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    Chapter 1: Return to Phana, December 1997




    The overnight express from Bangkok to Ubon left at about 6 o’clock, every evening in December 1997. It leaves three hours later now but it is still usually nineteen coaches long, more than half full, and similar trains leave within an hour or two either side of it for Chiengmai, Nong Khai, Hat Yai and Chumphon. And since every single person leaving on any sort of journey in Thailand is seen off by a minimum of five or six other people, and like all Thais they are permanently in a state of readiness to eat and drink, the concourse and platforms at Bangkok’s Hualampong Station are a seething mass of excited travellers and reluctant stay-at-homes. Huge piles of luggage in a variety of containers – cardboard boxes, rice sacks, plastic bags, even suitcases – form an obstacle course on the platform. Food vendors, drink stalls, as well as small groups of bewildered foreign tourists trying to locate their carriage and pre-booked sleeping berths or seats all add to the confusion. Train guards and sleeping berth attendants patiently examine and interpret their tickets and direct them as well as they can. Experienced Thai train travellers leave their rush to the carriage doors until the last minute, or alternatively have been in the carriage for ages and so have the friends and relatives who have come to see them off. So as the train moves away, people are still getting on and off, and it seems just a matter of chance who is taken and who is left behind.




    There is no doubt though that the lucky ones are heading for Ubon.




    For about an hour the train moves slowly through the streets of Bangkok, holding up the busy evening traffic at level crossings, and hooting loudly at pedestrians who choose to walk alongside the track. It stops to pick up more passengers at Samsen, Bangsue, Bangkhen, Lak Si and Don Muang before moving out into the further outskirts towards Rangsit. By the time it gets there, the last stop before it begins to pick up a bit more speed and leave Bangkok behind, the darkness has become fully established and there are fewer street lights and less traffic on the highway that runs parallel to the track.




    All this time, while passengers have been settling into their seats, or rearranging their luggage, a whole host of people have been working up and down the train. Each side of the long aisle there are two pairs of seats, each pair facing another. The four seats have a folding table between them, and many travellers will be ordering food from the attractive and smart young women in red skirts and jackets who are the waitresses. These young women all seem to come from Isan, and have the cheerful and considerate manner of the people of that part of Thailand. The only time I have seen them other than cool and controlled is when I have ordered my first beer from one of them and my second or third from one of the young men, un-uniformed, who carry a large coolbox of bottled drinks up and down the train. Generally the red-suits tolerate these freelance entrepreneurs, but the etiquette seems to be that they don’t poach each other’s customers.




    In the second class air-conditioned carriages the cabin attendants convert seats into sleeping berths for those passengers who do not want to eat or to drink beer, or who have already done so. Each group of four seats converts into two berths, an upper and a lower. This conversion is done with remarkable speed and efficiency by a series of folds and lifts and realignments of the seats and the seat-backs. Then a thin cotton sheet sleeping bag is laid on each berth, together with a pillow and a blanket, both enclosed in a plastic bag for the passenger to unpack when they are needed. You climb up to the upper berth with some difficulty (in my case) by means of a steel ladder that is joined to the luggage racks. Once up there, it is remarkably comfortable if you like a firm (hard, even) and supportive bed. There is a small reading light, and a little webbing pocket where you can put things like a wallet or glasses or the book you have been reading. The only slight discomfort is that the air-conditioning gets a bit too cold for me round about two or three in the morning, but readjusting the blanket is usually enough to let me get back to sleep. I miss being able to pull aside the blind and take a look at the passing countryside, though, which you can do on the lower berth. The only bad thing that has ever happened to me on the upper berth was when I dropped my glasses onto the floor below. I thought of leaving them there until I got up in the morning, because they had fallen close in to the foot of the ladder, and I didn’t really think anyone would be able step on them in that position. But I changed my mind just as I was falling asleep, climbed down the ladder to retrieve them, and stepped on them! I broke both lenses and mangled the frame, and when we arrived in Bangkok the next morning I had to be led around and helped from bumping into lamp-posts and the like.




    It is customary for women to sleep on the lower berths, or at least not to sleep in a berth above a man. The same custom applies to the small buses that take people around the provincial towns or out to district towns and villages. These fill up very rapidly and it soon becomes obvious that boys and young men are expected to climb up onto the roof for the duration of the journey, while girls, women and old men sit or stand in the downstairs compartment.




    After Rangsit, the train plunges northward into the Thai night. There always seems something magical about its escape from the lights, the streets, the traffic, and the crowds of Bangkok. In the first slow hour the city seems to be holding it back, holding on to it, reluctant to let it leave, perhaps because so many people in Bangkok would love to be travelling with it, homewards towards Khorat, Buriram, Surin, Sisaket and Ubon – the heart of Isan, Thailand’s northeast.




    But there is something mysterious as well as magical about this train’s journey through the night. It is the express to Ubon. The timetable says so. It said so on the departures board, on the airport-style TV screens in the station concourse, and at the entrance to the platform. It says ‘Bangkok to Ubon’ on the side of every coach. Ask any of the railway employees on the platform, any of the passengers or those who came to see them off “Is this the train to Ubon?” and they would all say it was. It leaves Bangkok for Ubon every night of the week, and it has done since long before I first travelled on it in about 1972.




    But it never gets to Ubon!




    The terminus it reaches at about 6.45 the next morning is situated in Warin Chamrap, a town a mile or so south of Ubon on the other side of the River Mun. It is true, though, that the terminal station announces itself as Ubon Ratchathani. A journey rushing headlong in the darkness towards a destination it never really reaches – there must be a metaphor there somewhere, but I’ll have to take the train many more times before I discover what it is!




    It was December 1997, and I was sitting in one of my favourite places: the bar of the Bangkok to Ubon night express. I was travelling with my wife Pensri and our daughter Darunee. We were in Thailand for the wedding of our son, Dominic, but we had a few days free before that so we were taking the chance to spend the time in Phana, Pensri’s home village, and in our still fairly new house there. We had all had something to eat brought to us at our seats in the second class air-conditioned section of the train, and now the attendant had made up our sleeping berths and Pensri and Darunee were going to sleep.




    The bar is small and completely unpretentious: steel, formica and plastic. There are a few stools next to shelves along one wall of the compartment, two or three small tables with more stools fixed to the floor and a bar at an angle in one corner. Beyond the bar compartment there is the small kitchen where food is cooked (not just heated!) and there is always a constant stream of the young women in red and male cabin attendants pushing through to the kitchen to place orders for customers still in their seats, to return trays of empty plates or just fetching drinks from the bar. It is a strictly utilitarian place with the added attraction of Singha beer, Thailand outside the window, and a visit to Phana to look forward to the next morning.




    I always have the same conversation in this bar, perhaps even with the same people except that none of us remembers each other. It is pretty much the same conversation I have with taxi drivers in Bangkok, that almost every visiting foreigner has, and if I enjoy it more than Dominic does that is probably because it uses up just about all the Thai that I am able to speak after so many years living back in England. It is the conversation that oils my rusty Thai, which connects me to the Isan people who populate this train and the taxis of Bangkok.




    “Where are you going?”




    “Ubon, and then to Amphur Phana.”




    “Why are you going to Amphur Phana?




    “We are going home. My wife comes from there. We are going to visit some of her family there.”




    “Do you live in Phana?”




    “No, we live in Exeter, in England.”




    “How many children do you have?”




    “Two, a boy and a girl.”




    “Are they in England?”




    “No, one of them lives in Bangkok. The other one lives in England but she is going to Phana with us now.”




    “So your children were born in England, were they?”




    “No, they were born in Bangkok.”




    I go on to explain that I used to live in Bangkok, that I taught English there, and that when I left Bangkok it was to live in Vientiane, Laos, for two years. It all seems to get very complicated and a life that had seemed perfectly straightforward to me as I was living it, begins to seem like a bit of a maze. My companions are usually left pretty confused. I think it will be easier to find out all about his family, too, and where he works and where he is going and why. But, this, too, is usually a typically Isan story of work in one place and family and roots somewhere else. At various points in this conversation I will be invited to express an opinion about Isan people, which I am happy to do because I have always found them the most hospitable, friendly and laid back of all the Thai people, who are renowned for being hospitable, friendly and laid back. At this point I am usually encouraged to stop drinking beer and to start drinking one of the several north-eastern whiskies on sale in the bar, and the ensuing conversation extracts from me more Thai than I knew I possessed, though the details are much harder to recall later.




    On this occasion, however, there was no-one to have this or any other conversation with. Usually there are five or six other passengers in the bar, and almost always a policeman, a gun prominently displayed on his belt, or occasionally laid on the table in front of him. This policeman represents the security on the train, although I have never known or heard of any need for any action on his part. This is just as well, because it is usually the policeman who encourages me to follow his example and get stuck into the whisky, and when I and the other passengers finally leave the bar to stagger back to our sleeping berths, the policeman is usually still propping up the bar, another small bottle of whisky in front of him.




    Drinking alone is something I very rarely do. When I do, I invariably start feeling very sorry for myself, and the conversations inside my head have much less happy outcomes than those with old friends or new-found acquaintances. In December 1997, though, there were several reasons for feeling happy and contented. Pensri, Darunee and I had all managed to get seats on flights, not easy near to Christmas, so we would be in Bangkok with the rest of our Thai family for Dominic’s wedding to Jay. Darunee had just qualified as a doctor and would be starting work in the North Middlesex Hospital when she returned to England at the beginning of February. And yet for the first time since I had got married in Bangkok twenty-eight years earlier, I found myself wondering what I was doing there, and how I came to have a family so far from my original home. I wondered at the way that our two children, both brought up and educated in England, looked like spending their lives in two different countries, six thousand miles apart. I asked myself what Dominic and Darunee might think about being born with this mixed heritage that they could do nothing to shake off, and which I knew had at different times caused them both some confusion as to their identity, as well as much pleasure in their own ability to have a foot in two very different cultures.




    Looking out into the darkness, the silhouetted coco-nut trees and the betel nut trees seemed alien for the first time that I could recall. I wondered how it was that I had come to feel so at home in a place that was in fact so far from where I originated. I realised that Pensri might often feel like this in England, and I was glad that we had succeeded in making a base for ourselves in Phana. I found myself having my usual conversation, but this time I was playing both parts in my head, and I was as confused by it all as my interlocutors always were. I was struck by the oddness of the fact that I had transplanted the name ‘Whiting’ to a small village in a remote province of a South-East Asian country. Three Whitings, Pensri, Dominic and Darunee, were registered as living in our house in Phana. I wasn’t because I didn’t have residence rights in Thailand, though I had when Pensri and I were first married. All four of us are registered as living in Exeter, England, too. Was this what is meant by leading a double life?




    Alongside the happiness I was feeling when I arrived in Thailand a week earlier because of this turning point in the lives of both our children, there was sadness, too. Pensri’s father had died in October and so although he was then eighty-eight, he had not quite lived long enough to see these important milestones in the lives of two grandchildren that he had always taken great interest, pleasure and pride in. He had many other grandchildren, of course, and great-grandchildren as well by that time. It meant, too, that for the first time I would be going to Phana with neither Ta Rin, my father-in-law, nor Yai Hom, my mother-in-law, being there. Pensri’s mother had died two years previously while we had been in Phana for our summer holiday. And so Phana, which had been inextricably associated in my mind with Ta and Yai for the last twenty-eight years, now had three Whitings registered there, but not Mr Rin Mahanil or Mrs Homhual Mahanil. But Pensri had often remarked that I bear lots of similarities to her father – usually, it is true, the less useful sides to both of us were the ones being compared. And so, sitting alone in the bar of the Bangkok to Ubon night express, I started thinking back to the Ta Rin I had known, and of my previous visits to Phana, the village which had been his home all his life. Pensri had often referred to him as “a bit of a mystery man” so I knew that there was a lot about him that I didn’t know. But that night I determined to find out as much as I could, with Pensri’s help. She had always had an enormous admiration for her father, and he had always been particularly fond of her, it seemed to me. So looking for Mr Rin like this would be one way of keeping his memory alive and making him and Phana better known to me and to our children; and perhaps to others, too, who might find his story interesting and even inspiring, as I did.


  




  

    Chapter 2: First Impressions, 1969




    I don’t have much recollection of my first meeting with Pensri’s father, but I remember very clearly meeting her mother. It wasn’t really a very happy meeting. On my side I had very little idea what to expect, and knew that my Thai was so limited that I wouldn’t be able to communicate with her to any great extent. On the other hand, Pensri had already told me quite a lot about her, and she obviously took a great deal of pride in describing a strong, hard-working woman who cared a great deal for her daughters and for the small children she taught in the reception class at the primary school in Phana. Pensri had also warned me that her mother was extremely suspicious of me and did not approve of her daughter having anything to do with me. There was very little I had going for me in her eyes, except perhaps that like her, like most of her sisters and like Pensri’s father I was a teacher. What she had against me was nothing personal, since we hadn’t yet met, but I was a farang, a foreigner from the West, and there was no way she could make an accurate judgement about my suitability as a husband and son-in-law. Still, she had come down to Bangkok with the intention of trying to persuade Pensri to stop seeing me and as that had failed, then checking me out.




    At that time Pensri’s family owned a small wooden house in the heart of Bangkok. They didn’t own the land it was on, which I found strange, but this is a common situation in Thailand, and whereas land was and still is valued highly, building a small house back then was fairly inexpensive. A remarkable number of people lived in this small house, and Pensri was the senior resident. The others were all relatives of one sort or another and all of them were students. Pensri was in full-time work, working for Coca-Cola as a chemist, and one of her cousins was working while also studying part-time. Another cousin was at teacher’s college, and there were four of Pensri’s younger sisters also living there. Three of them were still at school and one was at Chulalongkorn University. There were probably others in the house that I didn’t come across; certainly as I have gradually been introduced to various cousins and other people in Phana, Pensri almost always prefaces our introduction by telling me that he or she “used to live in Soi Panang”.




    Pensri was very much responsible for this establishment, and after graduating and a few years working in civil service positions she had moved into the private sector and a much higher salary. She had done so largely so that she could provide for her charges better; but she had done it against the advice and strong urging of her parents, civil servants themselves as teachers in state schools in Thailand are. By and large the emerging middle class in Thailand was divided into two strands: ethnic Thais who had received a higher education chose the civil service as their route to improvement and security, while the ethnic Chinese went into commerce, either on their own or their family’s behalf or for companies owned by others. Perhaps, too, it was even more important for ethnic Lao from Isan to acquire respectability and status in Thai eyes through the civil service. So seeing me, and insisting on going on doing so, was not the first sign of Pensri’s independent mind or even of her willingness to rebel.




    The first signs of an improvement in the household’s standard of living were apparent as soon as you entered the main room, which was just beyond a small veranda. There was a new settee, a couch, some armchairs and a small table, and in pride of place a large television set to widen the entertainment possibilities of the household beyond the ubiquitous radio which in those days played Thai and American songs endlessly and together with the cinema and small cheaply-printed books of song lyrics provided most young people’s access to western culture and the English language. The television was Pensri’s pride and joy and came with her when we married; unfortunately (but luckily, too, in a sense) it was, like my camera, both portable and valuable, and in the first few years of our marriage the two spent much of their time in a pawn shop just around the corner from Soi Panang.




    It was here in Soi Panang that Yai and I met. Pensri tells me now that Ta was there, too, but if he was, it was only Yai who made a lasting impression on me. Pensri’s parents were always referred to as Ta and Yai, maternal grandparents, when I first met them, rather than as Por and Mae, Father and Mother. This was because they were already grandparents, three of their daughters already having children. I went for a meal and I think all of Pensri’s sisters who were in residence were there too. They must all have been as aware of Yai’s hostility as I was. She said very little to anyone while I was there, although I dare say she had plenty to say when I left. She certainly didn’t manage a smile, although I learned later that she had a lovely smile, and after a few years I would even find myself on the end of it! But then I could only think she was exceedingly grim, and whereas Pensri I know saw her mother’s well-built arms as proof of her hard-working life, to me they were more of a threat: if I stepped out of line, I felt, she could easily deal with me. The main purpose of the visit was for me to put to them the idea of marrying Pensri – it had already been put to them, of course – and for them to agree to it. Or not. In the event, and as I had expected, they didn’t really have any way of judging me. However, a solution to that problem was at hand. Pensri’s oldest sister, Saisawarth, would soon return from Canada, where she had been taking a postgraduate diploma in education at Alberta University. It was felt that she would have both the English to question me more thoroughly and the experience of farangs to make some sort of judgment of me. So we had to wait for her return; and presumably, for her to be fully briefed by Yai and Ta.




    I didn’t have too long to wait before meeting Saisawarth, although in the meantime I had worked myself up into a high state of anxiety in case she didn’t approve of me. I was not at all sure what would happen in the event that she decided against me.




    So one Sunday in July 1969 I drove out to Don Muang with Pensri. Saisawarth lived on the Royal Thai Air Force base there with her husband, Sutin, and their four young children. Sutin was an officer in the Air Force, specialising in electrical maintenance, although I am not sure what rank he had at that time. He spoke English well, having come back from training in the Philippines not too long before. Later he rose to full colonel, and when he retired he became responsible for all the maintenance at Bangkok’s Don Muang International Airport. He was in charge through the rapid expansion of the airport in the 1980s, and always met us on our arrival from England and whisked us through Immigration and Customs in a gratifyingly VIP sort of manner. Their children were lovely. In 1969 the oldest, Jiap, would have been 9 years old and the youngest, another boy, Goi, three. In between were two girls, Tee and Tao, who both had delightfully cheeky faces. All four were lively and friendly and not too shy of me on that first visit. They were somewhat in awe, I suppose, of being in such close proximity to a strange farang.




    They lived in married quarters on the base, adjacent to the civil airport. I remember that their house was wooden, at the end of one of the long lines of terraced wooden houses that formed the barracks. Pensri had lived with them all the time she had been studying in Bangkok, only moving to Soi Panang after she started work at the Department of Agriculture. In fact her first school in Bangkok had been at Don Muang, where Saisawarth taught. It seemed quite a spacious house, and there was plenty of room for the children to play outside, and plenty of other children to play with.




    Saisawarth made me instantly welcome. She seemed a taller, more exuberant version of Pensri, too young really to have done everything she already had, like completing her own higher education, supporting Pensri through pre-university school in Bangkok and then through Chulalongkorn University, as well as getting married, having four children, pursuing her career as a science teacher, and going to Canada for post-graduate study. And now she had been given the task of vetting a future brother-in-law. Quite a responsibility, I imagine, because she could take the blame if things went wrong whatever her decision or recommendation might be. As well as looking a lot like Pensri, she also had a strong resemblance to Yai. This was only a physical resemblance, because this meeting was much more friendly, welcoming and encouraging than my earlier one in Soi Panang with Yai. Pensri and I had been married more than a year, I think, before I found out that Saisawarth was actually Yai’s sister. Her mother had died more or less when she was born, and because Ta and Yai had no children at that time, they took Saisawarth to live with them and brought her up as their oldest daughter. And she has always been regarded as the oldest sister by everyone in the family, always asked first for her advice and opinions on all family matters. When asked how many sisters she has, Pensri has always answered seven, starting with Saisawarth. Only after first Yai and then Ta had passed on did she begin to remove herself a little from that position, but of course by then she had teenage grandchildren herself, a growing little clan of her own to be responsible for. And only now has Arunee, Ta and Yai’s first-born, come to seem like the senior member of the family.




    The visit to Sutin and Saisawarth’s house was very enjoyable. We got to know each other, talked a lot about the Philippines, Canada, England, Thailand, teaching, and Pensri. We looked at Saisawarth’s photographs of Edmonton, and of her wrapped up against the snow. The only tricky moment came when, just before lunch, Saisawarth asked me, “Do you like fak?” I thought this was not just a trick question but probably the one that the whole vetting process depended on. If I answered yes, I might be thought of as debauched and unlikely to be a faithful husband. If I answered no, then Pensri’s chances of starting a family might be jeopardised. Luckily, Pensri intervened as I hesitated and pointed out that fak is Thai for marrow, and after reassuring Saisawarth that I did indeed like it, we had an excellent meal of chicken soup with marrow. In fact whenever I have eaten with Saisawarth since then we have always had chicken soup with marrow, so I haven’t been able to forget my momentary embarrassment and confusion.




    As we drove away from Don Muang, I asked Pensri what the outcome of the visit was likely to be. Would Saisawarth recommend me to Pensri’s parents as a suitable husband?




    “Of course,” said Pensri.




    “What do you mean, of course? Did she tell you she would?”




    “No, but she is sure to. She knows that is what I want her to do.”




    “Do your parents know she is going to do that?”




    “Of course they do. They know I am going to marry you anyway.”




    So the whole event, which I had been dreading infinitely more than a visit to the dentist, worrying about it and making desperate efforts to prepare myself for it, had been a foregone conclusion. Pensri’s parents had gone back to Phana the previous month knowing that Pensri and I were going to get married, but they made sure that I didn’t take this for granted, and they made me sweat a bit – a lot – over a decision that I didn’t realise had already been taken.




    It was also my first lesson in Thai reality, though I don’t think I saw it as such at the time. Thai parents are presented as having an enormous influence over their children, an influence that continues throughout their lives. Thais seem happy to put up with any amount of parental interference but to a great extent their influence is a mirage. It is how Thai parents expect things to be, how Thai offspring want things to seem; but in reality it exists only as long as it suits both parties. Wise Thai parents offer the advice they know their children want to hear, and wise Thai children follow their chosen paths only after letting their parents feel that they have chosen that path for them. Well, that is how it was with Ta Rin and Yai Homhual, anyway.




    In August, Ta and Yai came down to Bangkok from Phana for our official engagement, which took place in the house in Soi Panang. This time it was Ta Rin who made the impression on me. I am pretty certain that I still had not made any very positive impression on either of them, though, and that was not immediately about to change.




    The main problem that day was that the traffic situation was extremely bad, mostly because of very heavy rain causing flooding in quite a lot of the streets, and because I was coming in to Bangkok from what was then quite a distant suburb, countryside on the outskirts, almost. I learned from the newspapers the next day that a visit by some minor British royalty had also contributed to the traffic hold-ups that day. So I arrived very late, only shortly before they all decided I wasn’t coming at all, had got cold feet, and they were going to eat up all the food anyway. Whether it was a relief when I did finally get there, I am not sure. It was to Pensri, I hope!




    I had had to come in so far because I was arriving with my ‘old man and old woman’. These two, the sister and brother-in-law of a young Thai friend of mine, had agreed, rather reluctantly, to take the place of the elderly relatives who by tradition would ask on my behalf for Pensri to be allowed to marry me. Here we go again, I thought. But this time I had been reassured in advance that this was a formality, although a very important one. My two old people were very kind, had dressed up very smartly for the occasion, but kept reminding me that they were really much too young for this sort of responsibility.




    There were quite a few people waiting for us in the little house. As well as Yai and Ta, there were two or three friends or relatives who had come with them from Phana, as some kind of witnesses of the occasion, I suppose, people who would go back to Phana and spread the word that everything had been done in the proper way. Saisawart and Sutin were there with their children, and one of Pensri’s close friends from her time as a university student, Suchin, was there to provide moral support for Pensri. We were all very smart, but I think I was the only one feeling awkwardly so. It is very important for Thais to dress smartly as a way of giving status and respect to other people and to the occasion. And we wanted to look good in the photographs, too. So I was in a grey suit that was beginning to be too small for me, and a tie, both of which, together with my nervousness, made me uncomfortably hot. Sutin was in Air Force uniform, and all the other men were wearing the obligatory white shirts. The young women were all fashionably dressed in very short dresses, except for Yai who again looked pretty formidable in a white jacket and skirt. The four young children, too, were in their best clothes, and if anyone felt as awkward as me, it was probably them.




    Everyone had been waiting for us such a long time, and the food had been tempting them for so long, that as soon as we arrived and the introductions had been made, the business got under way. There was first of all what seemed like just a conversation, almost all one-sided, in which, I assumed, my two old people made the formal request that was expected of them, and, I hope, said some words recommending me to Yai and Ta. Then there were three formal speeches, from Ta, Sutin and from me. My speech was translated to everyone else by Saisawarth, and as far as I remember I said how pleased I was that everyone was agreed that I would marry Pensri, that I hoped to take care of her and make her happy, and that I would feel privileged to be part of Yai and Ta’s family. I remember more clearly what Ta said, because although Saisawarth translated it to me, I couldn’t at the time work out why he was saying what he was. He was talking about the four sons-in-law he already had, saying how highly he thought of them, and in particular how he looked on Sutin as being the ideal son-in-law. Sutin, I think, used his speech to praise Ta and Yai and I suppose the main purpose of this, and of the whole occasion, was to impress on me the seriousness of what I was embarking on, and to make me realise that the family that Ta Rin headed was one that held a certain amount of dignity, valued traditional forms and was worthy of respect. In short, I think, it was being brought home to me that I was not expected to bring the family into disrepute, or to treat lightly the idea of marriage to Pensri.




    Then the formal betrothal took place when I put the ring on Pensri’s finger. I think it was as this was happening that Pensri, with thoughts of the wedding to come, realised that she had no idea what my surname was. In Thailand, people are always known and addressed by their first name, but even so, when so much attention was being paid to doing this thing properly, not knowing exactly who she was going to marry seemed like a fairly significant oversight.




    [image: Image162803.JPG] 




     




    [image: Image162812.JPG] 




    The actual wedding was scheduled for the middle of November. An auspicious date had to be divined by consulting various wise men, monks, birth dates, almanacs, and so on; and quite miraculously a date came up that fitted in perfectly with the harvest in Phana, the school holidays, and a break in my employment before I started teaching at Bangkok College. Another brush with Thai pragmatism.




    My mother wrote a letter to Pensri saying, “I want you to be quite sure that we are all very pleased indeed to hear of your engagement to Lawrence. We do hope that you will both continue to be as happy as you must be right now.” We were really touched by the first sentence, but the second was confusing. Pensri and I both remember the time between our engagement and the wedding as the most stressful of our whole relationship. And what made it so stressful for me was the nature of the arrangements, and the constant feeling I had that a decision that in the first place had been mine, had been wrested from me and things were now totally out of my control. What made it so stressful for Pensri was me, and my suspicion of any arrangements I hadn’t made myself. Looking back, this must have marked the faint beginnings of my real acceptance into the family, though unwittingly I was doing everything I could to make this difficult for everyone. One or two things stick out in my memory. The main one was the way that after the hotel had been booked for the reception, and the number of guests agreed, and invitations sent out, Pensri announced that Ta was bringing an additional group down to Bangkok from Phana.




    “How many will be in this group?” I asked.




    “As many as they can get in the bus,” she replied.




    “A bus full!” That was adding about a third to the number of guests. I didn’t see how there would be enough seating, let alone enough food and drink, for so many extra people. I was not rendered speechless, unfortunately. Later, it turned out that this busful of people would be staying in my house prior to the wedding. I was being taken over! I had assumed that getting married would be the biggest decision of my life, but increasingly the decisions were someone else’s.




    What I didn’t know then, but have come to learn since, was that these invasions I found so alarming always turned out to be very good fun for everyone else involved. And not so bad for me, either, after all.




    They arrived with what seemed like another busful of equipment. My house was not particularly small but it rapidly filled up. It consisted of one large room downstairs with French windows in front and windows all along two sides. Upstairs there were two bedrooms, and downstairs a small kitchen, a bathroom and a maid’s room. The wedding ceremony was to take place in my downstairs room the following day, but it was into this room that the busload of passengers and all their equipment was decanted.




    It all seemed totally chaotic, but in fact had been carefully planned down to the minutest detail. They had brought with them sleeping mats, light blankets, cooking pots and charcoal stoves, plates, spoons, forks, rice pots, glasses; also an altar, Buddha images, candles, candlesticks, gold and silver-plated plates for ritual purposes, a large white conch shell, and much more. As far as I could tell they hadn’t forgotten anything.




    Most people, including Yai, spread themselves out on the floor (I didn’t have any furniture) and started work! They arranged the altar and all its furniture in one corner, laid out the ritual dishes, organised food preparation in about six different groups, and set to chopping up meat and vegetables and preparing fruit. That was the women in the party. There were fewer men, and they stood around, shouting instructions at women who appeared to take no notice of them whatsoever most of the time, but then would erupt into verbally violent disagreements that generally led to laughter all round. Ta clearly saw his role as being divided into two parts: telling everyone what they should be doing, and explaining to me what everyone was doing. I quickly became familiar with two of his typical characteristics: pointing with his arm outstretched, which he used when he wanted someone to do something, and pointing with his chin, nodding his head upwards and backwards and making a low grunting sound that nevertheless always seemed to communicate what he was trying to draw to your attention.




    All this activity was still going on when I had to go out later in the evening for a stag-night celebration with a few friends. I tried to explain to Ta what I was doing, and also gave him a letter I wanted him to give to Pensri, who was coming round later, and who knew that I was planning to go out for a few hours.




    It was sometime during a lull in the ceremonies the next morning that Pensri told me what had happened when she arrived at my house that evening. Ta had rushed up to her, and she had been quickly surrounded by everyone else, all of them in a state of panic and shock. Ta explained that I had obviously changed my mind about getting married; I had left the house saying little more than “I am going now” and had left a letter explaining my decision to Pensri! Pensri explained what my plans had been, and reading the letter had confirmed that the wedding was still on – it was, in fact, my only love letter to her, since we normally saw each other every day. The panic subsided and everyone got back to putting finishing touches to the arrangements. The most interesting part of this story, I think, was that they had agreed to go ahead with all the cooking anyway, and had decided that they would have a really good feast before getting on the bus and going back to the village with the sad news!
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