicious rumor had it that some of the Squirrel’s sexual habits were just as off-putting as his demeanor. I don’t know if this was true or not, but it is a fact that I never saw a girl accompany the Squirrel back to his nest more than once.




    Earlier in the evening, on the night that Ling had turned up at my place - just before Lek had told me in her own inimitable way that she had gone with another customer - the Squirrel had noticed the cute young Isaan girl polishing glasses behind the bar and immediately informed the lady-boy that he wanted to pay the bar-fine for her (without consulting Ling first, of course). Although Lek had previously promised Ling she would not be forced to go with any customer she didn’t like the look of, the avaricious lady-boy soon persuaded Ling that the Squirrel merely wanted some company for dinner at the Dog and Gun pub, where he was intending to eat that night. Ling told her boss there was no way she was going to sleep with the Squirrel; after all, hadn’t Lek promised her she wouldn’t be forced to do anything she didn’t want to when she had started work a week earlier? However, as Ling could not speak a word of English and the Squirrel knew no Thai at all, Lek was banking that this complete lack of communication would solve any problems that might arise.




    With the usual Thai confidence that everything will work out for the best (as well as being reluctant to let the three hundred baht bar-fine slip through her fingers) the sly katoey assured Ling that everything would be just fine. Of course, she said, the Squirrel was certainly no Brad Pitt, but Ling need not worry because he expected no more than a pretty companion for dinner and a hop around the bars.




    Once in the Dog and Gun, the Squirrel lost no time in revealing his true intentions and began surreptitiously touching Ling up under the table at the same time as doing full justice to the ‘all you can eat Saturday night special’. As a girl fresh from up-country who was not yet familiar with the strange ways of Pattaya and the farangs that inhabit the city, Ling didn’t think much of this secretive groping at all. She quickly excused herself and made for the ladies toilet, where she hitched up her very short skirt around her hips and holding her shoes, climbed out of the window and dropped into the yard outside. She then walked cheerfully back to the Angry Monkey bar in Soi New Plaza, leaving the blissfully unaware Squirrel happily forking steak pie and chips into his mouth.




    When Ling arrived back at the bar, Lek was furious. Whatever did the stupid little Isaan girl think she was supposed to be doing in the Angry Monkey, in the first place? Didn’t she know what farangs came to Pattaya for? Did she have any idea just how pissed off the Squirrel was going to be? And more importantly, didn’t she realize that he would almost certainly be back for his bar-fine money? Well! Lek certainly wasn’t going to refund him the cash; that was for sure! Ling was going to have to pay the disgruntled Squirrel back out of her own pocket.




    By this time Ling had had enough. Despite her sweet appearance, she had been brought up in near poverty in a wooden shack in Isaan and had spent a good deal of her childhood learning how to stand up for herself against two extremely tough older brothers. Anyone who has been around the Land of Smiles for any time at all will know that you can only push even the quietest of Thai girls so far, and Lek had reached the very limit. All of a sudden, much to the delight of the watching punters and bar-girls, Ling began to give back as good as she was getting. After a tirade of well-chosen Isaan curses, she told the angry lady-boy that if she thought the Squirrel needed fucking so badly, Lek had best go and do it herself. Then, leaving the enraged katoey fuming and struggling hard to retain her counterfeit femininity by not revealing her true gender in front of a bar full of customers by flooring an annoying Isaan brat with a right hook Iron Mike Tyson would have been proud of, Ling stuck her chin defiantly in the air and stalked away from the Angry Monkey bar. She walked straight around to my room and that of course, was when I received that fateful knock on the door.




    New Years Day Again, 2009




    I have never very much liked the type of books that jump backwards and forward in time, as I always feel that they leave a gap in the narrative that only the reader’s imagination can fill. However, at this stage of my story, it is necessary for me to do just this. This is because - much to my surprise - I was still with Ling two years later. And as this is mostly going to be a book about Isaan, it is therefore not necessary for me to give a detailed account of the preceding twenty-four months, because they were spent mostly in Pattaya and England. As well as this, although at times extremely pleasant, the two years were largely passed doing the mundane things that every male ex-pat does with his Thai girlfriend such as fishing, swimming, having sex and visiting the occasional up-country ancient city, temple or national park. I even managed to find the time to do a little painting work back in England during the summers to finance all this hedonism. To enlarge on this period of time would be unnecessary and would probably bore the reader to an even greater extent than my story may have done so far.




    Suffice to say that Ling had been the perfect girlfriend right from the start. She was fun to be with, happy almost all of the time and she was content to let me go out on the piss with my buddies around Pattaya’s bars whenever I felt like it. She never greeted me with the usual curling of the Thai female’s lip (or worse) when I returned home in the early hours of the morning or with lipstick stains on my shirt that I might have picked up during a sleazy afternoon spent down Soi Yodsak. She was cute and sexy and to a man, all my friends agreed she had one of the most shapely behinds they had seen anywhere around the globe. She seemed to like sex more than I did and was never on at me to buy her the clothes, jewelry, make-up, creams, lotions and potions and other items that have been designed to make a hole in the long-staying farang’s beer money. Also, as all she ever ate was Isaan food from the little stall situated outside the apartment block where I stayed, she was extremely inexpensive to keep.




    On the two occasions when I went back to England for several months in order to earn some more Thailand tokens when funds ran low, Ling returned to her father’s home in Sri Saket and phoned me with messages of undying love almost every day. And best of all, unlike almost any other Pattaya bar-girl I have ever known, she rarely asked me for any money.




    Now, all this may sound rather sexist and selfish to some readers, I am sure. But remember; it was Ling who had made all the running and pursued me in the beginning against my admittedly rather weak rebuttals. If my narrative has pissed anyone off by now, I urge that any offended feminists or their male champions should not despair but continue to read on. Be content to know that the Neanderthal author certainly receives his appropriate karmic reward in the due course of the pages that follow. And so we move on to Isaan.
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