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Bargirls of Pattaya





  
  I toss my gaze at the neon sign “Good Guys Go to Heaven; Bad Guys Go to Pattaya” and ask myself: who sins more, the payer or the payee? I’m strolling down Pattaya’s Walking Street, which is like a colony of ants skittering in two directions, with the warm air stinging my face. Dusk has chased ordinary female office and retail workers home and has drawn out the night butterflies – around me the walls of neon blur the evening into day, which sucks my breath away.

  Jet-lagged faces of Europeans vie for prominence with the red faces of drunken Asians, their arms wrapped around their Thai girlfriends striding in step with them. Outside an ago-go bar, a mamasan with a mouth and a chin shaped for gossiping and with gold rings fighting for space on her fingers hollers instructions to her underdressed promotional girls standing on the sidewalk. Hues of pink, blue and red from neon lights bounce off their bare shoulders and tinted blond hair. “Sexy man! Welcome!” hollers one of the girls to me, and I reward her with a fleeting gaze. The smell of stale sweat, hair spray and ylang ylang from perfume teases my nostrils as I stride past the sorority of sex bombs.

  At a ladyboy bar several high-heeled totters away, bulging bosoms try to escape the tightest possible t-shirts with the same desperation as penises tucked backward towards buttocks in even tighter briefs. Bile creeps up my throat, and a shudder forces its way down my spine as I pass the katoeys. Further ahead, techno from a nightclub accompanies the cold air gushing from its entrance. Inside, amidst brass rails, crystal chandeliers and wool carpeting, gorgeous angels of lust lever open the thick wallets of bling-laden patrons with the fulcrum of flirtatious talk as they pour overpriced whisky into shiny glasses.

  The scene continues with beer bars, hostess bars, freelancer bars and gentlemen’s clubs along palm tree-lined Beach Road that adjoins Walking Street. I make a loop at Soi 1 to Second Road and head back in the opposite direction, passing alleys or soi that connect Beach Road to Second Road. 

  In these dodgy lanes are jam-packed short-time bars where boom-boom is dispensed in rooms upstairs; blowjob bars where yam-yam is perfected to an art and a science by hags as ugly as scarecrows; ping-pong-show theatres where dancers write “I Love You” with a felt tip pen gripped in their genitalia; gay go-go bars where swimwear-clad men dance on stage and later raise their bums in bed; and soaplands where a frolic in a bubble bath with a sex goddess is a prelude to a happy ending.

  However, behind the glitter, glam and gleaming glass of Pattaya’s nightspots lurk broken dreams, ethereal ecstasy and, sometimes, tragedy. And behind every bargirl’s smile, every coyote dancer’s thrust of the pelvis and every farang’s twitch in the crotch lurks a story: happy, touching, heart-wrenching. I’ve come to Pattaya to get these stories.

   

  *   *   *

   

  A gush of cold air combined with the stench of cigarette smoke, whisky and oil from fried finger food hits twenty-eight-year-old Hastie (a pseudonym) in the face as he steps inside Cleopatra Bar (not its real name). He finds himself in a hall taken up by two pool tables, some dozen round tables paired with tall stools, a stage with a DJ behind a console box and a dance floor packed with gyrating patrons. House music blasting from speakers perk his ears and a row of overhead pendant lights reflected on the shiny marble-topped bar at the end of the hall make him squint slightly. 

  Hastie steps up to the bar. “Siam Mary, please.” 

  The balding bartender scoops some ice into a shaker. Without measuring, he pours some tomato juice and vodka inside. Then he tosses in chilli powder, coriander powder and a smidge of wasabi and rattles the shaker. He pours the cocktail through a strainer into a glass and serves it. 

  Hastie is sipping the concoction when he feels an arm encircling itself around his waist. He turns his head sideways. Standing beside him is a Thai babe with a heart-shaped face complemented by a small, straight nose and pair of dark brown eyes as warm as melted chocolate. “Hey, darling, you want good time with me?” purrs the babe, her mellifluous voice heating up his skin. “I charge you cheap.” Her coffee-coloured skin is porcelain smooth against her black hair falling straight past her shoulders

  Hastie draws in a calming breath. She’s too young, too pretty and too desperate. “How much for short time?”

  “Only two thousand baht.”

  Wow! This is a steal but… “How old are you?” The tone of his voice is thick with wariness.

  “I’m nineteen years old plus.”

  “Can I see your I.D.?”

  “Why?”

  “To make sure you’re of legal age.”

  “Sure, over here, come.” She takes a few strides on heels to the far end of the counter away from the barman and Hastie follows her. From the purse she’s holding in her hand, she produces her I.D. and hands it to him. 

  Widening his eyes for a clearer view, Hastie drops his gaze down at the photo on the card, back to her face and again at the photo. Yes, that’s her in the photo. He performs a mental calculation from the date of birth. Hmmm…nineteen years and eight months, her name’s Suda Kittuangkitkat (a pseudonym). He hands the card back to her. “Thank you, can we go to my hotel now?”

  Suda nods and Hastie escorts her away with a rush of hot blood invading his crotch and shooting down his legs.

   

  Knocks thunder on the bedroom door, and they become increasing louder. Hastie rolls away from Suda and lies on his back, his chest heaving. Who can that be? After catching his breath, he gets up from the bed and steps to a chair where his bath towel is draped on its back. He wraps the towel around his lower torso and starts to move to the door on bare feet. 

  Suda gets to a sitting position, shivering slightly as cold air caresses her naked body. “What’s going on, darling?” She leaps out of bed, grabs a bath robe from a hanger and covers herself up. Then she goes to sit on the dresser chair. 

  Hastie opens the door as far as the chain lock will allow and peeps out the crack. Bloody hell! There’s a man outside. “What do you want?” 

  “You’ve a Thai girl in your room! I’m her uncle! Open the door!” The shout echoes in the outside corridor. 

  Hastie removes the chain lock and yanks the door inward. A middle-aged man with pockmarks on the lower part of his face stomps in and stands a few feet away from him. “What’s my niece doing here?” There is an accusing tone in his voice.

  “She’s giving me a massage. She picked me at Cleopatra Bar just now.”

  The man shoots Hastie a glare through hostile eyes. “Do you know how old is she?”

  “Come on, you don’t even know your niece’s age?” Hastie hikes his chin in a show of confidence. “Suda, please hand me your I.D.”

  Suda reaches for her wallet lying on the dresser and takes out her I.D. Hastie takes the I.D. and reads out the date of birth: “Suda Kittuangkitkat. Born on 2nd August, nineteen, ninety-eight. She’s almost twenty-years old.” He hands over the I.D. to the man. 

  The man takes the I.D. but does not bother to look at it. “This girl is not Suda and this is not her I.D.”

  Hastie’s pulse quickens. “What do you mean?”

  The man takes two strides to the door, swings it open and rests his hand on the knob. “Sanoh, your mother and older sister have been looking everywhere for you.” 

  A fortyish woman and a girl, probably in her late teens, step into the room. Holy cow! The two sisters look alike! Hastie’s chin drops! His gut constricts. The man closes the door and passes the I.D. to the girl who has just entered. “Here’s your I.D., Suda.” 

  “Oh, Sanoh, why did you take your sister’s I.D.?” The middle-aged woman surges forward to swallow her daughter in a hug. “Go to the bathroom and get dressed. We’re taking you home with us.” She wags a finger in her face. “Next time, don’t ever run away from home again!”

  The man tosses his gaze at the first girl. “Sanoh, please show your farang client your real I.D.” 

  Sanoh stands up from the dresser chair, moves a few steps and hands her I.D. to Hastie who studies it. Jesus Christ! Only seventeen years and a few months – not eighteen yet. His face turns grim as he casts his gaze at the girl’s uncle. “She was only giving me a massage. I did not have sex with her.”

  “It’s your word against hers in a court of law.” The shadow of a grin forms on the man’s lips as he sears Hastie with sinister-filled eyes. “How shall we settle this serious matter? At the police station or at the ATM? There’s one down the road.” 

  Dammit! I’ve been set up! Hastie’s breath petrifies in his throat. Everybody in this room is involved in this nasty entrapment! Beads of perspiration start to form on his forehead.

  As Sanoh crosses the room to go to the bathroom, she flicks him a smug look from beneath her long eyelashes, while Hastie’s eyes narrow in disgust.

   

  *   *   *

   

  Kamon (not her real name) pushes the glass door of the 7-Eleven store open and steps out into the morning sun with me following behind. She is garbed in a side-slit peach-coloured tunic, a jacket and dark jeans. Several long strides across a road take us to the Nakhonchai Air bus terminal in Sukhumvit Road, Pattaya. The terminal is a corrugated steel-roofed building without walls on three sides, and we board our bus bound for the town of Buriram, 370 miles northeast of Pattaya.

  Three days earlier, I met twenty-six-year-old Kamon in an ago-go bar. I introduced myself as Joseph, a travel writer, bought her several lady’s drinks and told her I wanted to visit an Isaan village to write an article. Could she play tourist guide? The term “Isaan” refers to twenty provinces in northeast Thailand, and from that region come the majority of the bargirls in Pattaya and Bangkok. My aim was to find out why Isaan girls come in droves to work in the nightlife of these cities. By serendipity, Kamon said she was going back to her village outside Buriram town the coming weekend. So, I made an offer of a “tour fare” for a two-night stay and we shook hands on a deal. Nakhonchai Air operates four bus trips daily from Pattaya to Buriram town, according to Kamon, and we agreed to take the first bus at 9:30 a.m. 

  Inside the air-conditioned bus, the space is divided into a column of single-seat and another column of double-seats, and a toilet is tucked in the rear. Kamon and I squeeze through the passageway to take our double-seats and after almost the other seats have filled up, the bus trundles out from the station. Soft drinks and snacks are offered aplenty, and lunch consisting of a plastic box of chicken rice is later served. I kill time by watching movies on the video screen at the back of the seat in front of me, reading a novel and watching the lush countryside unfurl outside the window. Eight butt-killing hours later, when the sun is sinking over the tops of coconut trees, we arrive at the bus station of Buriram town. 

  When we get down from the bus, Kamon fishes out her mobile from her jeans pocket and calls a number. “Phx, rea ma thung laew,” she utters, her gaze roaming around the sparse crowd milling around. Moments later, a man of about fifty-something comes in our direction. “That’s my father!” He is wearing worn-out jeans, a grey t-shirt with the sleeves cut off and a battered straw hat.

  “Sawadee-kap!” The corners of my mouth upturn in a smile. 

  “Phx, this is Joseph,” Kamon introduces me to her father. 

  “My name Chaloem.” He waves a gnarled hand. “Come, follow me.”

  Chaloem stops at a Nissan AD van parked at the side of the road, enters the driver’s seat and Kamon gets in the front passenger seat. I open the back door with a loud creak, slip my knapsack off my shoulder, toss it next to Kaman’s bag and then settle on the faded upholstery seat. 

   

  Chiloe steers the vehicle past paddy fields along a pot-holed metalled road lined with palms, fig trees and jacarandas. “That purple jacaranda is very beautiful when it blooms,” Kaman says, pointing out the window. Shabby wooden houses line the road at about equal intervals of a hundred meters. At a turn-off, Chiloe steers off the tarred road and proceeds along a dirt track which leads to an open space upon which stand a wooden farmhouse and a separate building which looks like a barn. He parks the vehicle in a nearby simple shed consisting of four wooden pillars and an asbestos roof. Lugging my knapsack over one shoulder, I get out of the vehicle and find myself enveloped with fresh air and the chirping of birds. Around the property are hedges, mango trees, papaya plants and shrubs and beyond are patches of secondary forests and paddy fields dotted with scarecrows and tilted coconut trees.

  We cross an open space about the size of a basketball court and enter the front porch of the house. It is big and airy. A grizzled man of about seventy is lounging on a rattan chair. Chaloem says something in Thai language to him, who jerks upright and performs a minor wai at me. 

  “Sawadee–kap,” I say, nodding. 

  Kamon kicks off her leather flats. “That’s my grandfather.”

  She enters a spacious living room consisting of wooden shiplap walls and rough hewn lumber floor. Several rattan lounge chairs with faded colours line one wall and there is a wicker coffee table at one corner. Another wall, with paint peeling off, is lined with scuffed cabinets, leaving the centre of the room empty. Two teenagers of about thirteen and fourteen respectively are sitting on a plaited mat watching TV. They toss their gazes at me and return their attention to the TV. Overhead, a ceiling fan turns so slowly that it can’t even scatter flies.

  Kamon strides past them to cross the living room. “My younger brother and sister.” She skips inside a doorway at the end of the room and into a corridor consisting of a wall on one side and several doors on the other. “Come, let me take you to your room.” We pass four doors and she stops at the last. “You can leave your backpack in the room first. I want to show you the toilet.” She turns the doorknob and pushes the door inward. Inside the bedroom is a wooden four-poster bed with a mosquito net draped over it. Motes float in the stuffy air, illuminated by the shafts of evening sunrays slanting in through the louvre windows with glass slats. I step inside and put my knapsack on the floor beside the bed. 

  Outside, we proceed to another area which functions as both the kitchen and dining room. The floor is dark gray cement and its walls rise to only waist level. The upper sections are open rectangular frames covered with galvanized wire mesh. The tang of lemongrass whirls around in the air. A woman – obviously Kamon’s mother judging from her appearance – is busy cooking over a clay stove fired by dried paddy husks. “Mae, pheuxn Joseph khxngchan,” Kamon says, and her mother utters something in Thai language. 

  Ahead stands the back porch. A wizened woman is weaving silk at a wooden loom. She is staring straight ahead with unblinking eyes but her hands are passing back and forth the shuttle of the loom.

  Kamon hikes her chin in the direction of the old woman. “That’s my grandmother.”

  I pin my gaze on the old woman’s eyes. “Is she blind?”

  “Yes, cataracts.” Kamon’s tone of voice turns serious. “You want to sponsor her operation?”

  Wariness creeps into my veins. “I’ll buy some of her silk before I leave.”

  Disappointment darkening her face, Kamon points to a small hut beyond the back porch. “That’s the toilet and bathroom. Don’t worry, both are fitted with taps.” She starts to head back to the front of the house and stops at a door. “You’ll have to excuse me. I like to freshen up and take a nap.” Her gaze holds mine for a moment. “So, you make yourself at home. My mother says dinner will be ready at 7 p.m.” 

   

  Kamon moves toward a gap in a rough circle formed by her family members sitting on the floor of the living room. “Come, join us, Joseph.” She sinks to her knees, sits down and tucks her legs to the side. A loose-fitting tunic and a pair of shorts have transformed her looking more like a farm girl than an ago-go dancer. I plop down beside her and sit with legs crossed.

  Spread out in front of me is a colourful plaited mat upon which are displayed several platters, a huge metal container filled with rice, a pile of plastic plates, ladles, spoons and forks, jugs of water and plastic tumblers. Kamon’s grandfather starts to take one plate after another which is passed from one person to the next until everybody has a plate. Next, the container of rice is passed around and everybody scoops out the quantity he or she wants to eat. 

  Kamon passes me a fork and a spoon. “Tonight, we have a simple dinner.” She tosses her long hair behind her shoulder. “Afterward, I will take you to the night bazaar. We’ll buy some pork neck and beef and cook a big dinner for tomorrow. In the morning, I’ll show you around the village.” She drops her gaze to the array of dishes. “Now, let me quickly introduce Isaan dishes to you.” She points with her thumb resting on a clenched fist at a big bowl filled with an assortment of veggies submerged in clear soup. “This is gaeng oom – looks like soup but is actually Isaan-style curry.” Next, she gestures to a platter of mushrooms with a sprinkling of diced spring onions and chillies. “That is hetpaa namtook or wild mushroom salad.” She tosses her gaze at Chaloem. “My father always goes to collect wild mushrooms from the forest when he’s free.” His lips upturned in a smile, Chaloem chips in, pointing to a platter piled with several fried fish. “Pla som, or sour fish. Very hot and spicy.” I identify the last dish easily. “That one is papaya salad, right?”

  Kamon gestures with an open palm. “Come, Joseph, eat – don’t be shy.”

  Leaning forward, I grip a fried fish with my fork and spoon and bring it to my plate. A twist of my fork against the fish dislodges a piece of flaky meat. Together with a spoonful of rice, the fish meat arrives in my mouth roaring with umami. Kamon and I eat silently while Chaloem carries a private conversation in soft tones with his wife in Thai language. 

  A short while later, the sputter of a two-stroke motorcycle is heard in the front porch which abruptly stops as the engine is killed. A man, possibly early thirties, walks into the living room and fixes his eyes curiously on me. He has complexion like brown leather, a broad nose and lips that seem to be in a grimace. A faded t-shirt is stretched across his muscular body and his jeans have knee rips. 

  Kamon flicks her gaze at me. “Joseph, this is my husband.” I almost choke on the rice in my mouth! Jesus Christ! She never told me she’s married. She turns to look at her husband. “Joseph is a travel writer from Kuala Lumpur.” The tone of her voice is nonchalant. “He’s here to write about Isaan rural life.”

  “Harlow!” Kamon’s husband nods at me with a gentle smile lifting the corners of his mouth. “I hope you will enjoy your homestay.” 

   

  In the night bazaar of Ton Sak village, Kamon and I stroll past a row of stalls selling vegetables, fish, meat, plastic-ware, rattan products and cooked food. Smoke from braziers, gusts from aromatic spices and the smell of grilled meat make my stomach rumble. 

  Earlier, after dinner, we arrived here on Kamon’s husband’s Yamaha motorcycle with me riding pillion. The thirty-minute journey was a butt-bumping, bone-rattling ride because of the motorcycle’s worn-out suspension. 

  “Aha! Fighting cocks!” Kamon points to several rattan cages at a stall. “We can have a cock-fighting show before tomorrow’s dinner! Cock-fighting is part of Isaan culture.” She moves closer to the baskets which house several birds. “Joseph, why don’t you buy one cock? My father can ask our neighbours to bring their best cocks to fight! He can also handle your cock in the ring.”

  I squat down to have a closer look at the roosters.

  “You can choose any one,” says the hawker.

  At random, I chose a white bird, and the hawker yanks it out of its cage. Holding the animal between his thighs, he squats and gently bounces the animal on its legs. 

  “See? It has powerful legs.” The hawker hands me the bird for me to examine. 

  I cradle it in my hands for a few moments. Not wanting to look like a sucker, I squeeze its breast lightly, pretending to inspect it. “How much?”

  “Three thousand.”

  “What! So expensive?”

  “It’s not expensive. A champion cock can cost two million baht; sometimes, even three million baht.”

  I counter-offer with two thousand baht.

  A deal is sealed at two thousand five hundred baht. 

  “I name this bird Narong,” I announce. 

  “You also need a basket to carry Narong back.”

  “Basket is five hundred.”

  Holy cow! This is an unpleasant surprise but I’ve no other choice. 

  At the end of our shopping, Kamon and I arrive home with Narong and plastic bags containing pork neck, fresh fish, beef and veggies. 

   

  The next morning, Kamon and I stroll to the barn and she pulls open the door which is made of wooden planks in a Z-brace. Today, she’s wearing a t-shirt and tight cut-off shorts. The walls are constructed from thick wooden slats and the thatched roof is visible as there is no ceiling. Through the spaces between the slats, I can see glimpses of the neighbour’s house, mango trees lining a footpath and paddy fields beyond. In the barn, the ground on one side is covered with gunny bags stacked up to the height of my shoulder, six in a column and four in a row. On the other side lies a pile of stinky manure, and baskets filled with winnowing trays, sickles, shears and hoes. 

  “See that Kubota two-wheeled hand tractor?” Kamon points at a mud-splattered machine in a corner on the other side. “I bought it from the monthly allowance my ex-boyfriend sent me. It costs around US two thousand.” The ghost of a smile plays on her lips. “He’s an American and was sending me five hundred every month.”

  I turn to face her. “Your ex – young man or old man? I mean bachelor or married man?”

  “Two years older than my father.” Her voice is nonchalant. “It’s smelly here.” Scrunching her nose, she turns around. “Let’s walk round the paddy fields for some fresh air.” 

  We exit the barn, walk round it and traipse down a pebbly path which runs past a huge pond. Dragonflies are flitting around the tall reeds bordering its banks. 

  Kamon casts her gaze at the tranquil pond. “This pond has a kind of green– err, how to say?”

  I squint to get a better view of the green patches on the water’s surface. “That’s called algae.”

  “Yes, the algae can be used as food for the ducks and chickens.” 

  Soon, we are sauntering down a footpath converted from a bund separating two paddy plots. We reach the end of the footpath after a distance of roughly four hundred metres and it now forks left and right perpendicularly. Beyond is a plot of land covered with sparse undergrowth. 

  Kamon points at it. “I plan to buy that land very soon. It belongs to the government. My family can clear up the jungle and use it to grow sugar cane.” A breeze picks up strands of her stray hair and dances them about her face. “Last month, I brought my German boyfriend here.” She pushes the stray hair away. “In Pattaya, he asked me to be his girlfriend and quit the bar industry. I said he must give me money so I can open a small shop. He has started to wire money to me every month already.” 

  “He was here? But what about your husband?”

  “I introduced him as my brother!” A loud chortle gushes from her lips sans lipstick. “And Wolfgang – that’s my boyfriend’s name – believed me!” She almost doubles up with laughter. “He also stayed in the same room as you’re staying now. During his stay, my husband slept two nights in the barn.” 

   

  It is now next day in the early afternoon. Wind blowing in our faces, Kamon and I are trundling on her motorcycle along a narrow gravelly road lined intermittently on both sides with undergrowth, shrubs and shady trees. An abandoned house, set about ten metres from the road, starts to come into view. It stands on concrete pillars and a weathered wooden staircase leads to a front porch. Rotting planks have fallen off in many places in the walls and elephant grass has grown to the height of a man’s knees in the surrounding environs. 

  Kamon applies the brakes of the motorcycle, which slows and eventually stops. Remaining seated, she props the motorcycle upright by supporting it with her left leg. Simultaneously, I lift my left foot off the footrest bar and rest it on the ground to help her support the bike.

  An hour earlier, she and I went to Ton Sak village to meet three teenage girls in a fan-ventilated restaurant. She had set up this appointment as she wanted to recruit them to work for a bar in Pattaya. She confessed that she would get a commission for each girl recruited provided they stay for three months. The moment the three lasses entered the restaurant, Kamon moved to another table, leaving me alone. As I watched her play the role of recruiter from afar, it became obvious to me that poverty and recruitment by fellow countrywomen are the main reasons why so many Isaan girls end up in the bar industry. 

  “That house has been abandoned for five, six years.” Kamon points with her forefinger. “The owner’s wife was a sopheni khway – in English means buffalo-prostitute.” She turns her head back to lock eyes with me. “She contracted HIV and infected her husband. Both husband and wife eventually died. After their deaths, their three children decided to leave the village and went to Korat to work. For some unknown reason, they have been unable to sell the farm.” 

  Her cavalier attitude towards talking about sex work surprises me, hitching my breath. “What’s a buffalo-prostitute?” The blood warms in my cheeks as I blush.

  “Here, there is a practice of renting out buffalos to plough the land because some farmers don’t own these animals. Usually, the buffalo-owner’s wife or daughter would send the buffalos to the renters. Sometimes, they had to sleep overnight from village to village. So, some of the women would also take the opportunity to sell sex services to the renter-farmers and other men in the household.”

  “What about the women in the other household?”

  “If there is no privacy in the farmhouse, they will boom-boom in the bushes, in the cattle barn or in the chicken barn.” A chuckle rumbles from her throat.

   

  Late afternoon arrives. The make-shift cockfighting ring is merely a piece of flat ground circled by a wall of plastic sheet held upright by stakes sunk into the ground. It has been set up under the shade of a huge tree by Kamon’s family beside her house. Dozens of people are hanging around the ring, some standing and chatting; a few are nibbling tidbits; and still others, sitting or squatting at the periphery of the ring. The first match has ended but I didn’t pay much attention to it. 

  Now, the referee bangs a small gong he’s holding in his hands. It’s my rooster’s turn. Chaloem carries Narong into the ring. He and a fat guy squat down, allowing the cocks to glare at each other. Then they exchange birds. They gently feel their legs and other parts of their anatomy. Chaloem shouts to me: “He wants an even bet of five hundred baht.” I give him a thumbs-up. The fatso and I pay the amount to the referee as temporarily stake-holder. 

  My opponent’s cock is henna red, and is bigger than Narong. Facing each other, they are released. With hackles sticking erect like human hair charged with static electricity, with wings outstretched, with backs taut, they charge at each other. Powered with the flapping of their wings, they hover in mid-air, with both claws and beaks attacking. A flurry of wings and a series of pecks create a blur of colourful motion. Gradually, both birds slow down, as if catching their breath. 

  Bloody feathers lay scattered in the ring. The referee bangs the gong and Chaloem rushes into the ring, picks Narong up. Narong’s legs are wobbly as it is bleeding from the thigh. Squatting at the edge of the ring, Chaloem places the bird’s whole head halfway into his mouth. He inhales through his nose, exhales through his mouth repeatedly to refresh Narong with his hot breath. Dong! The second round starts. Chaloem again enters the ring with my Narong. However, my bird is unable to stand, and the referee declares my opponent’s bird as the winner.

  “Yahoo!” Outside the ring, Kamon leaps and punches the air. “Yay!”

  I sear her with a glare. “Why’re you so happy?”

  “I bet on your opponent’s cock!” A crooked grin surfaces on Kamon’s lips. “Didn’t you notice its behaviour before the fight? It puffed its chest feathers frequently, indicating an aggressive temperament!” A serious expression steals her grin away. “Sorry, Joseph, money’s money. I didn’t want to bet on your cock just to make you happy.”

  The evening ends with a sumptuous meal and the singing of Thai folk songs.

   

  The next morning, while on a bus back to Pattaya, I cast a side glance at Kamon sitting next to me – her beautiful eyes closed in a catnap – and a surmise surfaces in my mind: any man – either young or old – who enters the manipulative world of a Pattaya bargirl has, in most cases, double-damned himself. 

  Moments later, Kamon’s mobile phone in her jacket pocket beeps as a text message comes in. She opens her eyes, takes out her phone and reads the message. “Shit! Wolfgang wants to break off with me!” Then she turns to me and her red lips curl like rose petals in bloom. “Joseph, you wanna be my boyfriend? Replace Wolfgang.” Her tone of voice is pure and sweet as if from heaven.

  Holy cow! My jaw drops. 

   

  *   *   *

   

  Long hair spread on the pillow, Nattaporn stretches her arms above her head and the motion pulls her breasts, as ripe and round as melons, high in her chest. She sucks in an inhale, releases it and drops her hands to her side. Anton, huddled naked beside her in a foetal position, stirs and his eyes open.

  Nattaporn turns to face him. “Good morning, darling.” Her voice is sleepy.

  A faint smile flicks across Anton’s face. “Morning.” 

  She reaches out to rest a gentle arm on his waist. “Did you sleep well?”

  “Never slept better in my life. After you re-wrote the Karma Sutra, I was exhausted!” He stretches out one hand to cup her face tenderly.

  The previous night, thirty-year-old Anton, hailing from Denmark, visited Ugly Toad Go-Go Bar and barfined twenty-three-year-old Nattaporn out for a full day. 

  Nattaporn takes his hand, holds it to her lips and kisses it. “Darling,” she asks, casting her gaze at his middle finger, “what kind of gem is this?” 

  He looks at the ring, then up at her face and smiles into her eyes. “Topaz – I bought it in Myanmar.”

  “You like gemstones?”

  Anton takes his hand away from her grasp and fondles one breast. “Yes.”

  A muscle jerks in Nattaporn’s cheek. “Now I remember: today’s the last day of the tax-free gems sale – a special promotion.” She flicks a stray blond hair away from Anton’s forehead. 

  “Oh? Where?”

  “At the Thailand Gems Export Centre in Bangkok. They’ve affiliate stores in Phuket, Chiangmai and Pattaya. You can buy the gems cheaply and sell them at three or four times the original price in your home country.” Nattaporn manoeuvres to a sitting position. “I can take you to the affiliate store if you’re interested.”

  “Sure why not? There’s no harm in going there for a look.” 

   

  Anton climbs down from the back of the tuk-tuk as it screeches to a halt outside Apollo Jewelry Store (not its real name) in Central Pattaya. He stretches out his hand and Nattaporn holds on to it to step down from the tuk-tuk. Under the warm morning sun beating down on their heads, they walk with entwined hands to the entrance of the store. A shotgun-toting security guard pacing around on the sidewalk nods at them.

  Anton pushes the glass door inward, triggering the sound of ringing bells above. Upon stepping in, he finds himself in a rectangular room with four gilt chairs set against a standing carved wooden screen at the farthest end. Separate countertop display cases on wooden cabinets run parallel in two rows along the length of the room and faux leather backless chairs are lined up in front of the cabinets. The place is bright, shiny and spick-and-span and smells of rose from air-freshener. A bespectacled man reading a newspaper spread out on a glass counter looks up, folds the newspaper and tosses it behind him. 

  “Good morning, sir!” The bespectacled man, possibly mid-thirties, rounds a glass cabinet and takes long strides to Anton. “My name is Kittichat, I’m the manager. His hair is neatly plastered down and parted at one side. “How can I help you?”

  He adjusts his red neck-tie.

  Nattaporn releases an exhale of enthusiasm. “My boyfriend’s here to buy gems at tax-free prices.”

  “You’re a lucky man!” Kittichat casts his gaze at Anton. “Today’s the last day for tax-free prices. Please, over here, sir.” He moves to enter a gap between two cabinets, strides to a particular spot and sits down. “Please make yourselves comfortable.” He casts his gaze down at the separate trays of glittering colourful gems in the countertop display case. “These are tax-free – sapphire, topaz, ruby and emerald. The prices on the tags are in Thai baht.” 

  Anton plonks himself down on a backless chair. His eyes bulge in their sockets as he admires the dazzling display. Nattaporn sits beside him, shifts her chair closer and leans an arm on his shoulder. “Oh darling, these are sooooo beautiful!” She jerks upright when the bells above the front door ring as a pot-bellied Westerner pushes it and enters. A short-sleeved Hawaii-style shirt clinging to his body makes him look like a beach bum.

  Kittichat looks up. “Ah! Mr. Alberto! Good to see you again.” He turns his head to the back of the store and calls out, “Kwang! Customer!”

  A woman comes out from behind the wooden partition screen at the back, moves towards Alberto with the gait of a wading bird and stops a few feet away. “Sawadee-kha!”She performs a wai and the corners of her lips upturn in a smile. “What are you looking for this time?”

  “What else? More tax-free gems!” Alberto rubs his hands gleefully. “My wife back home has sold the first batch at a profit.” 

  “Please wait a while, sir.”

  Kittichat returns his attention to Anton. “Mr. Alberto’s from Portugal.” He flicks his gaze to Alberto and back to Anton. “I’m so happy we have many satisfied and happy customers.” He nods. “Sir? Have you decided what you want?”

  “Six sapphires, six rubies and six emeralds.” Anton’s eyes gleam with greed. Those beauties may max out my credit card but it’s worth it.

  Kittichat’s forefinger taps the buttons of an electronic calculator rapidly and turns it facing Anton. “Total price is one hundred and fifty thousand and four hundred Thai baht.” He unlocks the backdoor of the countertop case, gently picks up the gems with a pair of tweezers and puts them in a small metal case lined with velvet. “We’ll pack the gems immediately for shipping. That way you’ll avoid customs at the airport in your home country. It’s also safer than carrying them around or leaving them in your hotel room. We absorb all shipping charges.” 

  Anton hands over his credit card and Kittichat moves away to fiddle with a credit card terminal at a small wooden table several feet away. He returns to Anton with both hands holding his credit card. “I’m terribly sorry, sir.” He bows slightly and thrusts the credit card back to Anton. “Something’s wrong with our credit card machine. Can you pay cash?”

  Anton returns his credit card to his wallet. “I don’t have enough cash.”

  “In that case, can you buy gold jewellery at the store down the road. I’m sure they accept credit cards. You can pay us the equivalent amount in gold after you’ve shown us the value on the receipt.”

  “Come, darling,” says Nattaporn, tugging at his arm. “I can take you there.”

   

  Ten days later, back in Denmark, Anton dials the phone number of Apollo Jewelry Store on his mobile. “Hello? Mr Kittichat? It’s me, Anton of Copenhagen, Denmark.” His tone is none to kind. “You remember me?” He cast his gaze on the worthless colourful stones in front of him on his desk. 

  “Mister, I don’t know who you are. We have hundreds of customers coming to our store every day. Therefore, I can’t remember every customer.”

  “Last week, I was in your store with my Thai girlfriend. I just sent the gems you sold me for appraisal. They’re fake!” A spasm twitches in Anton’s temples. “I want my money back!” Every nerve in his body is as taut as a wire trap waiting to spring.

  “Please check your credit card slip, mister. I think you’ve confused us with another store. We are a reputable store which doesn’t deal in fakes. But if, later, our merchant-account statement shows that you’ve transacted with us, we’ll be more than happy to refund you every baht.” The tone of his voice is pregnant with smug. “Goodbye.” Click! The line goes dead. 

  Anton’s heart stutters in his chest, stealing the air. Bloody hell! No wonder they asked to be paid in gold! He slaps his forehead with an open palm in helplessness. Nattaporn’s a part of this scam!And that bastard Alberto is just a low-life shill!

   

  *   *   *

   

  
    Poppy village, Shan Hills, 300 kilometres north of Taunggyi
  

  The rays of the Burmese morning sun kiss the hazy mist hanging over the gentle hill slopes, slowly making it fade. Speckled over the upper reaches of the slopes are more than thirty thatch houses of opium farmers. A poppy field, divided into plots by footpaths, stretches in all directions as far as the eye can see, with the pods and flowers of the plants standing from one to one-and-a-half metres high. The carpet of red and yellow flowers has turned the landscape into a beautiful sight. Her head wrapped in a red turban, eighteen-year-old Thawda selects an immature pod and scores it with a small three-bladed knife. Latex starts to ooze out of the three incisions. She repeats the process with the next pod. Working on adjacent plots are her father, Myint Tun, and her twenty-one-year-old brother, Thuya. 

  Hours pass and morning turns to noon. Thawda catches a glimpse of men wearing green caps and fatigues marching along a circuitous footpath ascending uphill. “Hpahkain! [Father] Soldiers are coming!” Myint does not hear her and she puts two hands to her mouth to holler louder, “Hpahkain! Soldiers are approaching!”

  Startled, Minyt looks up from a poppy plant and runs on sandals to where Thawde is standing. “From where?” he asks between gasps of air.

  Thawda points to the east. “Left side!”

  Myint casts his gaze at the dozen or so men approaching at a brisk pace toward him. They are carrying rifles slung over their shoulders. “Thawda, it’s alright! Continue your work! They’re Shan State Army-North boys.”

  When the soldiers come to a halt about five feet way from Myint and Thawda, one of them, probably late twenties, steps forward. “Are you Myint Tun?” 

  Myint takes off his conical straw hat as a mark of respect. “Yes, I am.” 

  “It’s time to pay your taxes!” His voice is a near growl.

  “But you’re one week early.” Myint’s chin quivers. “I’ve insufficient money as I’ve not sold my opium yet. Can you come in a two weeks’ time?”

  The soldier shoots a glare through cold piercing eyes. “Pay whatever you can now; we’ll collect the balance later.”

  Myint releases a silent groan from his chest. “Alright then.” He jerks his head in the direction of his thatch-roofed house. “Follow me, please.”

   

  Three peaceful weeks pass. Surrounded by poppy plants swaying in the cool breezes, Myint holds a pod in one hand and his other hand starts to scrap the opium latex that has formed outside with a rusting curved knife. He plucks the mass of latex off and deposits it into a tin container strapped to his waist by a nylon web belt. As his gaze searches for the next pod to harvest, he sees in the distance a troop of soldiers – some armed with rilfes, others carrying scythes – moving uphill along a footpath and spreading out in different directions across his poppy field. 

  Myint’s ribcage suddenly feels too tight. Oh no! It’s the Burmese Army! “Thawda!” he yells with all his strength to his daughter working at an adjacent plot. “Run! Run home! Burmese soldiers!” He feels his chest almost collapsing at the effort, his heart battering in his rib cage. 

  Myint scampers east to the edge of the poppy field and reaches the surrounding scrub further ahead. He clambers over a dead tree trunk and crouches down. A minute later, he plucks up enough courage to peek above the tree trunk. Oh hell, my livelihood is being destroyed! Several soldiers are swinging scythes to cut his poppy plants, while a few others are standing guard with rifles at the ready position. The poppy plants blur in Myint’s vision as wetness shimmers in his eyes. His face twists in anguish and he lowers his head to the ground.

  Several minutes breeze by. A hail of gunfire erupts from the surrounding jungle in the west. The Burma Army soldiers drop their scythes and crouch, while a few return fire. The Shan State Army-North is here! Myint sees several Shan soldiers break from the cover of the jungle to enter the poppy field. The Shan soldiers fire a second burst, crouch under the cover of the poppy plants, crawl forward on their bellies, rise to their knees to fire another burst, crouch again, crawl forward again, rise to fire again and so forth. The Burmese soldiers retreat and gunfire gradually stops. 

  Myint gets to his feet and his eyes survey the damage done. Sigh…huge swatches of my poppy field have been destroyed.

   

  Inside his house, Myint is sitting on a reed mat in the living room with his wife Yadana, Thawda and Thuya. A pot of nangyi thoke and platters of yellow rice cakes and tofu nway are set in front of them. A fortnight has passed since the Burmese Army nearly destroyed Myint’s poppy field. 

  Myint scoops a spoonful of nangyi thoke – a mix of dry round noodles, bean sprouts and chicken slices tossed in turmeric and chilli oil – with a metal spoon and brings it to his mouth. “I attended a talk given by a few United Nations people in Mong Nai Township yesterday,” he says with his mouth full. “Several of our neighbours were also there. The nawkyattongya recommended that we grow coffee. They will teach us everything about its cultivation and harvesting. I think growing coffee is better than growing opium.” He takes a swallow and takes a gulp of water from a plastic cup. “But coffee plants take two years to grow before the beans can be harvested.” He takes out a box of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, taps one out and places it on the mat in front of him. “So, in the meantime, how are we going to survive?” He opens a small tin next to his crossed legs. “So, I’ve decided that I will go to Taunggyi to look for work in a jade mine.” He dips a forefinger into the tin, digs out a blob of opium and smears it on the cigarette. “I want the rest of you to remain in this farm to grow coffee.” He licks his forefinger clean and brings the cigarette to his mouth. “We can start with one plot first.” From his back pocket, he takes out a lighter and snaps it open. “Thuya, I want you to represent me at the next talk about coffee cultivation. Learn everything you can, you hear?” He lights the cigarette and takes a deep inhale. 

  “Yes, I will,” says Thuya, his gaze fluttering to his father.

  Thawda takes a yellow rice cake from a platter. “Hpahkain, I’m afraid coffee growing is not for me.” She bites one-half away and starts to chew. “I want to go to Thailand to work. In the big cities there, the pay is good. I will send money to mihkain [mother] to hire a male worker to help her work on the coffee plots.”

  Releasing swirling smoke through his nostrils, Myint squishes his eyebrows in question. “But how will you go?” 

  Yadana and Thuya snap their gazes to Thawda, who shifts uncomfortably under the weight of their attention.

  “My friend has told me that a tiger-bone wine trader operates a stall at the Sunday Market in Langkho Township.” She sucks in a silent inhale as if to bolster herself. “He also recruits girls to work as waitresses in restaurants and drinking shops in Thailand. I can go see him at the Sunday Market. Once he has collected enough girls, he will take them to trek over the mountains to Chiangmai. From Chiangmai, the journey onward will be by bus to the other cities.” 

  A crimp in Yadana’s brow indicates her concern. “Is the route safe?”

  “Of course, it’s safe. That recruitment agent has done this many times.”

  Myint’s expression becomes relaxed from the effects of the opium. “Alright, do whatever pleases you.”

  Yadana’s dark brown eyes soften. “Maybe there is an opportunity for you to start a better life in Thailand, but make sure you send money to me.”

  “I will, Mihkain.”

   

  The party – comprising Thawda, three other Shan girls and Apirak – trudges kilometre after kilometre on a trail running along a mountain plateau, looking neither left nor right as bushes and undergrowth envelope them on both sides. Occasionally, monkeys hoot and birds chirp, squawk and screech in the overhead foliage, breaking the monotony of the squelch of their canvass shoes on mud and mulch. 

  A small shriveled man in his forties, Apirak, the recruitment agent, is in the lead, and whenever trail markers are not discernable, he casts glances down at the compass held in his hand. Earlier, he explained to the girls that this trail is used by Shan traders to smuggle opium to Thailand and that it branches north to Yunnan Province in China. The branch trail is used by Chinese to smuggle contraband to Taunggyi. 

  Thawda is tramping behind Apirak. An oiled paper umbrella is strapped to her back and a cloth bag hangs at the side of her hip from a cross-chest strap on her shoulder. Conversation has stopped among members of the party as they are weary and thirsty after two days of continual trekking. The limited quantities of food and water they are carrying have to last them until they reach Chiangmai. 

  Three hours pass. Now the trail slopes toward a valley where the trees grow far apart to allow sunlight to bake the ground where scrub grows in patches. As Thawda schleps down the dirt track, gravity gets the better of her, increasing the momentum of her steps, and when some dry earth crumbles under her feet, she falls, almost colliding against Apirak, and rolls to a level stretch some fifteen feet away. 

  “Oh Lord Buddha!” Apirak scuttles to where Thawda is sprawled on the ground on her stomach. “Be careful – there’s no need for haste.” Behind him, the other three girls start to giggle, and he shoots a stern glare over his shoulder at them.

  Thawda manoeuvres to a sitting position. “I’m alright!” She tries to stand on her feet. “Ouch! My right ankle is sprained!” She sinks to the ground on her butt.

  Apirak casts his gaze around at the patches of undergrowth. “I’ll cut a branch for you to use as a walking stick.” He slips the straps of his backpack off his shoulders, puts it on the ground and rifles its contents. He pulls out a Rambo knife, takes a few strides to a tree and cuts away a branch. 

   

  The next day, the party is traversing a valley speckled with dipterocarps. “Let’s take a ten-minute rest.” Apirak looks down at his compass. “We’ve already crossed the border.” He snaps the compass shut, puts it inside his shirt pocket and goes to sit down under a tree. “We can be in Chiangmai by late afternoon.” He pulls out a handkerchief, mops his forehead and flicks his gaze across the landscape ahead. 

  Thawda and the other four girls disperse to different spots under the shade of separate trees a few feet away from each other. Thawda unzips her cloth bag, dips her hand inside and takes out a plastic bottle quarter-filled with water and takes a glug, water dribbling her chin. She releases an exhale, swipes her chin with one hand and replaces the bottle in the cloth bag.

  A tall girl jerks upright. “What’s that?” She casts her gaze around the surrounding scrubs. “I heard something!”

  An ominous roar echoes through the landscape, creating a cocktail of frightened wails and shrieks from other animals.

  “Oh Lord Buddha!” another girl shrieks. “It’s a tiger’s growl!”

  “There it is!” Apirak hollers, pointing to his left. “It’s heading here! Everybody, climb up your tree!” He slips his backpack and shoes off and, with arms and legs wrapped around the trunk of the tree he was sitting under a second ago, climbs up and hangs on to a thick branch.

  “Oh my goodness!” Thawda rises to her feet, putting her weight on her left foot, and hobbles to the nearest tree. “I can’t climb!” she wails in despair, trying to get a foothold on its trunk. “My sprained ankle hurts like hell!”

  The tiger, a young adult about the size of an Alsatian, starts to pad towards Thawda, its tail swishing. Shafts of sunlight filtering through the tops of trees bounce off its dappled coat of orange and black stripes. Everyone up in the separate trees chock back frightened screams, their voices little more than whimpers. 

  Thawda crouches down, opens her oiled paper umbrella and hides behind it. The tiger approaches the open umbrella and sniffs at it. The beast tries to get around it from the left but the umbrella turns clockwise half a circle, blocking its way. The animal makes a second attempt from the right to round the umbrella and the latter turns anti-clockwise, again blocking it. Now, the tiger manages a full circle, but so does the umbrella. Finally, after going round in circles and half-circles several times, the beast, apparently frustrated, loses interest in its potential prey and goes away. 

  Apirak climbs down from the tree. “I can’t believe it!” He retrieves his backpack and slips on his shoes. “You fended off a tiger with an umbrella! Lord Buddha be praised!

   

  Sitting across me, Thawda crosses her legs at the knees, pulls the hem of her skirt down and takes a sip of her lady’s drink. “That was the scariest experience in my life.”

  I run a finger around the edge of my wine glass. “How many years have you been in Pattaya?”

  “Four years.” She puts an elbow on the table and rests her head on an open palm. “My first job was in Bangkok – that’s where I started to learn English. I was there for five years.”

  “What’s your family doing now?”

  “My brother is still running the coffee plantation. He’s already married and has several kids. My mother is still alive. She is staying with him, helping to take care of his children. As for my father – ” she releases a sigh “ – after working for two years in a jade mine, he became a heroin addict. That sort of work is back-breaking. So he started using heroin to find relief from the physical stress. One day, he injected too much heroin into himself and died.”

   

  *   *   *

   

  
    Kampala, Uganda
  

  Sitting his office, Mao Xiang (a pseudonym) tears open an envelope delivered by the postman earlier. Inside are a photograph of a baby and a folded sheet of paper. He unfolds the paper and reads the hand-written note mentally: My husband, this baby is your son. He’s handsome, normal and healthy. Please send me money for his maintenance by direct transfer to my bank account. I want US$300 every month; otherwise, I’ll leave him in the bush to be eaten by lions! Mao’s jaw drops. Sheesh! She’s heartless and ruthless! He grabs a pen and a notepad and copies down her Bank of Africa Uganda account number. I better get it done as soon as possible. 

   

  
    Kira Town, 13 km north of Kampala, one month ago…
  

  “Oh my God! I can feel a strong contraction!” Masiko (not her real name) groans, squirming on the hospital bed. “It’s painful!” Her hand reaches out to her belly. 

  Abbo, midwifery nurse, slips the cuff of a blood pressure meter over Masiko’s upper arm and jabs at a button. “If you feel you need to urinate, better do it now. I’ll get you a bedpan. A full bladder can slow down a baby’s descent.” Odd, why isn’t her husband here with her? In fact, I haven’t even seen him before.

  Masiko twists her hip slightly. “No, there’s no need.”

  The cuff on Masiko’s arm inflates and tightens. Seconds later, it deflates with a hiss and Abbo reads the meter reading on its screen. “Pressure’s fine.”

   

  
    Two hours later…
  

  “Masiko, the doctor’s here,” says Abbo, as she slips a surgical mask over her mouth. 

  The good doctor sits on a stool at the end of the bed. “Put her legs on the stirrups.”

  One by one, Abbo lifts Masiko’s legs on the stirrups. 

  “Breath in and push!” coaxes the doctor. “Push!…Take a deep breath…Push!… Breathe in…Push! Yes, it’s coming out…Ah… I’ve got the baby – it’s a boy!”

  Abbo’s eyes widen in surprise. Jesus Christ! The baby‘s skin colour is gray like ash! He’s has Oriental features! 

   

  
    Kampala, Uganda, ten months earlier…
  

  Lying in bed, Masiko hears her husband snoring, opens her eyes and turns to look at him under the lights of the side table lamps. Hell! I’ve been pretending to sleep for almost two hours and almost dozed off! The luminous hands of the alarm clock show 12:15 am. Gently, she gets out of bed and pulls out a luggage from underneath. She puts the luggage near her clothes closet, eases the latches up and flips open the lid. She tosses some of her clothes into the luggage, closes the lid and takes her pajamas off. She changes into a pantsuit, steals out of the bedroom and calls a 24-hour taxi service. Then she opens the front door and leaves the apartment. She locks the front door and slides the key under the door. 

   

  
    The night earlier…
  

  Set on the dining table are platters of matooke, chappati, muchomo and luwombo. Masiko uses one hand to transfer a piece of chappati from a platter to her plate. She scoops a spoonful of matooke, spreads it on the chappati and snaps her gaze upward at her husband, sitting across her. “Mao, I’ve something to tell you.” She tears off a piece of chappati and pops it into her mouth. 

  Mao picks up a piece of stewed beef from the luwombo with a pair of chopsticks. “Yes?” He puts the beef in his mouth and starts to chew. 

  Twenty-six-year-old Masiko and her husband, Mao Xiang, aged thirty-three, are having their dinner in their apartment in Bukoto Street. In the dining room, the rattling air-conditioner is spewing cool air, while fat tsetse flies are hovering on the outside of the window pane.

  “I missed my period and went to see a doctor.” She fuses her gaze with his. “He did a test, said I’m two months’ pregnant.”

  “What!” Mao almost chokes on his food, his eyes spanning wider in shock. “You sure the baby’s mine?” He takes a gulp of water from a glass at his side.

  Masiko’s eyes spark anger. “What’re you implying? That I slept with another man?” 

  “I wore condoms every time we had sex!” Mao’s brows crimp in exasperation. “So how could you have gotten pregnant?” 

  “Condoms are not one hundred percent reliable.” 

  “I want you to abort the baby!”

  “No!” Misako jerks upright in her seat. 

  “You must!” Mao slams his chopsticks on the table. “Tomorrow, I’m taking you to a doctor.”

  Masiko stands up suddenly, causing her chair to topple backwards with a clatter on the hardwood floor. With nary a word, she strides to the bedroom. Her throat is clogged with emotion though. 

   

  
    A year earlier…
  

  Misako enters the bedroom and goes to the side table where Mao keeps his over-the-counter medications in a drawer. She sits on the floor, switches on the lamp and takes out a small round plastic container filled with an assortment of hand sewing needles. She puts the container on top of the side table, pulls out the drawer and rifles through a jumble of blister packs and small bottles. She finds a box of condoms, opens it and pours out its contents on the side table. Opening the round plastic container, she takes out the finest needle among the assortment. She picks up one plastic-wrapped condom and, with utmost gentleness, pricks it with the needle so that only one side of the wrapper and the condom inside is pierced. In dim light, it’s unlikelythe tiny puncture hole can be seen. She repeats the process with the other condoms and returns them to the box. When I’m pregnant, I’ve got him by the balls! 

   

  
    More than a year earlier…
  

  Mao scans the other tables in the café, fishes out his mobile phone from his trouser pocket and jabs a number. “Hello, Masiko? I’m Mao Xiang. I’m in the café now.” He pauses. “Okay, fine.”

  Five minutes later, Masiko enters the café, spots Mao Xiang easily and goes to sit at his table. About five feet five inches in height, she wears dreadlocks and is togged up in a bare-back sheath dress with zebra-stripe prints. 

  Mao nods. “How do you do?” Wa sai! [Wow!] She’s Uganda’s version of Beyonce! Albeit a notch below. 

  “I’m fine.” A smile nudges the edges of Masiko’s lips and her teeth gleams white against dark skin. 

  A waitress comes to the table and hands them a menu each. As they scan the menu in silence, a pop song in Swahili seeps from overhead speakers. 

  “Stoney Tangawizi.” Mao hands the menu back.

  Masiko looks up at the waitress. “Krest bitter lemon.” She returns the menu to her.

  The waitress goes away.

  Masiko clasps her hands together and rests them on the edge of the table. “Our mutual friend says you’re looking for a contract wife?”

  Mao leans forward. “Yes, I want PR status here, so that I can continue to run my business.” Fire scorches his groin as he admires her ample breasts obvious in a plunging neckline. 

  “What kind of business?”

  “I’m an importer and distributor – everything I do is legit.” Mao dips his hand into his back trouser pocket and pulls out a leather wallet. “I import batteries from China and distribute them to motor workshops here.” He slides out a business card from the wallet and hands it over to Masiko. 

  Masiko takes the business card and reads it. “I see.” She puts the card in front of her on the table.

  Their drinks arrive and they each take a long sip.

  “Does your contract wife need to stay with you?”

  “Of course, at least for the first year.” Mao’s gaze narrows. “From what I’ve heard, immigration officers will make surprise visits at night to check whether the newly married couple is living together.” His lips compress into a thin line for a moment as if to stress the seriousness of the matter. “And they should not be sleeping in separate bedrooms, too.”

  “What about sex?” Her voice is a half-whisper.

  “Might as well include it in the arrangement.” 

  “How long will be the contract?”

  “I’d like to start with one year, then see how things progress. If necessary, I’d like to extend the contract for another year, but without live-in.”

   

  
    Three days earlier…
  

  Masiko sidles up to a European man sitting on a bar stool. “Hello, darling, you want a good time?” She flashes a grin that could have belonged to the devil. “We can do it African style!”

  “You mean like how the elephants do it?” The European man’s shoulders shudder as he chortles at his own joke and then his voice turns cool and abrupt with impatience. “Sorry, I’ve an early safari to Queen Elizabeth National Park tomorrow. I need a good night’s sleep.” He slams his drink down his throat, gets off the bar stool and strides away.

  The twenty-something bartender walks from the other end of the bar towards Masiko. “Ah…Masiko, you’ve come here at the right time. I’ve a foreigner friend who’s looking for a wife. It’s for a sham marriage because he wants PR status here. He’s a businessman. You interested?” 

  “How old is he?” Her long eyelashes sweep high above her prominent cheekbones. “From where?”

  “Early thirties, a Chinese bachelor from Sichuan in China. He will pay a monthly allowance, he says.” A half smile quirks up one side of the bartender’s thick lips. “So it may be better than you freelancing here as you’ll be receiving a steady income.” He takes out a ballpoint pen and scribbles on a piece of paper. “Here’s his mobile number.” 

  “Thanks, I don’t see any harm in discussing this with him.” Masiko takes the slip of paper, folds it in two and slips it inside her cleavage. 

   

  
    Pattaya, Thailand, back to the present…
  

  I chug my beer and set the mug down. “Where’s your son now?” I pick up a laab moo tod and pop it into my mouth. 

  Masiko’s lips upturn in a smug grin. “With my mother in Kira Town.”

  Masiko and I are sitting in a beer bar in Soi Buakhao across Tree Town, filled with beverage and food stalls. Minutes ago, after a stroll in the colourful Tree Town, I entered the bar and grabbed a table. With a sway of hips, Masiko got off her chair, sashayed to me in heels and purred a proposal in a voice that reminded me of Ella Fitzgerald’s. I countered with an offer of a chat-and-tip which she accepted.

  I exhale forcefully as chilli scorches my tongue. “Mao’s still paying you an allowance?” I gulp a mouthful of beer to save my tongue from further torture.

  “Yes. In fact, he’s been paying me for almost a year. That’s why I can afford to come here – part vacation, part work. Last week, I was in Bangkok.” Masiko spears a laab moo tod and starts to eat it. “This pork ball’s too spicy for you?”

  I nod. “How many China-Chinese are in Uganda?”

  “About fifty thousand.”

  I pour more beer into my mug. “Why so many?”

  “China’s the top investor in Uganda. Their state-owned companies are doing many infrastructure projects there. Many of their workers start their own businesses in Kampala after their employment contracts are over.” Masiko cocks her head sideways. “Why don’t you come to Uganda? Earn big money there. I can find you a beautiful contract wife! But you pay me an introduction fee.”

  My knees suddenly go weak.
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