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Dedication

Thai Girl is dedicated to the migrant workers of Thailand who, through force of circumstance, leave their land and families in search of a livelihood elsewhere. In particular it is dedicated to those from Isaan, the arid North East region, who provide an endless supply of cheap labour for the modern economy and who in consequence are now losing a traditional way of life and values that are the essence of rural Thailand.
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1

Hey, Emm, where did the knickers go? They were in knickers just now,’ yelled Ben over the music, keeping his eyes on the girls.

‘Stuffed ‘em down the boots,’ Emma bellowed back.

‘I must’ve blinked!’ he hissed. ‘And now they’re all in their birthday suits.’

In the Bangkok go-go bar, a dozen or so Thai girls were gyrating mindlessly around chromium poles. Sitting a few feet away on pink plastic seats, Emma and Ben stared in disbelief. They were typical backpackers in tee shirts and loose trousers with leg pockets, Ben tall, fair and blue-eyed, Emma carefully made up, her dark hair tied in a neat bunch at the back. As new arrivals in Thailand their pallor contrasted with the golden skin of the dancers who now wore nothing more than thigh boots and glazed expressions.

‘Must be weird for a nice lad like you, Ben … all this flesh on display,’ said Emma.

‘Think I can get used to it, thanks,’ he replied with a broad grin.

‘Maybe that says something about you then. You wanted to come in here, not me. And now you’ve seen it all … bums and tits to last a lifetime.’

‘Well, it’s certainly livelier than the bars on campus!’ he said, his eyes out on stalks.

Emma’s head was still spinning from twenty four hours of travel, from jetlag, a day of culture shock in a hot, steamy city, and now the deafening noise of the go-go bar.

After they were hustled inside by the touts at the door, a waitress dressed as a schoolgirl brought them cold beers and a bill that came as an unpleasant shock. To Emma’s embarrassment, Ben refused to let it pass.

‘The touts said there’s no cover charge … no wonder with beers at this price!’ he shouted at the girl. ‘What a rip-off.’

Looking hurt, she took his money and stalked off without a word.

‘Rip-off or not, Ben, it’s still cheaper than your snobby pubs back home. And you’re getting loads to gawp at!’ said Emma, glaring at him in disgust.

‘Easy Emm, this is what everyone comes to see. Don’t take it so seriously.’

‘Not serious? Women for sale!’ she retorted.

‘But they look happy enough to me … it’s them chooses to be dancers.’

‘Get real! Nobody does this unless they have to. And I tell you Ben, I just can’t believe I’m in here!’ she said, shifting uncomfortably on her seat.

‘Well, I didn’t force you, did I,’ said Ben.

‘You damn well did! You made me come with you to Thailand and now you drag me into this dreadful place.’ She gave him a long, withering look.
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Later that night in their grubby guesthouse room, Emma lay sobbing silently into the pillow, trying hard not to let her convulsions shake the bed. Beside her, Ben was sleeping soundly, oblivious to her distress. She lay awake for hours contemplating the rest of the holiday in Thailand with dread.

It was now a mystery to her why she had let herself be talked into travelling with him, though it was probably the romantic dream of Thailand that tipped the balance. She recalled her preconceptions of old Siam, of Anna and the King in soft focus, jumbled up with images of temples and mountains, tropical beaches, buffalo carts and rice farmers in conical hats. But she had quickly discovered that the reality was very different. Bangkok was modern and materialistic, and nothing could warn of the oppressive heat that made walking the crowded streets arduous and debilitating.

She remembered the arguments about going to Thailand together that started a few months earlier when she and Ben graduated from Sussex University on the English south coast and student life came to a sudden end. Ben was staying at his family home in Haywards Heath and she was living with her parents in Swindon, both of them working all hours to clear their student debts and save enough to go travelling. After three years in each others’ pockets at university, she had quickly adapted to a more distant relationship by email and telephone; at least on the phone she could have a smoke without getting told off.

It was often Ben who picked up the phone and made the call.

‘Hi Emm, how’s it going?’ he began, his telephone voice upbeat as always.

‘Grim. Crappy work and hell with the wrinklies. What about you?’

‘Friend of Dad’s just got me a great job doing questionnaires in the high street.’

‘Daddy would have a friend! I’m still stuck in Tescos all day, and night times pulling pints in a grotty pub round the corner,’ she grumbled.

‘So what’s wrong at home then?’

‘Well, everything. Soon as I get back from work Mum just starts. If plates are still dirty from breakfast, she goes ballistic … and when I spend too long on the phone or in the shower. It’s that sort of stupid stuff.’

‘Is that all?’

‘No, they make me feel I’ve let them down because I can’t find a proper job,’ she said miserably.

‘What’s the hurry to get a job anyway? Come to Thailand with me instead … you always said you would.’

‘I’m not sure I can, Ben. Jobs are so difficult to find and if I drift off, I won’t get anything worth having.’

‘Stuff careers! Live life first.’

‘You mean run away?’ Emma hugged the phone and chewed her lip.

‘Remember us in third year, Emm? Thinking about the beaches was the only thing that kept us going. But anyway, if you don’t come with me, what are you going to do with yourself?’

Emma had no answer which made her even more irritated by Ben’s casual failure to look for a career. With his solid middle class background, his self-confidence and family contacts, he gave her the impression that the world owed him a living. As she lay on the bed in Bangkok unable to sleep, her smouldering resentment came back to her, the phone conversation always predictable.

‘Emm, why did you want to work for M & S anyway? One step up from stacking shelves if you ask me. And that biscuit factory thing in Swindon was rubbish.’

‘Well, I was going for something secure.’

 ‘But why get a job you don’t really like?’

‘Got to do something.’

‘And if you weren’t that keen, why worry when you didn’t get it?’

‘Because Dad sees me as a failure … even worse if I bugger off to Thailand with you,’ she complained.

‘Travel first, and when you get back there’s always law, accounting, investment banking.’

‘Maybe for you … with your family opening doors.’

‘That’s crap, Emm and you know it!’

Feeling insecure and sorry for herself, Emma tried not to sound too feeble. ‘Life’s been on rails so far,’ she said, ‘but they don’t help you any more … after graduating you’re on your own. And they keep on saying, “Well, what sort of career d’you want, Emma?” But how do I know what I want to do with the rest of my life?’

‘Keep working at it and the right thing’ll turn up,’ said Ben.

‘Me with a Lower Second in Sociology? Awesome or what!’

‘You’ve got to believe in yourself, Emm, you’re not that useless.’

‘Ben, I really hate you sometimes.’

‘And I hate your moods and sulks.’

As she lay sweltering in the damp heat of the tropical night, Emma thought of the time Ben rang to tell her about taking his little sister into the local pub for the first time. There was something about Ben’s cosiness with Megan that always infuriated her.

‘Emm, she’s still only sixteen,’ said Ben, ‘but the barman didn’t even ask her age.’

‘That’s fine for you, isn’t it … playing the big brother,’ she said frowning into the phone. ‘But me being a younger sister isn’t that great, I can tell you. Now Kate’s married and gone, it all falls on me.’

‘What does?’

‘Like mealtimes. Mum says, “When’ll you be back for supper tonight?” Or, “What would you like to have?” And it drives me mad.’

‘What’s so wrong with that?’

‘She does it to provoke me … control freak, sort of.’

‘I don’t get you,’ he said, sounding surprised.

‘She makes a fuss over every little job and expects me to fit in with her routine. It does my head in. Then she says, “Emma, when did you last cook or shop? You never put the rubbish out, Emma.” And “What about the cat litter?”’

‘Parents say stuff like that,’ said Ben.

Emma ignored him and kept talking.

‘It’s what she doesn’t say as well. My room’s a mess, but she doesn’t dare tell me to tidy up … just comes in and noses around, violating my personal space.’

‘Come on Emm, it’s not that bad being at home.’

‘I hate it. I feel trapped.’

‘Better come to Thailand with me then,’ he said triumphantly.

‘Shut up Ben and listen. Why aren’t you shit-scared about what you’re going to do when you get back?’

‘Well, I’m going to enjoy travelling and think about a career after. One thing at a time.’

His glib answers annoyed her, especially as he was refusing to see that their relationship was at a crossroads.

‘Look Ben,’ she said, ‘the problem with me coming to Thailand’s not just about careers … it’s about us as well.’

‘Why’s it about us?’

‘Now we’ve finished uni, what are we going to do? Travel together or call it a day?’

‘Hadn’t really thought about it like that,’ he said vaguely.

‘Why not, you wally?’ She flicked her lighter and lit a cigarette.

‘Dunno, Emm. All I know’s we promised ourselves a trip. You were as keen as me.’

‘But it’s more complicated now. You’re no help … and I get so much pressure from Mum and Dad not to go.’

‘My folks are okay … they think me travelling’s a great idea.’

‘They would! Mummy’s blue-eyed boy!’ She drew angrily on the cigarette.

‘Oh sod off! Don’t start that again,’ said Ben.

‘No, I’m just not sure I still want to go with you.’

‘Why ever not?’ he said, sounding hurt.

‘Because I’m not sure about you any more … sorry, but I had to say it.’

‘Emm, please don’t let me down now,’ he begged. ‘Maybe it’ll bring us back together.’

‘No, I’ve got to make a go of things here,’ she said. ‘Though if I can’t find a decent job … suppose I’ll have to come with you to Thailand.’

Sleepless on Khao San Road listening to the sounds of the city, Emma knew that this had been decision-making by default; it was no decision at all. And the dream of Thailand that had finally persuaded her to travel with him was so far totally failing to materialise.
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Emma had never liked flying, but she tried to be fatalistic. Once Ben had booked the flights, she was destined to converge at the airport with several hundred others, to present her ticket and passport and be herded onto the plane. She could be fated to die in a ghastly inferno or be seated next to someone who snores. She was to be catapulted across the globe to a world she had never before experienced, her ordered existence ending at Bangkok airport where another very different culture begins.

The long but comfortable Qantas flight passed surprisingly quickly as she and Ben were able to snatch some sleep before landing in Bangkok. The airport was still part of their own familiar world but, tired and bleary from more than twenty hours of travelling, both were subdued and anxious. They queued before a silent immigration officer who stamped visas into their passports; this was not yet the land of smiles. They waited by the carousel for their backpacks, then passed through customs and walked down the long arrivals hall. Confronting a dark sea of Thais, many holding up the names of arriving passengers, Emma longed to be met or to have a comfortable hotel already booked.

Walking out through the glass doors into the roar of the traffic, they were hit by the smell of diesel fumes and drains and by a blanket of hot, humid air. There were taxis parked in lines and Thai faces everywhere, the taxi touts milling about and talking loudly. Emma was feeling overwhelmed and disorientated. But everything happened fast and she soon found herself sitting in the back of a small green and red Nissan taxi, their rucksacks stowed safely in the boot. The driver was smiley and communicative.

‘Okay, you go Khao San Road? First time in Thailand?’

 ‘Yes,’ said Ben, doing the talking.

‘You married already?’

‘No, we’re students.’

‘Farang have money, so why you not married?’

‘What’s farang?’ asked Ben, ducking the question.

‘Farang means European. Farang good for business … so welcome to Thailand.’ The cheerful taxi driver, their first Thai, was making a good impression.

The Bangkok traffic was a crazy roller-coaster ride, the taxi sitting gridlocked for ages, then surging forward aggressively before hitting the next blockage.

‘Rot dtit,’ said the taxi driver. ‘Traffic jam every day.’ Emma marvelled that it was possible to be a Bangkok taxi driver and stay sane.

Staring out as the urban landscape unfolded, she was struck by the sheer scale of the city, its high-rise tower blocks crowding on all sides, concrete grey as far as the eye could see. Speeding along the overhead expressway, she could look down on flat roofs cluttered with pot plants, washing lines and television aerials, human details in a harsh environment.

Massive hoardings stood next to the road: Mitsubishi Motors, Quality in Motion; Cathay Pacific, the Heart of Asia; Bridgestone, a Grip on the Future; Volkswagen, Panasonic, Canon, Pepsi and Nissan, all familiar names in a globalised world. From the next hoardings they passed the glossy haired Sunsilk girls gazed serenely down on the traffic jams with global eyes, eyes that to Emma looked hardly Asian.

As they rushed towards the city centre, she silently admired the towers of Thai Airways, clad in gleaming blue glass and, to her surprise, lavish showrooms for Porsche and Jaguar cars. In front of her stood the tallest building she had ever seen, the seventy eight storeys of the Bayoke tower, on her right the roofs of a traditional Thai temple a bizarre contrast to the stark commercial phalluses of the city.

This seemed to be a city of extremes, the sleek modern buildings dwarfing older ones which were grimy and unmaintained. Its quirkiness was brought home to her when the taxi driver, passing a Buddhist shrine outside a luxury hotel, took both his hands off the wheel, held them together in prayer and bowed his head down low.

Exciting though it all seemed, Emma was already finding Bangkok more than a little scary. This ugly place in which she would have to survive on a shoe-string budget was alien and threatening. Though cocooned in the taxi and about to start the holiday of a lifetime, her butterflies were rampant; it was like teetering at the top of the high diving board, staring down at the water.

The dull ache in her stomach was even worse when at last she took the plunge, nervously emerging from the taxi onto the pavement in Khao San Road. Her first glance took in a street packed with guest houses, travel agents and cafés. On both sides were shops and stalls, selling everything backpackers might need. She could see colourful tee shirts and ethnic trinkets, food for sale off barrows, and everywhere busy crowds of cool-looking travellers.

Feeling very much the new girl in school, Emma shouldered her pack and apprehensively set off with Ben to find somewhere to stay. In three or four backstreet places they asked for a room but there were no vacancies. She was becoming overwhelmed by the heat, her back aching from hours on the plane and from carrying her heavy rucksack. Tiredness, dehydration, culture shock and the fear of not finding anywhere showed in her face.

‘Look Emm, sit down with the bags and I’ll go and look on my own,’ said Ben.

‘But what if I don’t like it?’

‘Oh stuff that. We can always move on tomorrow.’

She breathed a sigh of relief when Ben came back, having found a room in a dingy guesthouse. Damp and musty and with communal showers and toilets, at least it was well within their budget. ‘What’s wrong with cockroaches anyway,’ he said as he opened the door.

Feeling thoroughly let down by Thailand, Emma was appalled at what she saw inside, though she dared not complain. Now she somehow had to get through the rest of the day and then face a long evening struggling to stay awake. She did not expect it to be fun, but her first night out with Ben in Bangkok was to be nothing short of a disaster.
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Never one to opt for an early night even after an exhausting journey, it was Ben who suggested they take a look at Bangkok’s famous nightlife. Emma had no better ideas and knew he would not be easily dissuaded, so she protested only weakly when he told the taxi driver to take them to the bar area off Sukhumvit Road.

The tropical night was exotic and steamy, just like the nightlife. Emma would have preferred a walk down one of the quieter sois, a side street of bars, travel agents and hotels, but Ben seemed to know where he wanted to go.

‘So what’s this evil-looking place then?’ she asked him.

‘It’s Nana Plaza … like Patpong but not as sleazy. Gotta see it now we’re here.’

‘Speak for yourself! Looks a hell-hole to me.’

With Emma trailing behind, Ben led the way past stalls selling food from fried insects and bamboo grubs to spicy Thai curries. In the open-air bars on the ground floor, they could see beer-swilling western men being minded by bar girls and beyond in a three-storeyed building, the air-conditioned go-go bars, their names flaunted in garish neon signs; ‘Caligulas’, ‘San Francisco Strip.’ ‘Big show now on.’

‘I wouldn’t mind somewhere with aircon,’ said Ben. ‘And maybe with a show.’

‘Aircon’s fine but what sort of show?’

‘No idea Emm, but we’ll only find out if we give it a go.’

‘Amazing Thailand, my arse … none of this was in the brochures,’ she said bitterly.

She followed Ben up the stairway to the open gallery on the first floor where they crossed to the balustrade and looked down onto the rubbish strewn roofs of the bars below. Rangy cats prowled nearby and stared at them with wary eyes.

‘Come on Emm, let’s have a look in the bars then,’ said Ben.

‘Do we really have to,’ moaned Emma.

Walking down the gallery they passed a group of girls sitting on tin stools around folding tables, unselfconsciously doing each others’ hair and make-up and eating rice from styrofoam takeaway boxes. At the first bar, the touts tried to stop them going past, throwing back the curtain across the open doorway for them to see inside.

‘Welkaam, sir … take a look, sir. No cover charge.’

Through the curtain they got their first glimpse of a go-go bar. Lit with flickering purple lights and pulsating with music, it was almost empty of customers. Emma’s eye was compelled by the girls in backless thongs, dancing around poles on a raised platform in the middle of the room, some of them flabby and overweight. Detesting the touts who were all over her, she backed away from the door, trying to make her escape.

‘No Ben, I’m not going in there,’ she said.

‘Nor me … the girls look like you since you put on all that weight.’ Emma bit her lip and pretended not to have heard him.

As they went further along the gallery, they were set upon by touts at each doorway, one a dwarf in a Mexican hat.

‘Come inside sir … lovely girls, lesbian fucking show.’

A glance through the curtains confirmed that the bars were much the same, a place to drink and pick a girl.

Outside the last door, several bar girls were spread across the walkway, lounging around on stools. In tight G-strings and flouncey dresses, they were bizarre, almost witch-like. Suddenly Ben twigged and rushed past, afraid to make eye contact. This was the gay bar; these were the fabled ladyboys he had been reading about.

‘Bugger me if I’d go anywhere near that lot,’ he said over his shoulder.

‘But what’s the difference, Ben? It’s just the same … sex for sale.’

They hastily made for the stairs up to the next floor, the air super-heated from the air conditioners that vented into the stairwell.

‘Hey, this bar looks livelier,’ said Ben. ‘Let’s have a quick beer.’

 ‘Suppose I can’t stop you!’ complained Emma.

And so she found herself reluctantly sitting in the G-String bar on their first night in Bangkok, confronting a varied assortment of bare breasts. At first she sat awkwardly upright, while Ben leaned forward, his elbows on the seat backs in front for a better view. He was living out his ultimate fantasy.

As the girls clung to their poles, sometimes chatting and joking with each other, the music pounded incessantly; “It’s my life … it’s now or never, and I ain’t gonna live forever!” A few danced vigorously, undulating their bodies up and down the pole in a sinuous rhythm, eyeing their reflections in the mirrors that lined the walls, but most looked terminally bored.

The customers were mainly tourists, including a number of couples. Emma guessed that like Ben, they claimed to be there because Bangkok’s nightlife just has to be seen. Though as she glanced round she could also see several single men with girls draped over them who were clearly not there for spectator sport only.

When there was a break in the music, the girls sitting with customers got up and changed places with the dancers on stage, revealing to Ben the mystery of the disappearing knickers.

‘Now I get it,’ he said. ‘They slip a leg out and shove their pants down the top of the other thigh boot! Cunning eh, Emm?’

Emma was not impressed.

As Ben watched in fascination, two girls in blue bikinis who had just finished dancing casually came and sat alongside him. The nearer one whispered something into his ear, took his hand and began to massage it firmly with both of hers. Emma, sitting the other side of him, was appalled.

‘What you name?’ asked the girl.

‘I’m Ben,’ he replied. ‘And what’s yours?’

‘My name Porn.’ Ben tried not to laugh.

As Porn then began to rub his thigh, Emma looked on in anger and disgust; she felt she had become invisible to both of them. Ben was now eye to eye with his temptress who was trying to say something to him about cola. Stirred by the spread of her thighs and the cleft of her bust he broke into a sweat. Porn picked up a drinks menu and started fanning him furiously.

‘You buy lady drink? Cola for my friend,’ she asked him sweetly. Emma was quick to figure out that as well as selling their bodies, their job was to sell drinks. Seething with barely contained indignation, she turned and dug Ben hard in the ribs. Porn, realising she was onto a loser, gave up on him and moved away.

‘Christ Ben, I’ve had enough of this,’ said Emma.

‘Enough of what?’

‘How could you let her do that right in front of me. You were just lapping it up.’

‘Couldn’t stop her,’ he said feebly.

‘Do you have absolutely no respect for me?’

‘Course I have,’ he said, with a grin on his face, still staring at the dancers.

‘Like hell, you do! I’ve had it up to here!’ Abruptly she jumped up from her seat and stormed off, disappearing into the crowded bar.

Baffled by her recent moodiness and reluctant to miss the show, Ben did not attempt to follow her.

Emma was thinking of dumping him and going straight back to the guesthouse, but first she had to make for the toilet at the far end of the bar. To her dismay she found it packed with men and go-go dancers waiting silently in line for the stalls, as disengaged as office workers queuing for the photocopier. When at last she closed the toilet door behind her there was a moment of relative calm, only spoiled by the sight of the wet seat and the open bucket into which used paper and other horrors were thrown.

As she fought for a washbasin, something snapped inside her; she had taken more than enough for one night. She was damned if she was going to take a taxi home on her own, leaving Ben to his own devices in the bar. Angrily pushing her way out, she found him still sitting engrossed, just as she had left him a few minutes before.

‘Say something then,’ she demanded, refusing to sit down.

‘What’s that?’ he said half ignoring her.

‘Right Ben, you’ve really done it now … we’re going.’

‘Hang on Emm, let’s give it a bit longer. There’s a new load of girls coming on.’

A group of three girls were now dancing directly in front of them. Young and fresh, they seemed to be enjoying themselves, laughing and joking with each other. One of them stood out because although she was topless, she was wearing long blue cargo pants. She kept rolling down the waistband of her trousers to show her bikini bottoms, the suggestion far more erotic for Ben than the full nudity of the others.

Emma was by now becoming more and more enraged.

‘I told you Ben, we’re going … right now. Look, don’t get me wrong, I don’t care what you do, but first you take me back to our flea-pit,’ she shouted, giving his arm an angry pull. Slowly he got up and followed her to the door, conspicuously glancing backwards at the stage.

In the heat of the night, they ran the gauntlet of the touts outside the bars as they left Nana Plaza. Neither of them spoke, Emma seething silently. Back in the street, they walked in the direction of Sukhumvit Road looking for a taxi.

‘That was exactly what you wanted to see, wasn’t it,’ she challenged him.

‘We had to give it a go, Emm … we are in Bangkok!’

‘Well, I didn’t have to see it.’

‘Then next time you’d better stay home. Swindon’s safer,’ said Ben sharply. Emma gritted her teeth and tried to ignore the provocation.

‘So tell me Ben, did you like it?’ she retaliated.

‘It was okay,’ he said flatly.

‘Okay was it? So what was it you liked? Tell me that.’

‘Oh sod off Emm … get off my back. It’s only dancing girls.’

‘Only dancing girls!’ she shouted. ‘But these girls are for sale, for pity’s sake.’

‘No, they’re not,’ said Ben, looking apprehensive.

‘They damn well are. The men pay the bar to take them out, then screw’em for sixpence.’

‘Maybe some of them do it for the dosh … but you can’t blame them, Emm.’

‘I’m not blaming the girls, idiot, I’m blaming the men! Like the bar owner and the tossers in there ogling their tits, just like you were, Ben,’ she fumed.

‘Yes, but you’re a loser if you pay for sex. I’d never pay for it.’

‘Because it offends your male ego I suppose … not because you’re abusing the girl! Anyway Ben, you never pay because you fuck me for free … but not tonight you won’t!’ She looked daggers as he anxiously watched out for a taxi.

‘Thought you’d like to see Nana Plaza, Emm,’ he said, trying to sound conciliatory.

‘You had it all planned, bringing me here, didn’t you. Bet you wish I wasn’t around … I’m really cramping your style!’ Her fury came to a climax. ‘And how dare you tell me I’m fat!’

Ben was beginning to realise that Emma was more angry than he had ever seen her.

‘Easy Emm, cool it. What’ve I done to make you so mad?’ He gave her a look of offended innocence.

‘That’s the point … you just don’t get it, do you,’ she snapped.

‘Yes okay, so I liked the girlies … what normal bloke wouldn’t.’

‘All men are blokes and aren’t answerable, is that it?’ said Emma frostily.

‘Well, some of ‘em were drop-dead gorgeous … but Emm, you can’t be jealous about bar girls.’

She kept her cool but was raging inside.

‘So you tell me this then,’ she said. ‘Which girl did you like the best?’

‘Tricky one,’ he laughed. ‘Spoiled for choice!’

‘Maybe … but tell me which one you’d choose for yourself.’

Standing on the kerbside late at night looking for a taxi, the traffic pounding past, Ben then made his big mistake. He answered her question.

‘I’ll go for the one in long pants with the pert little tits. She’s really something, Emm … you don’t have to be a man to see that.’

‘And you don’t have to be a man to hit someone!’

The sound of the slap and his cry of surprise and pain made the Thais in the street briefly turn their heads, though they had become indifferent to the uncouth foreigners in their scruffy clothes.
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After a silent taxi ride back to the guesthouse on Khao San Road, Emma found herself suffocating in their tiny room. She was repelled by the smelly grey bed sheet and the towelling bedspread which she guessed had covered a multitude of bodies since last being laundered. The stagnant air was hot and humid and showering in the washroom down the corridor did not clean the stickiness from her skin. Lying on the bed with Ben at arms length beside her in the semi-darkness, she could contain her feelings no longer.

‘It was you pushed me into coming to Thailand, Ben,’ she said. ‘And now you do this to me!’

‘Do what to you?’ he said, sitting up in surprise.

‘Walking all over me … treating me like shit.’

‘That’s rubbish, Emm!’

‘No Ben, I still can’t believe you slobbering over those girls right in front of me.’

‘Look, we’ve been through this already … and I’m sorry,’ he said in a low voice.

‘It’s no use saying sorry. You can’t undo it now, you know.’

‘Can’t undo what?’

‘I mean the next time we’re together, I’ll know you’re fucking the Thai girl with the pert little tits … and not making love to me. If there is a next time that is!’ She turned away from him and rolled herself into a ball, holding her knees tightly to her chest.
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The morning after the late night out, Emma was awake far too early. She lay looking at the ceiling, Ben in his boxer shorts sprawled on his front next to her, still dead to the world. Mulling over their months apart since graduating, her mind awash with the strife in the girlie bar, she very much feared travelling with him could go terribly wrong. Hardly able to sleep under the wheezing fan and detesting the heat of the city, she longed to get out of Bangkok; the Thailand she had dreamed of must surely be elsewhere.

Ben woke up that morning determined to enjoy the day, having apparently forgotten the furious argument of the previous night. He was in buoyant but provocative mood as they got ready to visit their first Thai temple.

‘Come on Emm, let’s get going.’

‘Just wait can’t you.’

‘While you get dolled up! Emm, you don’t need lipstick.’

‘Shut up, Ben,’ she said pursing her crimson lips in the mirror.

‘You’re reinventing yourself again. Like those highlights … hardly recognised you at Heathrow,’ he said mercilessly.

‘Bet you wish I hadn’t come, now you don’t fancy me anymore.’

‘You used to have a great body, Emm, and you kept your hair natural.’

‘Mousey hair, you called it,’ she said resentfully.

‘And do you really need that long skirt? You’re trying too hard again.’

‘You complain when I don’t,’ she said, almost inaudibly.

‘Well, at least the skirt hides your bum!’ Ben fingered the door handle impatiently.

‘Piss off, Ben. You’re just horrible!’

‘But Emm, you used to love being teased,’ he said more gently.

 ‘No, I didn’t! I always hated it,’ she whispered, sitting down suddenly on the edge of the bed. ‘The long skirt’s for the temple … but I’ll wear what the hell I like anyway.’

Ben had decided that their first trip out should be to the Grand Palace and Wat Phra Kaeo, the Temple of the Emerald Buddha. From Khao San Road to the temple, they had their first tuk tuk ride. The tuk tuk, a tiny three-wheeled taxi, was waiting by the side of the road, the driver looking for business.

‘How much to the Grand Palace?’ demanded Ben.

‘Gran’ Palace, fifty baht.’

‘Not fifty baht! Twenty baht,’ said Ben.

The driver furiously revved the engine, covering them in exhaust smoke and glanced over his shoulder for a gap in the traffic.

‘Forty baht last price.’

‘Okay, forty baht.’

Honour satisfied and an apparent discount won, Ben climbed in, followed by Emma. The tuk tuk had a bench seat behind the driver and was clearly not for those of a sensitive disposition. They were not strapped in and were open to the elements, except for a low plastic hood. The engine had a prodigious output of noise and fumes and propelled the little cyclops-eyed projectile at suicidal speeds through the heavy traffic. As they passed along the side of Sanam Luang, the dusty open space once used for executions and Royal cremations, they clung on for grim death, scared but exhilarated. Ben felt cheated of his forty baht when all too soon they screeched to a halt by a gateway through the palace walls.

The Grand Palace satisfied even Emma’s lust for the exotic. This was the ultimate oriental fantasy, a maze of buildings in classical Thai style, of soaring roofs, spires and pinnacles in white, gold and many rich hues. Packed with visitors, they all had to take off their shoes at the door of the temple itself, Thai shoes going in one set of racks and foreign shoes in another, though the smell of feet was the same.

Inside the temple the wardens beckoned Emma and Ben to sit down like the Thais, the feet carefully pointed away from the Buddha image. High up on its tiny gilded throne, the Emerald Buddha presided over a scene of reverence and awe. It was clear to Emma that for the Thais, visiting the temple was of deep spiritual significance and that they were strongly imbued with the ritual of Buddhism. She watched as a group of elderly ladies made offerings of lotus flowers, candles and joss sticks at the altar. Thailand at last she thought.

The Grand Palace was unbearably hot and humid and even the locals were glowing and mopping their brows. Emma sat and wilted, but Ben was determined to go on to Wat Po, another temple nearby, to see the famous reclining Buddha. Back in the street he approached a young tuk tuk driver with a low opening bid.

‘Twenty baht to Wat Po, okay?’

‘Okay, okay, twenty baht.’

Ben was disappointed to be denied a haggle but as they shot away into the traffic, the driver turned and spoke to him over his shoulder.

‘Wat Po closed already. Big soldier die, have cremation. Later go.’

‘But you said you’d take us,’ shouted Ben, not sure he’d taken it all in. Why accept the fare to Wat Po and then cry off?

The driver shouted back, swerving recklessly through the heavy traffic.

‘Sorry, no probrem. I take you better temple, go shopping, then come back Wat Po two o’crock.’

‘Come off it mate, this stinks. Wat Po, now, pronto.’ Ben tapped him on the shoulder and pointed ahead down the road.

‘Ben!’ Emma chimed in as the driver angrily screeched to a halt at the side of the road. ‘You’ve really upset him now.’

They got out onto the pavement in surprise as the driver refused to take them any further. Ben handed him ten baht and they headed off on foot, his curses sounding in their ears.

‘Well, that wasn’t very clever,’ said Emma. ‘It’s bloody hot and we’ve no idea where we are.’

‘Look, Emm, you’re so naive. He was onto some sort of rip-off … to take us to expensive shops and get commissions.’

‘He was okay until you pissed him off.’

‘He pissed me off! Anyway, we’ve got the map and it’s not that far.’ They reached Wat Po on foot in ten minutes and it was open after all.

Emma found Wat Po less formal than the Grand Palace, a riot of colourful temples, trees and sculpted bushes, the reclining Buddha, a vast gilded figure peeping out from inside the temple building. She too was feeling the need to recline when they came to a place in the grounds where visitors can stop for a traditional Thai massage or to have their fortunes told.

‘So what’s it to be, Emm?’ asked Ben. ‘A sweaty massage or the fortune-teller? The sign says he can predict your love life after marriage.’

‘Don’t want to think about the future, least of all my love life. Let’s get back to Khao San Road.’

Now wary of tuk tuks, they took an air-conditioned taxi which gave them a chance to talk in relative cool and calm.

‘Look, Ben, I’m not sure I can hack much more of Bangkok,’ said Emma, slumped exhausted in the back seat. ‘I want to move on.’

‘Okay then. We can try one of the travel agents next to our doss house.’

‘It’s Chiang Mai I really fancy. Should be cooler in the mountains.’

‘No Emm, I’m desperate for a beach,’ said Ben insistently.

They pushed their way through tightly packed stalls selling clothes and cheap jewellery to get to the travel agents in Khao San Road, its door covered with hand written signs: ‘Cambodia visa service, special island visit, Koh Chang, Koh Samet.’ Inside the tiny office Emma only cared about the cool of the air conditioning and even ignored the cockroach that skittered across the chaos of papers and files on the desk. Two male travellers thumbing through a ring-binder of brochures, shifted their chairs along to make room for them. The girl behind the desk, done up like a china doll, gave them a synthetic smile but said nothing as they sat down.

‘We want to get out of Bangkok. Islands, beaches … Cambodia maybe,’ said Ben.

‘Uh? You go Cambodia?’ said the girl. Emma looked on, a little surprised.

‘What about Angkor Wat?’ he asked.

‘No problem. Minibus to Aranyaprathet, then open truck to Siem Reap. Road no good but very cheap. Twenty people in the back, hot and dirty … nine hours, maybe twelve. Better you fly aeroplane if you care your ass.’

‘Have you ever been to Cambodia?’

‘Why I go? I care my ass,’ she said with a grimace.

‘Can’t afford to fly so it’s got to be islands and beaches then.’

‘Chiang Mai and mountains,’ pleaded Emma.

One of the travellers sitting next to them leaned across.

‘Couldn’t help hearing you,’ he said in a strong Australian accent. ‘If it’s an island you want, I can suggest the very thing. Not far, great scene.’

‘Sure, we’re interested,’ replied Ben. ‘What’s it called?’

‘The island’s Koh Samet … six kilometres long and only about three hours east of Bangkok. Chuck and me are getting a minibus there tomorrow morning.’

‘What d’you think, Emm?’ asked Ben.

‘Sounds okay. Anything’s better than Bangkok,’ she said, collapsed in her chair.

‘Right,’ said Ben to the cupid’s bow at the desk. ‘We’ll go for it.’

‘Minibus tomorrow? Maybe full already,’ she said.

There was a sharp intake of breath from Emma.

‘But you told us no problem for seats,’ Chuck, the American chipped in. The girl gave him a sour look, silently picked up the phone, and in ten minutes they all had tickets booked for the next day to Koh Samet.

‘Minibus outside tomorrow morning eight thirty,’ she said to Emma and Ben.

‘But you told us nine o’clock,’ said Maca.

‘Better I say them eight thirty so come nine o’crock. Don’t want late for bus.’

Ben was relieved at getting something settled and maybe to mollify Emma.

‘So we’ll all be going together then. Brilliant,’ he said to the two traveller types.

‘Yeah mate, good on yuh.’ The Australian extended his hand. ‘I’m Maca and this is Chuck. Think we should celebrate with a beer?’

‘Great idea,’ said Ben.

‘Cool,’ said Chuck vacantly as the girl looked on in amusement and picked at her bowl of greasy noodles.

After the chill of the shop, the noise and heat of the street again engulfed them. Khao San Road’s chaos of stalls and eating places was crowded and lively. Maca and Chuck gravitated to their favourite bar, open-fronted with rattan seats, full of transients of every kind watching an English soccer match on a large TV screen. The four of them took a table and Maca ordered beers all round.

‘So how long’ve you been in Thailand, Maca?’ Ben asked him.

‘Well, coming and going to Cambodia and Lao, been here about six months this time. But I’ve lived several years in Thailand altogether … working on irrigation projects in the North East.’

‘And where else have you been? Travelling I mean.’

‘Don’t get me yabbering on about that, mate … I’d bore you silly.’

‘No way, man! Maca’s Africa story’s wild,’ said Chuck with rare animation.

‘And how about you two?’ asked Maca, tipping back his beer bottle.

‘Well, we’ve hardly been anywhere,’ said Ben. ‘Emm and me just finished uni so we’re chilling out for a bit.’

‘Sweet,’ drawled Chuck, gazing into the middle distance.

‘Oh … and we’re Ben and Emm,’ added Ben.

‘Good to meet yuh, Ben,’ said Maca, and to Emma, ‘M as in Melbourne?’

‘No, Emm as in Emma. So why are you “Maca”?’ she asked him.

‘Cos’ I’m Andy Mackintosh. And you have to be British, right?’

‘How did you know that!’ said Emma innocently.

Well lubricated with beer, the preliminary chit chat was relaxed and easy. Maca and Chuck had clearly done it many times before, meeting fellow travellers and comparing experiences, while Ben and Emma were sizing up this new species for the first time. Emma characterised Maca as a typical outback Australian of about thirty. In saggy beige jeans and an old shirt with long sleeves half rolled up, his tangled mop of hair was tied in a bunch at the back. His skin looked dry and freckly and his face was creased into a slightly inane grin, the pale blue eyes constantly smiling. He wore his body awkwardly as if he was not fully coordinated; doped up perhaps, she thought. She took to him immediately though she did not exactly fancy him.

Chuck, the American, was the better-looking one. Deeply tanned with a strong physique, his soft brown eyes peered from behind rimless spectacles. In his mid-twenties, he wore long baggy shorts, a fresh tee shirt and fake Adidas sandals, his beard well-trimmed, a little Jewish. Emma was intrigued by his reserve and tried to bring him into the conversation.

‘What do you do Chuck?’

He looked slightly startled at being spoken to.

‘What do I do? When?’

‘I mean your work.’

‘Work? I travel … same as Maca.’ There was a long pause. ‘Have to get back to school and finish like you two, maybe.’

‘But you must’ve worked sometime?’

‘Yeah … got a computer business. Set it up back in the States designing web site solutions. It was cool, but I needed some space.’

‘And Maca, how about you?’ asked Ben.

‘Electrical engineer. I work wherever there’s a skills shortage … Jiddah, Dubai, Hong Kong, and of course Thailand. Good money, but travelling’s best.’

‘Well we’re still amateurs at travelling,’ said Ben, ‘but it’s been great so far.’

‘Speak for yourself,’ protested Emma testily.

‘So what’s bugging you about Bangkok, Emma?’ asked Maca.

‘Well, the obvious things I suppose. Bloody hot, overcrowded, just an ugly city and some of the people are so rude. Tuk tuk driver tried to rip us off and that girl in the travel agents wouldn’t hold down a job at home … got no idea of customer service.’

‘Okay Emm,’ said Ben, ‘but what about the taxi driver from the airport … the most stressed-out job in the universe and he was really nice. And the tuk tuk driver was only taking us for a few pence.’

‘But everyone’s lazy and slow with no idea about time-keeping and stuff. It’s just the impression I get. You know, the girl in the guesthouse asleep at the desk … no towels, no soap.’ She picked nervously at the damp label on her beer bottle.

‘But Emm, isn’t that the charm of the place?’ said Maca. ‘It’s a modern city but so laid back. Even when the going gets tough, it’s always sanuk’.

‘What’s sanuk?’

‘Sanuk means fun. It’s the Thai way of life.’

‘I hadn’t noticed,’ said Emma moodily.

‘And we farang have it so easy in Thailand,’ Maca persisted. ‘For us, it’s all so cheap.’

‘Cheap labour and poor service.’

‘You think the Thais are lazy then, Emm? Don’t kid yourself. Most of them work nonstop for piss-poor pay. Like our waitress … after cleaning up late at night, she’ll be serving breakfast first thing in the morning.’

‘Suppose I’m lucky to be a student,’ admitted Emma.

‘She probably left school at fourteen to work in Bangkok,’ said Maca. ‘And now she has to watch us living off the fat of the land and telling her what to do.’

‘Hey guys, this is getting a bit serious. What about some food?’ interrupted Ben as he thumbed through the menu. ‘There’s some weird things in here … how about the duck’s blood cake with oyster sauce or the fried pig’s entrails? What d’you think Emm? Food now or later?’

But Chuck had other ideas. Food was not on his agenda.

‘Think it’d be cool to see some muay Thai tonight … that place off Sukhumvit Road?’

We went to Sukhumvit Road last night,’ said Emma. ‘But what’s muay Thai?’

‘Kick boxing … it’s like a national sport. They use the feet, knees and elbows and belt each other just about anywhere. You’d love it.’

‘No, I wouldn’t,’ said Emma. ‘You don’t want to go, do you, Ben?’

‘Dunno … but if these two guys are going, well, why not. Come on Emm, join in.’

She sat silently as the lads planned the trip around her. Chuck was keen, Maca was ready to go along with anything and Ben was warming to the idea. Emma was the only problem.

‘Why not Emm? Since we’re here, we’ve got to see it,’ urged Ben.

‘You can’t use that argument on me this time,’ she said curtly. ‘I’m going to get an early night. You can watch two men beating each other to a pulp if that’s what appeals to you.’ Her bitter glance at Ben was not lost on Maca and Chuck.

[image: image]

Alone that second uncomfortable night in their cheap guesthouse, Emma thought of the two men she had just met; Maca, with his easy Australian manner, so well-informed but free of pretension, and Chuck, strangely diffident and shy, with his attractive American accent, striking good looks and serious glasses. If she were marooned with them alone on a desert island, which one would she go for? Choosing between them proved impossible so it would have to be a hybrid … Maca re-bodied with Chuck’s physique.

But there were many more important things to think about. Sleep was impossible as she lay and agonised about Ben, wondering what he was up to with his two eccentric friends out on the dark streets of Bangkok. It seemed an eternity as she waited for the sounds of his return.
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That evening Ben met up with Maca and Chuck at the end of Khao San Road by the tourist police post. Maca called a tuk tuk and agreed a fare without bothering to haggle, and they all squeezed themselves into the seat behind the driver. As the bar with the Thai boxing was at least forty minutes away in the heavy evening traffic, they had decided to catch a ferry boat down the river where they could pick up the Skytrain to Sukhumvit Road.

‘I’m sorry Emm’s not going to see the boxing,’ said Ben, ‘but she’s a bit squeamish about things she hasn’t seen before … like in Spain she refused to come to the bullfight.’

‘Gotta keep an open mind,’ said Maca cheerfully.

The tuk tuk quickly arrived at the ferry pier near Thammasat University where radical campaigners for democracy had been violently suppressed in the early seventies. Now the area was peaceful, a centre for trading in traditional medicines and Buddhist amulets, tiny Buddha images worn on a pendant round the neck. A row of small shops, their open fronts spilling goods onto the pavement, ran down to a square of well-restored shop-houses. People were shopping and eating and sitting in the cool of the evening under the frangipani trees whose richly-scented flowers were scattered on the ground.

‘I like this place,’ said Maca. ‘It’s just how old Bangkok should be preserved.’

They walked into the ferry terminus building, through stalls selling tourist trinkets and a profusion of fruit and cooked foods. The sun was falling and casting a soft glow from the west, the heat of the day beginning to moderate as they reached the pontoon to wait for the ferry.

Wider than the Thames in London, the Chao Phraya river was muddy and brown and, unlike the Thames, it was a busy thoroughfare. The slowest boats were trains of barges moving at a snail’s pace behind a tug, the fastest the brightly coloured long-tailed boats, slim passenger craft carrying up to forty people. Their bows were dramatically flared upwards and hung with plastic flowers as offerings to the aquatic spirits, the engines high up behind the driver powering a long prop-shaft at the back.

From the pontoon Ben watched the long-tails screaming along the river like demented insects, kicking up sheets of spray. His ears were assailed by the noise of their engines, by the roar of traffic from the road, the scream of metal on metal as the pontoon lifted on the waves and the shriek of the boat-boys’ whistles. The river was vibrant and alive. Nothing was quiet and inscrutable here.

‘Okay mate, this is ours, the Chao Phraya River Express,’ said Maca, pointing to a long shark-like ferry coming down the river. It reversed into the jetty in a surge of foaming water as a deck-hand flicked a rope over a bollard, giving a brief moment for passengers to jump ashore. Ben and the others then joined the rush to get aboard and within seconds the powerful engine was again spewing fumes, pushing the boat fast through the murky water.

The three pleasure-seekers stood on the open deck at the stern, enjoying the scenery and the hot wind in their faces. Maca pointed out the sights to Ben; first the glittering spires of the Grand Palace and its temples, and then to the right the tall Khmer-style stupa of Wat Arun, the Temple of Dawn, backlit by the setting sun. On the left was Chinatown and on both sides, wharves and markets that would have been familiar in the days of Joseph Conrad more than a century earlier. Old wooden houses built on stilts over the water clung to the banks, their verandas crowded with pot plants and washing.

The river then took a sweep to the right, giving a clear view of the many tower blocks built when Thailand was booming in the late eighties and early nineties. There were offices, apartments and hotels, the most famous of which, the Oriental Hotel was set in leafy gardens on the edge of the water.

‘You wouldn’t believe the luxury in those places,’ said Maca. ‘Some of the top hotels are half empty, so some old bugger from the backside of Melbourne gets a luxury room thrown in with his package tour. He and his sheila are king and queen for the week and within spitting distance there’s people living in slum conditions.’

‘But not all the Thais are that poor,’ said Ben. ‘There seems to be money around.’

‘Yes, but it’s the contrast that gets to me … it’s so in-yer-face.’

They got off the boat beneath Saphan Taksin, a massive road bridge over the river, and walked up the ramp from the pontoon.

‘Look at that,’ said Ben. ‘They’re still completing the top floors of that block. Looks like flats … forty or fifty storeys at least.’

‘It’s not a new development,’ said Maca. ‘I guess work stopped when the economy collapsed in 1997 and now it’s been abandoned. That’s boom and bust for you.’

In contrast, their next form of transport, the Skytrain, looked a gleaming success story. They climbed a flight of steps to the ticket concourse and up to the elevated track where a train was waiting and sat down on the yellow plastic seats. The carriage was powerfully air-conditioned and Ben was able to breathe easily again, his sweaty skin and tee shirt rapidly drying out. All was spotlessly clean and starkly modern with straps and metal poles for standing passengers to hold onto.

‘Why’s there no Thai girls dancing round those poles?’ quipped Maca.

The view from the overhead railway was panoramic, the urban landscape of extravagant modern buildings relieved first by the greenery of Lumpini Park and then the manicured golf course and race track of the Royal Bangkok Sports Club. After changing trains at Siam Station, Ben sat high above the street as the marble facades of department stores, McDonald’s outlets, green trees, Thai temples, expressways and traffic jams slipped smoothly past his window.

They got off at Nana Station and followed the stairway down to Sukhumvit Road where Ben was unable to ignore a woman on the steps begging with two tiny children, one of them crying lustily.

‘You’ll see plenty more of those before we’re home tonight,’ said Maca as Ben dropped a coin into her bowl. ‘The Thais give to the poor to make merit for the next life, but you hear horror stories … like heavily drugged children being hired out to the beggar to boost their takings, and beggars being delivered in taxis to their pitch and handing over their earnings to their protectors. Same as with the bar girls, it’s always the big guys who control the cash flow.’

They walked up Sukhumvit Road, past glittering office buildings and banks, world class hotels and shopping malls, all dedicated to the farang and the upper end of the tourist industry. This was the place to shop for curios, carvings and handicrafts, for silks and designer labels, fake watches and flick knives, for leather and live skin. It was just an anonymous tourist trap and Ben did not much like it.

He and Maca followed Chuck to an open-air bar down one of the sois where the Thai boxing had already started. The clientele were mainly older farang males of all shapes and sizes, in singlet or tee shirt, shapeless shorts and trainers. As always there were bar girls sitting waiting at empty tables or draped over the men whose wallets they hoped to infiltrate. Next to the bar through screens set up to deter freeloaders, Ben could just see a floodlit boxing ring.

‘Come inside sir … only 300 baht,’ droned the tout. In the enclosure there were twenty or thirty tables with a mixture of Thai and foreign spectators watching the boxing. They paid to go in, took a table and ordered beers and food from a waitress in a very short skirt.

The fighting was brutal, the boxers wiry and thin, their sinewy bodies glistening in the heat and glare of the tropical night. They were barefooted, their ankles strapped up with white bindings and wore loose shiny shorts and boxing gloves. Heads down in combat, their gumshields gave them a ghastly grimace. They moved fast, showering blows on each other with their fists and more damagingly with their feet, knees and elbows. The feet were brought up in a scything action, belting the opponent in the kidneys. Often the fighters came together in a clinch, hammering each other with their knees before the referee broke them apart again. As a round ended, steel trays were brought into each corner to catch the water that was poured over their sweating bodies, the coaches screaming advice as they massaged bruised legs and arms. Soon another round began. It was rough stuff.

Ben wondered how the fighters could take such a pasting. They already looked exhausted and had a haunted look in their piggy little eyes. One of them was grotesquely ugly, battered beyond belief from a long career in the ring. His shorts were too big for him and in the middle of the fight he was making pathetic attempts to pull them up with his gloved hands. When at last both men went the distance, the referee held up the arm of the victor. There was little applause from the floor and nobody took much notice as the boxers came round the tables begging for tips.

‘I hate this bit,’ said Ben. ‘These blokes do it for our benefit but they’re hardly getting given anything. Do they fight only for tips?’

Chuck claimed to know how the sport operated in Thailand.

‘No man, they’re usually paid for each bout,’ he said. ‘The guys who fight on telly or at Lumpini and Ratchadamnoen have real money and status. But down the bottom end it’s shit, and this is the bottom end … fighting outside a bar. At least if they know who’s gonna win, they can fix it and not belt each other too hard.’

Ben could see two fit young boxers ready for the next bout.

‘These guys always do the ceremonial bit before the fight,’ said Chuck. ‘See their headbands. They’ll dance around in the ring to honour the spirits of muay Thai before getting stuck in.’

Studiously ignoring each other, the men began a slow ritual dance to the wailing oboe music and strident drumming, strutting like fighting cocks and kneeling and bowing down to the canvas. After a few minutes, they removed their headbands and made final adjustments to their kit. Then the bout started and the three friends watched several furious rounds before they were distracted by their food arriving. As they were arranging the dishes on the table, Ben realised that something had happened in the ring.

‘Damn, I missed it! One of them’s down,’ he said. The boxer was writhing on the canvas and being counted out. ‘What’s going on, Chuck?’

‘Probably been kicked in the calf. You can take almost anything on the shin, but a good kick to the calf poleaxes you. That’s it, he’s finished.’ For the man on the ground, his agony had only just begun. His seconds were with him and he was hauled to his corner, while Ben and the others concentrated on their curries and beers.

The next fight was between two small boys. Ben paid them little attention, though they were full of bile and energy, hitting each other for all they were worth. He noticed that while one was only in shorts, the other had a tee shirt on and hair pinned back with a grip. Then it suddenly dawned on him.

‘Blimey,’ he said to Chuck in astonishment, ‘that one’s a girl.’

‘No sweat,’ said Chuck lazily. ‘She can take care of herself okay.’

‘But it’s pretty vicious, isn’t it? Fine maybe for adults if there’s medics handy. But not with kids … and certainly not a girl.’

‘Yeah, but Ben, safety standards here aren’t the same as in the States, and you gotta let’em make some bread. Anyway it’s great sport.’

‘This isn’t sport, Chuck! It’s just to sell more beers,’ insisted Ben.

‘Yeah, but the girl’s the aggressive one,’ said Chuck. ‘I’m more worried about the little guy.’

Ben was about to press his point when Maca broke in.

‘Kids isn’t so bad, but it’s boxing between bar girls that makes me puke,’ he said. ‘Like at Lamai on Koh Samui there’s lady-boxing every week and the bars all put up a girl to have their faces pushed in.’

‘Get real, man! Amateurs can’t hurt each other,’ said Chuck.

‘They sure can. It’s like a street fight and they’re often badly matched. One lovely girl I saw was the tiniest thing. The other one was bigger and hurt her bad.’

‘But they’re all in it together,’ said Chuck.

‘No mate, they’re competitors every day of their lives. The big girl was mean, like she enjoyed smashing that beautiful face. The little’un was in a real distress after … showed me her split lip and the egg on her shin. Made me feel crook,’ said Maca staring into his beer.

‘So the farang like to watch bar girls brawling then?’ asked Ben incredulously.

‘Yes, they buy beers and bay like animals. The women are the worst.’

‘But the bar girls get a few baht for fighting,’ said Chuck, ‘and it’s gotta be voluntary.’

‘What’s ever voluntary when you’re a bar girl!’ said Maca sharply. ‘At least when they’re lying on their backs they’re making some bloke happy and not hurting each other. No, mate, choice doesn’t come into it.’ There was passion in his voice.

They sat in silence as the next bout began. One of the contestants was a farang from Eastern Europe, an ox of a man, tall and muscle-bound. He was followed into the ring by his opponent, a tubby little Thai with the doleful face of an oriental dog.

‘This one’s a foregone conclusion,’ said Ben as the fight started. ‘That Thai bloke couldn’t punch the farang in the face even if he stood on a box. He just can’t reach.’

‘Yes, but the face isn’t the only target,’ said Chuck. ‘The Thai guy looks tough and the farang’s slow … got no boxing skills at all.’

Chuck was right. In the third round, the foreigner ended up sitting on the floor with a look of utter surprise on his face. The referee counted him out and the Thai fighter was loudly cheered by the audience. But Ben did not applaud; he was not sure what to think of the backstreet muay Thai scene. He was certain Emma would have been appalled and he was glad she had stayed behind at the guesthouse that night.

‘Right then guys,’ said Maca theatrically. ‘We’ve done booze, food and aggro, so now for the go-go bars.’

Ben again thought of Emma and wondered how he was going to explain away being out so late drinking with Maca and Chuck in the sois and bars of Sukhumvit. She was not going to like it.
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Okay, that’s enough kick boxing,’ agreed Chuck. ‘So, where to next?’

‘Has to be Nana Plaza,’ said Maca.

‘I went there with Emm,’ said Ben. ‘She hated it.’ He knew he was on dangerous ground if Emma found out he had been there again, but as Nana Plaza was only a few hundred yards away from the boxing ring, it was unavoidable. He would feel pretty stupid in front of the lads if he went home early just because the little woman disapproved.

They all stood on the kerb waiting for a gap in the steady flow of taxis and tuk tuks.

‘Better use the pedestrian crossing,’ suggested Ben.

‘Whatever for? Drivers never stop!’ said Chuck knowingly. But as he crossed the road, it was streetwise Chuck who stepped on one of life’s banana skins. Dashing across the soi, his big mistake was to ignore a primary rule for avoiding collisions between pedestrians … he was foolish enough to look an oncoming Thai girl in the eye.
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