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  Introduction

  Some things on Patpong have remained the same since the 1970s: bars, sex shows, women for sale, men shopping for women, venereal disease. Some things have changed. There are now more bars and different types of bars; a new generation of women and more of them; a greater variety of sex shows; and another type of sexually transmitted disease—AIDS.

  This account of Patpong took place between 1988 and 1990. Only in the past few years has Thailand acknowledged having an AIDS problem. Since most of the country’s foreign income comes from tourism, the government had previously tried to hide the extent of its infection. The first AIDS case was diagnosed in 1984, but with so little mention of AIDS in the newspapers, Patpong and the Thai populace considered themselves safe from it until very late. In 1988, most bar girls had never heard of it.

  Buying sex is common for Thai males at every level of society, and as of 1993, they’ve hardly slowed the practice. “Kwai” prostitutes, similar to battlefield camp followers, are women who travel with the kwai, the water buffalo that are hired to plow the ground for crops. The majority of Thailand’s population is rural and lives off the land. A poor farmer with no kwai of his own must hire one and, while doing so, he engages the services of the prostitutes. The kwai and the women then travel to the next farmer. Not only are many kwai prostitutes HIV positive, but an alarming number of the farmers’ wives are also turning up infected. The men contract the virus, pass it to their wives, who then pass it to their unborn children.

  From kwai prostitutes to high-priced movie-star call girls, the virus is spreading through Thailand. The government is now encouraging the use of condoms, but beyond that, only fundamental alterations in perceiving gender roles will change Thai men’s sexual behavior patterns. The Thai Population and Community Development estimates that 5.3 million Thais will be infected with the AIDS virus by the year 2000.

  The major difference between present-day Patpong and the time of this story is the fear of AIDS. But the girls are still there. The sex shows are still there. And the customers are still there.
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    Narrator: If life can be chosen, who would want to stand here. But since we are here, all we ask for is understanding . . . and a chance to live the hope that one day we can walk away. We are life, we are part of society. We have to struggle for a better life. There are many roads leading to it, and the one we are walking on is called Patpong.

    Music: “Part-time Lover”

    — From the Patpong musical presented by Empower, 1987

  

  At night, the streets of Patpong, a red-light district in Bangkok, Thailand, teemed with Thai men attempting to hustle customers into bars. As I turned the corner onto Patpong 2, one fell into step beside me. My being a female did not discourage him. He noted only the blond hair and blue eyes, which marked me a foreigner and therefore a potential source of revenue. Or, he may have just wanted to meet me, or if not, then to annoy me. Western women were still rare on Patpong at that time.

  “Want see Pussy Show? Pussy Smoke Cigarette. Pussy Open Bottle. Pussy Ping Pong Ball Show.”

  “Mai ow (Don’t want),” I said without looking at him. I hoped speaking Thai would impress him into not thinking of me as a tourist. Maybe he’d go away. He didn’t. He continued to walk with me and held a plastic card in front of my face. In English, German, and Japanese, it listed the sex shows performed in his bar. In case I didn’t want to read, he cited them for me aloud: “Pussy Write Letter. Snake Show. Eggplant Show. Banana, you see already?”

  “Du leeow (Have seen already),” I lied. I hadn’t seen a show yet. I supposed I’d have to sooner or later. I aimed a half smile at the tout; I’d probably have to befriend all these characters too. They were part of my research into Patpong prostitution. I’d have to know everything that went on in the area, which included three parallel streets: Patpong 1 and Patpong 2, plus the short Soi Jaruwan, also known as Patpong 3 or Soi Katoey, Homosexual Street.

  Though I’d passed through Patpong many times, I’d not yet begun the research. The professors on my dissertation committee had advised me to take time to learn the language first. However, they’d suggested I do this for only the first three months. So far it had already been a year. I had to start studying Patpong soon, but I needed an inspired burst of courage to launch me into it.

  Patpong was a tourist strip with bars next to, and on top of, one another. The women working in the bars were prostitutes. Bar work was only half the job. The real money came from selling sex. Polygamy and prostitution have long been a privilege of Thai men, but during the Vietnam War Thailand became proficient in serving up its women to foreigners. American military personnel flocked to the country for R&R, rest and recreation, which they called I&I, intoxication and intercourse.

  The name Patpong came from the Patpong family, which owned a strip of the land that lay between the roads Silom and Surawong. Those roads made up the heart of Bangkok’s business district. Contrasting the tall modern buildings surrounding it, the Patpong streets held dumpy two-story structures.

  Though the Vietnam War may have boosted Patpong into the entertainment industry, Thailand’s reputation as a sex paradise took off on its own at the war’s end. Germany arranged cheap charter flights. Holland organized sex tours. As Taiwan and Japan grew prosperous, their males flew in too. Many Americans from the war chose not to go home. The saying was that there were no MIAs in Vietnam; in reality they were all MIBs—Mischiefing in Bangkok.

  The Children’s Rights Protection Center estimated that two million females in Thailand earned their living from prostitution, including 800,000 children under sixteen. During the year of my study, 1988, men poured into Thailand from all parts of the world. Some ethnic groups had their own areas, so the women specialized in certain people. Those working in the Arab sections learned to speak Arabic. Others focused on French or Japanese or, if they worked the cargo dock, perhaps Burmese. In Bangkok, two main areas targeted Westerners, Soi Cowboy and Patpong. Thais called Westerners—Americans, Europeans, Australians, Israelis, etc.—farangs.

  Many male farangs who resided in Thailand were there because of the bar girl scene and because of the way they were treated as royalty. They viewed Thailand as a paradise for foreign men. One morning in my apartment building, while reading the English language newspaper that the building kept in the lounge downstairs, I overheard two journalist neighbors—one Australian, one English, both male—tell a joke.

  “This farang dies and goes to heaven,” said the English neighbor with the sports section resting on his knee. “He arrives at the pearly gates and Saint Peter is there checking the book. ‘My, my, you’ve led an exemplary life’ says Saint Peter. ‘And because you’ve been so good, we’re going to grant you all the wishes you want. What do you fancy?’ ‘I have only one wish,’ the farang answers. ‘Send me back to Thailand. I want to live in Thailand forever.’ ‘Very well,’ Saint Peter says. And presto! the man gets his wish. He’s back in Thailand. But guess what! He is reincarnated as a Thai man!”

  “A THAI! Bloody hell!” The two farangs laughed and made agony faces. “Poor sod!” Ho ho ho.

  I pretended to be absorbed in my newspaper. I couldn’t join their merriment, for as a Western female I’d been excluded. They didn’t regard me with any more esteem than they had for Thai men. Western men often used the notion of Thailand as a foreign male’s sexual Utopia to needle Western women. The number of female farangs living in Thailand was far smaller than that of males, and farang men treated them as outsiders who didn’t belong. “What are YOU doing here?” was the men’s attitude to me, whether spoken with a chuckle or implied; it served to perpetuate the idea of Thailand as “For Men Only.”

  “Pussy Write Letter Show? You want see? I take you,” the tout offered again. He’d followed me the entire length of the block.

  Well, why not? I thought. I’d have to do this eventually. Why not take the first step? Here was the opportunity to set forth on my task. Studying Patpong could also be a way to retaliate against Western men. By becoming an expert on Patpong, I’d be invading their privileged territory. If I could know everything about prostitution on Patpong, I could make it mine too.

  “Okay,” I said to the tout with determination. I’d found the well of motivation I needed to start the research, only it wasn’t fueled so much by courage as by pique. “Show me.”

  He led me to Soi Crazy Horse, a short street that connected Patpongs 1 and 2, and up a staircase into Winner’s, a long and narrow bar. A naked Thai woman soaping herself in a shower caught my eye first. Then I flashed on the two stages on either side of her. On one stage, a naked woman danced with a Coke bottle in her hand. Fair-haired heads of Western men sitting at tables speckled the dark areas against the walls. All looked toward the other stage, where another naked woman squatted over her Coke bottle. I noted that the neck of the bottle was inside her vagina as a few of the men turned to notice me. Oh dear, how could I make my face look nonchalant? The tout bequeathed me to a hostess who directed me to a table on a raised platform along the wall. Applause followed a loud popping sound, signaling that the woman onstage had opened the bottle successfully.

  Immediately after I sat down, someone in see-through lace slid next to me and offered her hand stiffly, as if about to make a karate chop. Shaking hands was not a Thai custom but Patpong men and women did it, thinking it was the farang greeting for all occasions.

  “Hello. What you name?” she said.

  “Cleo, and you?”

  She let me shake her passive hand, then she laid her index finger along the length of her nose and said, “Pong.”

  By this time I knew that laying one’s finger along the nose signified “me”; I would have done it by pointing to my chest. At the beginning I’d had no idea why people were touching their noses and misinterpreted it as meaning either they were thinking about something or indicating a bad smell.

  “Drink,” said Pong. I ordered her one as I knew I was supposed to. A “drink” meant a cola or an orange juice. Alcohol was one of the pleasures Thai culture reserved for men. Though some Thai women did drink, they berated themselves for doing it. When I asked for club soda, Pong approved. “Cleo no drink whiskey, very good.”

  Pong had puffy, shoulder-length hair and a long, skinny body. Bright purple lips punctuated her sharp-angled face. We smiled at each other. Here was my first informant.

  In Thai, I asked her, “How old are you?”

  “Twenty-eight,” she answered in an English no better than my Thai.

  “Are you from Bangkok?” I asked in Thai.

  “No, come from North,” she said in English. Most Patpong women came from outside Bangkok, from the impoverished countryside. Their work often supported dozens of relatives back home.

  Pong scooted over close to me. The see-through lace barely reached her crotch, leaving her legs bare as they pressed against mine. Between Pong and the women on stage, I felt overwhelmed by naked female flesh.

  Somehow we managed to exchange morsels of information in the wrong languages. As facts piled up, I realized I had to write them down or they’d crowd each other out of my brain. “Where’s the toilet?” I asked in perfect Thai grammar. That phrase was practiced often in the language class at A.U.A. (American University Alumni), where I went for lessons during the day.

  Pong took my arm to escort me but detoured to the dressing room first to show me her shiny red dress. “Is pretty or not?” she asked, clearly finding it beautiful. She held it out. “Cleo try on.”

  “Oh no, no. That’s alright. Thank you, Pong.”

  “PONG,” she corrected me. I’d used the wrong p and the wrong tone. Thai was a tonal language, so saying the right word with the wrong tone could result in calling someone bad luck (suey, midtone) when you meant to say she was beautiful (suey, rising tone). “My friend,” she said next, motioning to a naked person there.

  The friend shook my hand. Female? Male? I couldn’t decide. Completely naked in the dressing room, she was obviously a go-go girl on a break, but something in me said this was a male. Whatever she was, she was charming and modeled her own microminiskirt for me.

  “Cleo try?” she also offered.

  “No, no. Thank you.”

  She was shorter and thinner than my five foot three, one hundred and six pounds. She had a pixie haircut and small bare breasts above the skirt. But I still read “male.” Very disorienting. It almost made me dizzy.

  As Pong led me out of the dressing room, she whispered, “Katoey. Lady-boy,” meaning a male who’s had a sex change operation.

  When we returned to the table, Pong had to leave for the stage. Following the pattern I’d noticed with previous performers, she danced one song nude and then prepared for a trick show. I hid my face behind a glass of club soda and glanced around. Not too many people were watching me watch Pong. I wondered if they thought I was gay. Onstage Pong wrapped a Magic Marker in toilet paper before inserting it in her vagina. Then she poised herself over a sheet of paper. One leg crossed over the other; her arms supported her as she swung her hips to and fro. She wrote, “Good Luck to America.” Pong had told me she’d had only one year of school. I knew she couldn’t read or write more than her name in Thai. She had to be even less knowledgeable of English. The fluency of her “Good Luck to America” must have attested to years of those shows.

  Back at my table, she handed me the paper. She’d written it for me. It also contained her name and number, 22. A government regulation required employees to wear number badges. The girls wore them on their lace coverings, making it easy for men to pick someone and order her a drink. I thanked Pong for the gift and folded it for safe keeping—my first artifact. I felt thrilled to have found myself a contact and envisioned a long-term close relationship with Pong, an anthropologist with her informant. I’d achieved a foothold in the project—now how to follow through?

  “Next week, you want to go to dinner with me?” I asked her in Thai. “I’ll pay the bar.” Everyone in Bangkok knew how prostitution on Patpong worked. Every Saturday, a column in the English newspaper explained the routine. First, you paid the bar to take the girl off work. Then you made arrangements with the girl herself for sex, thereby profiting both the girl and the bar. Though I had no intention of buying sex or paying Pong for anything, I figured she’d be happy to get out for a night and we could become acquainted. I didn’t know when or how to tell her I wanted to interview her. I’d have to wait till we established a rapport.

  “Thank you,” she said in English. She leaned her arm on my leg. Did she think I wanted her for sex? Well, it didn’t matter what she thought at this point. We were going to be best buddies, I just knew it.

  “Friday, I’ll come back and we’ll go out and have fun,” I promised. “Now I must leave.”

  She yelled “CHECK BIN” to the hostess. Instead of asking for a check or a bill, Thais said “check bill,” which they pronounced “check bin.”

  A wide man in a gold lame gown with matching gold high heels delivered the “check bin.” As I looked it over, I spotted the 250 baht ($10) charge “for the show,” a small fortune in Thailand. The tout had sworn there’d be no cover charge. I realized Winner’s was a “ripoff bar.” It was one of the eight bars in Patpong that overcharged customers and resorted to violence to collect. I knew the door would be locked until I paid. Tourist magazines advised what to do if you found yourself in this situation—PAY. Then go to the tourist police and complain. After a hassle, the money would be refunded. But I couldn’t go to the police. I’d finally found myself an informant; I didn’t want to lose her now.

  Pong’s face set into a stony shape as she gazed at the stage, pretending not to notice anything was amiss. She probably had to sit through this ordeal several times a night. Beneath his sparkly eye shadow, the man’s eyes glared as if daring me to protest. Would he hurt me if I made a fuss? His muscular form did not match a female shape, despite the ruffles on his hem. Clipped in rhinestones, his long hair swooped to the side of his brow. I paid.

  Outside, I felt relief at having escaped a ripoff bar unharmed. No wonder the touts were so eager to muster clients. They must have received a commission for each person brought to the bar.

  What about my promise to buy out Pong Friday night? Should I find myself someone from an honest bar instead? What if I lacked the gumption to go through all that again? If I didn’t ride this out, it might be another year until I met someone else.

  A Thai appeared beside me. “Hello,” he said. “You want a man?”

  A man? What was he asking? Was he offering himself for sale? Or was he offering to sell me to someone? Whichever it was, here was another contact for me. I gave him a friendly smile and said, “Who are you?” I found his baby face attractive. His Thai eyes held a glimmer of humor.

  He stopped and shook my hand. “Jek. What’s your name?”

  I told him and said I lived a block away off Silom Road—and what kind of man did he mean? I didn’t want to say outright I didn’t know what he was talking about. I hoped I’d figure it out as he went on.

  “What kind of man you like? Big one?”

  “Oh no, I hate big ones. I don’t like too tall or too muscular.”

  “How you like then? What type you think is handsome?”

  “Well, like you. You’re perfect,” I said honestly.

  “Oooh-aaah!” he said in a drawn out exclamation. He looked away with an ecstatic face. “Where you go now?”

  “I’m going home.”

  “I come with you?”

  “NO! I’ll go alone.” I started walking and he walked with me. “You work here?” I asked him.

  “Over there. Patpong 3. Soi Katoey. Many gay bar.”

  “Are you gay?”

  He looked horrified. “Only work there. My job.”

  His pronunciation was atrocious, so we spoke half in my scrambled Thai and half in his scrambled English. In this manner, I found out that Jek was a “bringer.” He brought lovers to people. He said he’d been working in Patpong for five months and had graduated from Chulalongkorn University, majoring in business administration.

  “Do you take people to ripoff bars?” I asked.

  He laughed. “How you know?”

  I didn’t want to admit I’d just been to one. “How much commission do you make?”

  “One hundred baht each customer, five hundred baht for group of four. You go hotel with me?”

  “Uh . . . well, no, not tonight, thank you.” Was he selling himself? Or, now that I’d proven friendly, did he view me as available for sex? While farang men thought all Thai women were up for sale, Thai men thought all farang women gave it away free to anyone.

  “Have short-time hotel, very nice, very clean.”

  I laughed. “Maybe next time,” I said in a tone of voice a farang man would know meant “Never!”

  When we reached the place where I had to turn off the avenue, I said goodbye and he shook my hand again. He had a great smile.

  As I continued home, I laughed to myself, thinking I should buy a little cutie for an hour of sex to get an angle on the other side of prostitution, the customer’s side. Wouldn’t that be what they called “participant observation”? Jokingly, I composed a letter in my mind to my professor: Dear Dr. Rapp, I’ve assessed the situation and found a need for a slight change in research design. In addition to studying Thai prostitutes, I will investigate the psychological consequences to the customer. To this end, I have found myself an adorable Thai man . . .
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    Karnjanauksorn (1987) believes 200,000 Thai women work as prostitutes in Europe. The Thai Development Newsletter (1986:13) reports 50,000 Thai prostitutes in Japan. In 1988, Skrobanek (Rattanawannatip: 18) stated that “15 to 25 per cent of all Thai women between the ages of 15-30 are prostitutes.” During a debate over the British documentary Foreign Bodies, about prostitution in Thailand, no one argued when Skrobanek (from the Women’s Information Center) said, “We are turning into a SIC—sex industry country—not a NIC [newly industrializing country]” (Usher, 1988; 31).

  

  I grew up in a New York City apartment overlooking Central Park and experienced my teens during the 1960s. While I was espousing the wildness of that decade—picketing, smoking pot, rock-and-rolling—my father developed Parkinson’s disease and died. By the time I turned twenty-one, my family’s money had run out, leaving me with the values of the Love Generation but little else—no money, no skills, no sense of responsibility or allegiance to the work ethic, no goal in life. Disgruntled and empty, I gave my Yorkshire terrier to my mother and escaped the city that seemed to have no place for me.

  First I spent two years roaming Europe, supporting myself with occasional modeling jobs. Then, hearing of a Freak community on a beach in India, I headed there. Six years later, after the death of a close friend and with my own life in ruin, I landed back in New York needing a new philosophy and purpose.

  How to pull myself together and move in a different direction? The horizon seemed to hold nothing but shadows of things I’d lost.

  I enrolled in school.

  Feeling like an alien in my home culture, I drifted toward anthropology and the study of foreign lifestyles. I loved it. Learning about the development of my species, from caves to skyscrapers, drove me to do the same for myself—from beach bum to computer whiz. Mastering theories raptured my brain as well as any psychotropic drug I’d taken. Knowledge was on par with LSD. I could have studied forever, but the student loans guaranteed by the government would only carry me as far as a Ph.D.

  I had a few years of financial aid left to fund the field work required for the doctorate degree. I still longed for Asia, but now I wanted to return there in a manner that had meaning. I needed a mission.

  Charged with dedication and commitment, I decided to do something magnificent for the prostitutes of Patpong. My friend who’d died in India had once married one. Exactly what I would do for them, I didn’t know yet.

  When I first arrived in Thailand, I applied to its National Research Council for permission to study Patpong. They rejected the topic and told me to change it if I wanted to stay in the country. Prostitution was illegal in Thailand. It was, nonetheless, a major source of foreign income, a situation the government didn’t like to admit. They didn’t want someone snooping around and calling attention to it.

  My Australian neighbor advised, “You better change your topic, kiddo. How ‘bout silk factories? They’d like you to write about that. Might bring in business.”

  After mulling it over, I resolved not to change objectives. My concern lay with the women of Patpong, whom I felt were unjustly condemned as abominations of society and disgraces to womanhood. From my studies in preparation for the trip, I knew that Thailand considered these women to be bad human beings. In reality, they supported entire families and even communities. I wanted to spotlight what the Thai government wished to hide. It accepted the money generated by prostitutes but called them loathsome at the same time. My topic had become a cause I believed in. And I needed to do something worthwhile to make up for the years I frittered away in hippydom. Besides, silkworms didn’t rouse me.

  After growing up in the ‘60s, rebelling against authority was second nature to me. It never entered my mind to notify my professors of the National Research Council’s decision. I doubted the Council had an enforcement branch. So far, no one had knocked on my door demanding to know my new topic. I did have to be careful not to be noticeable, though. Since the Council had rejected my proposal, they also had refused me a research visa. I lived in Thailand on Double-Entry Non-Immigrant visas and had to cross the border every three months. I didn’t want to find myself blacklisted next time I faced Immigration.
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  Patpong Go-Go
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  Patpong 1

  


  Three days after I met Pong, I headed back to Winner’s to buy her out of bar work for the night. I looked for Jek as I passed the corner of Patpong 3 and Silom Road. He was there, sitting on someone’s parked motorbike. He jumped down and shook my hand.

  “Oah, we meet again. Where you go now?” he asked. When Thais greeted each other they didn’t say, “How are you” the way Westerners do. They said “Where are you going?” One was not supposed to answer with geographic details any more than English speakers were supposed to give health particulars. The Thai equivalent of “Fine, thanks” was to make a directional motion with the chin and go on to another subject. As someone who hadn’t been raised with this custom, I found it hard not to say where I was going.

  “To Sot Crazy Horse.”

  “What you doing?”

  I didn’t think I should tell him about the research so I covered by saying, “I was looking for you.”

  “Oah!”

  Before he could get the wrong idea, I added, “I just wanted to say hello and see if you were here.”

  “I always here. Never have day off. We go hotel?”

  I still didn’t know if he was selling himself or not, so I probed: “Is the hotel expensive?”

  “Short-time not expensive. We go now? I pay hotel.”

  Well, at least it was flattering to know he didn’t view me as a customer wanting to buy his time. “Not today,” I said. “Maybe next month.” I started to walk away.

  He stopped me to shake my hand goodbye. “Okay, then. I wait you pass again.”

  “Uh, sure thing.”

  I walked on thinking I had to watch what I said to that one, because he was too dangerously good-looking to play around with. He might think I was serious. Or worse—what if I took him up on it?

  Winner’s Bar, at the early hour of 8 p.m., was devoid of customers. Seven girls danced naked. About thirty more sat at tables against the wall. Pong looked surprised to see me. She and the lady-boy katoey waved from the stage, then Pong rushed to hug me without bothering to cover herself first. I gave her the 500 baht ($20) to buy her out for the night, and she went to pay the bar and dress. As she passed the stage, she waggled the money at the other girls. I wondered again if I wouldn’t be better off having an informant whose place of employment didn’t specialize in swindling foreigners.

  We taxied to the Brown Sugar jazz club near the A.U.A. language school, the only restaurant I could think of. I hoped I wouldn’t run into fellow students. I hadn’t told Pong about the research yet and I worried someone would say something offensive to her.

  Menu in hand, I watched to see how she’d order without being able to read the selection. She frowned at it, then asked the waiter if he had sandwiches. We settled in to await our food.

  Pong said, “Cleo give money buy cigarette, okay?”

  I gave her the money. When she left the table, I hurriedly wrote in my book: “Asked for money easily, expecting people to give her whatever she desired.”

  She returned with a pack of cigarettes and lit one. Now I had to make us friends. I wanted her to trust me so she’d tell me her life story. I told her, “I used to be a hippy. I lived on a beach in India.” I thought that would ingratiate me as a fellow renegade, but she merely nodded and looked around at the other diners. “I came to Thailand during that time and fell in love with it,” I continued. “Eventually I had to give up my home in India. Drugs and parties nearly did me in. I had to change my way of life. Now I’m a serious student seeking knowledge to make the world a better place.” Pong seemed disinterested, but I went on anyway. “Well, maybe I can’t change the world, but I’d like to do something for women.”

  Here was the opening to tell her about the research, about how I’d previously noted the strength of Patpong women and wanted to portray them as heroines rather than the monsters Thai society believed them to be.

  Pong didn’t appear to be listening, though. Her attention was focused across the room on a table of businessmen. So I asked her in Thai, “Are you married?” which is actually asked “are you married yet?” In Thailand, it was unthinkable for someone to go through life without a spouse.

  “Husband. Have,” she replied in English.

  “Where is he?” I asked in Thai.

  “Work bar,” she said. “Husband, Islam man.” She touched her nose. “Pong, Buddhist. Before, have husband from Iran.”

  In Thai, I confirmed, “Your husband works at Winner’s?” She nodded. I didn’t ask how he felt about her working there because that would imply I thought he had reason to disapprove. I had to be careful in Patpong conversations never to appear critical.

  I learned that Pong came from Northern Thailand. She hadn’t been able to go to school because of her family’s poverty. “Papa die. Mama and younger sister, no money. Last month, younger brother have accident.” She laid a finger on her nose. “Pong sick,” and described her illness—heart disease.

  At this I suspected she was engaging in a hustle. A hustle, even if true, could be discerned by the string of misfortunes and the manner in which they were presented, as if recited often.

  “Do you send your family money?”

  “If I no send, they no eat. Send money for aunt and uncle too. Nephew need pencil for school.”

  Newspapers often reported the destitution found in rural Thailand, and Patpong women were adept at using the well-known facts to stir compassion and generosity in foreigners. Men had told me the depths of altruism the bar girls inspired in them and the large sums it cost. I figured Pong’s rundown of her family’s plight might be followed by a plea for charity. To change the subject, I asked in Thai if she’d travelled anywhere.

  “Pong go Ko Samui,” she told me in English. Samui Island in southern Thailand was a tourist resort where foreign men sometimes took bar girls for a few days.

  “Alone?” I asked knowing otherwise.

  “With German man. He pay bar for one week.” She laughed, knocked my shoulder, and raised two fingers. “Only two time make love. Other time, Pong tell him no feel good. Sick. Cannot.”

  I laughed with her. “Do you have children?”

  “Boy and girl.”

  “Have any pictures of them?”

  She did and other pictures too. One was of her in a hotel room. “Not pretty,” she said. “Too skinny.” Thais generally found skinniness ugly because of its association with poverty. I saw pictures of a Japanese boyfriend and an American one. She displayed the American’s address and said she had many, many addresses.

  After dinner she wanted to go back to her bar. She said she’d introduce me to her husband. She seemed keen on returning to Patpong, suggesting a variety of Patpong places we could visit if I didn’t want to stay at Winner’s. She didn’t really want to go anywhere except Patpong and any place on Patpong would do, though her bar or someplace close to it was best. We settled on the SuperStar Discotheque across the hallway from Winner’s. Since it was still early, we’d wait in the bar till disco time.

  “Okay, but I don’t have to pay for the show again, right?”

  “No more. Cleo friend now.”

  So we returned to Patpong. We left the taxi on the avenue and went by foot through the crowded street, packed with touts, tourists, and vendors whose stalls prevented anyone from walking in a straight line. Occasionally Pong stopped to chat with friends. We entered the club by the Patpong 2 entrance, which shared a hallway with SuperStar. At the inner door stood a young man wearing an earring and a modern punkish haircut.

  She introduced him as her husband. “Ong,” she said. Ong was twenty-two, six years younger than Pong. In Thai, the names Pong and Ong didn’t rhyme, one being a “falling tone,” the other a “rising tone” that sounded like a question— “Ong?”

  Inside the club, she scanned the room before pulling me to sit next to a blond man she knew. She placed her hand on the farang’s knee and devoted herself exclusively to him for the next half hour. Once or twice she turned to me with a “just a minute” gesture. When a hostess came by, I had to order a drink. I ordered one for Pong too, hoping it would remind her of me. She lifted it in salute and gave me another “just a minute” sign.

  I resigned myself to watching the girl onstage shoot a dart from her vagina. Lying on her back, she contracted her stomach muscles, aiming the protruding blow gun at a balloon. I marveled that the men nearby were unafraid a badly aimed dart might go their way.

  Pong caught hold of the manager as he passed and introduced him to me.

  In his early twenties, Hong Kong Chinese, the manager took hold of my elbow and led me to a private corner before I had time to object. Hey! I wasn’t interested in him! I didn’t want to separate from Pong. I’d bought her for the night; she wasn’t supposed to be working!

  Sitting by the disk jockey booth, between a pillar and the manager, I couldn’t even see Pong, I had hoped at least to observe her actions. Wait a minute, this was not how it was supposed to go! Pong was preoccupied with a farang and here was this man taking possession of me. He took hold of my hand and gave me a drink on the house. He invited me for a movie. He asked for my phone number. He made the personal inquiries of polite Thai chitchat, one of which was— contrary to Western courtesy—how old are you? I told him.

  “Thirty-eight! No, never,” he said. People generally took me for younger than my age. “You must not tell anybody thirty-eight. Say twenty-one. And you should cut your hair,” he advised.

  Cut my hair? I’d never had it other than long, straight, and stringy. How had I trapped myself with the manager of a ripoff bar? I wanted my hand back, but every time I pried it from him, excusing the move by taking a sip of my drink, he retrieved it as soon as it was free. When I decided to keep hold of the glass, he seized my other hand. How had I lost control of the situation? Well, hopefully Pong and I would leave soon for the disco.

  I paid little attention to the manager’s conversation. Instead, I considered whether I should lie about my age next time someone asked. When I’d told Pong, she too had gone into shock. In Thailand, a female was over the hill at twenty-five. And an unmarried one without children? Inconceivable. Revealing my age had made both the manager and Pong look at me as if I were an extraterrestrial. On the other hand, it didn’t seem to have dampened the guy’s ardor much. My palm, imprisoned in his, was growing clammy.

  Finally disco time; I left the manager, collected Pong, and we went across the hall, where I paid our entrance fees into SuperStar Discotheque. We sat at the bar and I soon gave up trying to yell questions at her over the blaring music. Her husband joined us for a minute, then went back to his post. The manager came next, pressing against me as he squeezed between my bar stool and Pong’s. Fortunately, he didn’t stay long either.

  “Boss love Geo,” Pong said when he left.

  “Mai ow (Don’t want)’ I told her, rolling my eyes and grimacing.

  “Ong and Pong, go Cleo tonight,” she said in English.

  “Where?” I asked in Thai.

  “Cleo.”

  I pointed to my chest. “Me?” She nodded as if pleased it was settled. “Who?”

  “Ong. Pong.”

  “Go where?”

  “Yes.”

  Not understanding what I’d agreed to, I finally said, “No, it’s late. I have to go home soon. I’m tired.”

  She patted my knee.

  “I don’t understand,” I said in English.

  In Thai, she explained, “My husband and I will sleep at your house tonight.”

  “NO, no, no. Pen pat mat dai. Not possible,” I said quickly, aghast at the thought.

  Her chin puckered in disappointment. Or was it confusion? I felt confused too. I couldn’t bring myself to ask what she had in mind for the three of us. Besides, I suddenly felt defeated by my limitations with the Thai language and my lack of control over events. She said no more about it.

  Meanwhile, the manager had instructed Pong to bring me back to the bar, and I followed her as she convinced me she had to return to Winner’s to get something. She led me straight to him, and he found us a corner (without Pong) where he again took custody of my hand. Patpong seemed to run along two currents only—money and sex. How would I get by without being swept away by either? I left shortly after.

  At home, I tallied the night’s expenses—the bar fee, the restaurant, the taxis, SuperStar—$50. Very expensive for someone living in a foreign country on a student loan. I couldn’t afford many more of those nights. Had I learned much? Not terribly. At that rate, I’d never write the dissertation. And had I really found myself an informant? No, I had to admit. I’d have to find a better strategy for collecting data. But what?

  The population of Western men who lived permanently in Thailand was quite huge. Statistics on actual numbers weren’t available because most of them were not legal residents. They stayed in the country (some already ten, twenty years or more) on Double-Entry Non-Immigrant visas and had to cross the border every three months the way I did. They stayed because of the Thai women. Though initially men paid outright for sex, prostitution in Thailand differed from the West in the way the women used poverty and the Third World conditions of Thailand to turn the customer/prostitute relationship into a savior/damsel-in-distress relationship. It was hard for men to leave the country where they played the role of hero so completely.

  Though some men had been there since Vietnam, having found Thailand more hospitable than America, new ones came as tourists or travellers, military or business men, and often got stuck there, unwilling to go home, where no one viewed them as equally special. In Thailand, women gave them worshiping looks when they set foot in a bar or a store, or walked down the street. Where poverty was rampant, Western boyfriends were treasures. Many men eventually married the women they met in a Patpong bar.

  The purpose of the A.U.A. language school, where I studied Thai, was to teach English to Thais, not Thai to foreigners, and many farang residents worked there as English teachers. Resident men rarely went there to learn Thai. Most resident farang men, no matter how long they’d been living in Thailand, never learned more than a few common phrases. This situation, in which the subordinate one in the relationship had to learn the dominant one’s language, resulted in an alienation for those living in Thailand unable to speak Thai. Most resident farang women, on the other hand, did learn Thai.

  One day, in A.U.A.’s cafeteria, I met Seymour, one of the English teachers. “You should talk to my wife, Tik,” he said when I told him my reason for studying the language. It was a regular occurrence for resident men to offer me their ex-Patpong wives or girlfriends as informants without first consulting them.

  “Oh?” I debated accepting his offer. Now that I’d officially started the research, I had to keep going before I became discouraged by lack of progress. Already a year in Thailand, and so far I’d had only one private encounter with a Patpong person—an expensive and unfruitful one at that. When I learned that Seymour’s wife had been away from prostitution six years, meeting her sounded like a good idea. “Okay,” I told him. “Thanks.”

  Seymour, from the American Midwest, with a beard and longish blond hair, told me he’d first come to Thailand as a soldier during the Vietnam War. To support himself, Tik, and their two daughters, he taught English ten hours a day and hated it.

  When Seymour picked up his lunch tray and left, another teacher at the table said, “Don’t tell Seymour I told you, but he’s AWOL from the war.”

  An AWOL! Seymour and Tik’s story was sounding better and better. Maybe I’d get a handle on the research after all.

  The next weekend, Seymour arranged for me and his wife to meet for lunch at a coffee shop. Short and chubby, Tik had tied her long black hair behind her. Thai women were generally tiny and very thin. Many Patpong women wore their hair long and loose, which made them irresistibly sexy to Western men. When bar girls lived a while with farangs, though, they sometimes gained weight and lost their striking beauty. Chunky Tik, with her hair tied unattractively behind her, was no longer a treat for the eyes.

  Right off she told me, “It too dangerous for you go Patpong. Someone maybe want you dead, uh.” She leaned in closer. “On Patpong, many gangster. Kill easy, uh. They no like farang ask question about prostitute.”

  Tik suggested I hire her to do interviews for me.

  After the fiasco with Pong, this sounded peachy. “Great,” I said encouragingly.

  Tik had already planned it out. “I have many Patpong girlfriend. I go see them and they tell me their story. I hide tape recorder in my bag. You have tape recorder?”

  “No, but I can buy one.”

  “See-mon will translate for you in English.”

  “Seymour speaks Thai?”

  “No. I tell to him. He write in English, make good. Then later I introduce you to my friend so you can interview for yourself. You no go Patpong alone. Too much danger, uh.”

  I wondered how those people would feel when they found out Tik had been secretly taping their conversations. But I didn’t believe she really found Patpong a danger. It sounded like a hustle to get me to hire her. I didn’t challenge her on it, Hiring her was just what I wanted to do. I needed help, and I didn’t want her to feel mistrusted.

  “I’ll pay you 500 baht a week plus expenses. How’s that?” I offered. Since $100 a month would be considered a good full-time salary for a college graduate (which she wasn’t), 500 baht a week ($20) was a good deal. I didn’t expect her to work anywhere near full-time.

  She looked down for a second with a sly smile and said, “I see how is. I tell you soon if okay.”

  We then chatted. “My father, he open first go-go bar on Soi Cowboy,” she told me. “He also have go-go bar in Udon Thani, my home town in Isan. When I small, American army in Udon. My family, they rent bungalow to GI. I wash shirt. Make good money, 150 baht a month from each GI, uh. I was eleven year old. Thai men no like GI because wife leave to go with GI, never come back. Girl make too much money there. Have ten, twenty GI send money every month.”

  As Tik spoke, I tried to figure out what was true and what were invented tidbits to portray Tik as the ideal informant. I found it hard to believe her father just happened to be the founder of the go-go business. Washing shirts, on the other hand, sounded plausible.

  Tik made a gesture toward the nearby window that gave onto a commercial street. “Father, he own building back there. Nine floor, uh. My family very rich. One time I meet Mr. Patpong through my family. Next year when I am thirty, I inherit too much money.”

  At this, I wondered if she’d fabricated everything she’d said so far. I saw the glint of con artistry in her eye. After each outrageous statement, she’d pause to scan me, as if assessing my gullibility. I made an effort to show no disbelief and thought I detected a pinch in her lip as she rated my gullibility as high.

  Though Tik had been a “housewife” for six years, she retained that hard-line hustle so mandatory for life on Patpong. Competition in the bars being fierce, aggressiveness and the ability to connive were vital characteristics for survival. Where resources were scarce and the seizure of opportunity crucial, daring to exaggerate and lie could make the difference between living well or not.

  After we parted company, with her promising to get right to work, I felt half elated that the project wasn’t hopeless after all, and half in dread that either Tik would give me nothing but farfetched tales or the plan, with tape recorder and third-party interviews, would prove unrealistic.

  When a week went by with no word from her, I told myself I had to come up with another approach. Even if she did fulfill her improbable promises, I knew deep inside that I had to be the one out there on the front line. Hiring someone to do interviews for me was another form of avoiding the battle. So much for Pong and Tik, Plans A and B. I groaned at the thought of Plan C—Empower, an organization for Patpong bar girls.

  I’d known about Empower since before coming to Thailand. I knew they used Western volunteers to teach English. Since Patpong dealt with tourists, the girls’ ability to speak English was conducive to everyone’s prosperity, so employers didn’t mind their attendance. If I could work for Empower, I’d meet lots of Patpong people, and it seemed a perfect strategy for finding out about them. But the thought of sacrificing hours of time to give English lessons depressed me. I didn’t have much choice, though. My options were running out.

  Thailand had few women’s organizations, and they made little headway in bettering women’s lives. The country held rigid views about women’s inferiority, granting them fewer legal and social rights than men. Thailand exalted males and reared females to deference.

  A Buddhist country, Thailand’s belief about women’s place was codified by the Buddhist religion and its ideas about reincarnation. A person’s life was viewed as a link in a chain of lives, each conditioned by acts committed in previous existences. The aim was to be free from the eternal cycle of rebirth and to attain Nirvana. People achieved this by making “merit.” Karma was the sum of actions and thoughts from previous lives and determined one’s present status. Karma also determined sex. To be born a woman meant one had an inadequate store of merit from past lives. Thai women, therefore, had fewer privileges than Thai men because that’s what they deserved.

  Thai women’s groups often rallied round the subject of prostitution. Because Thais adhered to the double standard of sexuality where males had the right to sexual freedom but females had to restrict themselves to one male, they considered prostitution an evil that ruined women for life (evil only for the women, not for the men who were their customers). I, on the other hand, thought Thai culture was ruinous to women and applauded the sex industry for at least offering them the opportunity to escape their historic role of powerlessness. Having read Empower’s literature, I knew they regarded bar girls as helpless victims, and I had warned myself to keep my opinions in check when I got there.

  One day I put on my immigration dress, a conservative outfit I wore when I had to deal with government officials, and set out for Empower. Even after years as a hard-working college student, I didn’t look much different from the old hippy days. Fashioning myself into a no-nonsense appearance still took an effort.

  My apartment was only seven minutes from Patpong, and Empower was another three farther down Silom Road. Finding an address in Thailand was no easy thing. House numbers didn’t always run consecutively, and I’d have never found Empower had I not been able to read the Thai sign at the mouth of an alley. Lucky for me I’d studied reading and writing Thai to justify my procrastination in starting the research. My professors had originally told me not to bother with the written language.

  I entered the building into an empty area and climbed to the second floor, where I found the office. A Thai woman sat at a desk, and a Western woman with wavy, light-brown hair stood by a file cabinet.

  “Hi,” I said. “Are you looking for volunteers?”

  “Hello,” said the farang. “I’m Etaine. Do you know what we do here?”

  “Only that you teach English to Patpong bar girls.”

  “Come, I’ll show you around.”

  She led me to the stairs and explained the organization. “Empower’s been in operation since 1986. Besides free English lessons, we also offer Thai lessons for women unable to read and write Thai. Many upcountry people have no more than second- and third-grade educations. They’re too poor to go to school.”

  “How long have you been working here?” I asked.

  “Two years. I was recruited from New Zealand—that’s where I’m from—to help run the place.” We climbed to the third floor. “This is the classroom.”

  A group of women sat on floor mats by the window. Seven Thais surrounded the farang who led the lesson. Ready to start work in an hour’s time, the Thai women’s eyelids glittered with bright colors. Tomato red lips and cheeks glowed in the dimness against the brightness of the summer sky outside. Jewelry jingled every time someone made a gesture. Etaine and I tiptoed close and stood to the side.

  The teacher pointed to a girl looking no older than fifteen, wearing a low-cut blouse and a miniskirt that revealed a sliver of pink panties as she sat with her legs folded to the side. The girl uttered an incomprehensible string of words.

  Etaine explained she’d recently arrived from the Northeast. “Girls begin working in Patpong without one word of English. But they learn fast.”

  The farang told her to slow down and try again. This time I could make out, “Welcome, please come in, sit down, what you name, what you want drink?”

  “And what else you want, baby?” another asked. The Thais covered their mouths, bent their heads, and giggled.

  Etaine whispered, “Our English conversation lessons are geared around bar behavior because that’s most relevant.”

  “Now let’s practice the passing again,” said the farang. “I’ll start. May I have the ashtray, please?”

  “Here you are,” said a Thai with a Betty Boop bow in her hair.

  “Thank you.”

  “You welcome.”

  Assorted props lay strewn around, and the girls took turns pointing to things and passing them to each other. “Please pass the coaster. Thank you.” “You welcome. Would you like a condom?” “Yes, please.” “Here you are.” “Thank you.” “May I have ice cube, please?” “Here you are. And I take condom too. You welcome.”

  Etaine explained that many women had never heard of condoms before coming to Empower. To instill AIDS awareness, the lessons brought up the subject as often as possible. I wanted to ask more about AIDS but not in front of the class.

  When we tiptoed back out, I told her I wanted to teach.

  “We do need people for the next term, which begins Monday. We’re actually between terms now, but some girls come in anyway. We never discourage them. Terms are six weeks, and then there’s a two-week break when we put out our newsletter. It’s called Patpong and serves to build a communication network for the girls. It’s about them and for them. Our goal at Empower is to give them a sense of self-esteem. Have you seen the newsletter?”

  When I shook my head, she gave me a back issue from April. The four glossy pages contained pictures and stories of a few bar girls, their hometowns and their activities. She said I could keep it—my second artifact. I noted the cartoon. Featuring a bar scene, it pictures a Western man with his arm around a bikinied Thai who has a faraway look in her eye. He is asking her, “What are you thinking about?” The balloon representing her thoughts shows images of April’s Songkran festival as she fantasizes celebrating it with her family upcountry, instead of in Patpong, where she has to work.

  “We’re expecting the printer to deliver the next issue tomorrow,” said Etaine. “Would you like to help us distribute it? We need all the arms we can get. We give out copies in as many bars as possible before our armloads run out. It takes a few days to reach all the bars.”

  “I’d love to. Sounds terrific!” It did. What a windfall opening into Patpong for me! To visit every bar while associated with Empower, a friend of the girls— perfect!

  She scheduled me to teach English on Tuesdays and Thursdays, 90 minutes a class. “Call me tomorrow to check if the newsletter’s out.”

  On the way home I gloried in feeling like a Patpong insider. Then suddenly I felt guilty about not revealing my true purpose to Etaine. I hadn’t been honest about my motives. I’d described myself as a student studying Thai, not a graduate student studying prostitution. After the warmth Empower aroused in me, I felt compelled to tell the truth. It would probably come out eventually anyway. Better to be straightforward from the start. I almost called Etaine as soon as I got home but decided it could wait a day.

  When I called the next afternoon, she said, “No, the paper hasn’t arrived yet but we’re going to Patpong tonight to visit some women who have the day off. Want to come?”

  Did I ever!

  That night, I went to meet Etaine. First I stopped at Patpong 3 and Silom Road to look for Jek. A cheap Thai restaurant, open to the humid air, occupied one corner. The opposite corner was obscured by a jackfruit vendor, a shelf of bootlegged Marlboros, and a row of parked motorbikes in front of which sat a one-legged beggar bowing his head to the ground, causing the flow of tourists to course around him. By his side, a pom-pommed hilltribe woman sold handicrafts.

  Unlike Patpong 1, which was barred to vehicular traffic at night, Patpong 3 had cars parked on both sides; but, being a dead-end street, only touts stood in its center.

  “Oah,” Jek said and offered his hand. I’d never liked shaking hands, and I liked it even less now that Patpong had me doing it so often. But shaking adorable Jek’s hand wasn’t too bad at all. “We go for coffee?” he said, pointing down Silom Road to the countless neon-lit fast-food places.

  “No, no. Not tonight. I have an appointment.” I had no intention of ever going for coffee with him. Chatting on the street was fine, but becoming too cozy with a pimp, especially such an enticing one, didn’t seem like a good idea. I appreciated, though, that he’d switched from inviting me to a hotel to inviting me for coffee.

  I continued round the corner to Rififi, a ground-floor bar on Patpong 2. Most of the ground-floor go-go bars dressed their dancers in bikinis or one-piece suits and didn’t have trick shows. The bars with naked dancing, trick shows, and sex shows were all on the second floor. The staircase gave the management time to clean the act if the doorman downstairs rang the bell signifying police were on their way up. Technically, obscenity and prostitution were illegal in Thailand. Though the police undoubtedly knew what transpired in the second-floor bars, bribes and the concealment of overt acts allowed the practice to continue.

  In the case of ripoff bars, both the bribes and the rank of police who accepted them were on a higher scale. Only a handful of Patpong establishments actively cheated their customers, though. The rest, while not necessarily law abiding on carnal matters, were honest in business.

  Inside Rififi, twelve bikini-clad girls danced on the center stage with another two dancing near the far wall. Etaine sat at a table surrounded by Thai women who looked at her with affection.

  When I found a moment to have a word with her, I said, “I have to tell you something. I’m in Thailand to research prostitution. I thought you should know that.” Her face emitted a weird smile and she turned away. She made no comment. Uh-oh. I should have said it better than that. I wished I possessed better diplomacy skills.

  A half hour later, Etaine and I left with three bar girls who had the day off. As we journeyed to a restaurant, the four of them rocked the taxi with laughter. The Thais seemed to adore Etaine. But I felt a tinge of coldness from her.

  The next day I called Etaine to find out about the newsletter. She didn’t sound pleased to hear from me and said with a sigh in her voice, “Yes, the paper’s out, but we’re not going to distribute it tonight. I have to go somewhere.” Then she added, “What else did I want to tell you? . . . Oh, yes, we’ve discussed it and we don’t need more teachers for next term. Maybe the term after that. You can call us then.”

  I knew she wanted to get rid of me. I’d blown it when I’d mentioned the research, blurting it out like that. I shouldn’t have mentioned it at all.

  The next day I called again, braving another rejection. I hated to lose Empower.

  “Oh, sorry,” said Etaine. “We changed our minds last night and decided to give out the paper after all.” Since she’d told me before it took several nights to go to all the bars, I knew I had no hope left there. Empower had closed me out.

  That evening I received a phone call from Seymour. “Listen, you gotta watch out. The Mafia is looking for you,” he said.

  “Mafia!” Oh, no. Now what?

  “Tik was in the Limelight Bar this afternoon when a Mafia dude entered and showed your picture to everyone asking if they knew you. I’ve heard about these guys. Real mean. They asked Tik if she knew you but she told them no. You have to stay away from Patpong. They don’t like people asking questions. Wait till Tik makes connections for you.”

  “What kind of picture? Who was in it?”

  “You and a bar girl in a bar. That’s all I know.”

  Me with a bar girl? It couldn’t have been at Rififi because I’d never been with just one Thai girl alone. It could only have been at Winner’s with Pong. Though I had no doubt the pesty manager of that ripoff bar would have links to unsavory types, he had my phone number and could have called. And I’d pointed out my street to Pong when we passed it in the taxi. I was the only blond female living in the area, as far as I knew, so anyone could have found me had they so desired.

  Could this be possible, then? I had assumed there’d be hazards on Patpong, but I never imagined anybody would view me as a threat. Nobody in my life had ever taken me seriously, much less considered me a menace. Consistently perceived as a dumb blond, I was convinced I could pass through events like a ghost whom no one would pay heed to, except horny males.

  I didn’t doubt Seymour believed the story, but it sounded like Tik would tell me any old whopper to secure herself the job of assistant and translator. Should I forget about working with Tik? Assistant and translator, she’d never be. She had definitely lied about being on Patpong that afternoon. I knew the Limelight Bar would have no more than a cleaning crew there during the day. She could not have been conducting interviews.

  But not only was she lying to me, she was also lying to Seymour. Come to think of it, that was just the sort of data I was looking for. Rather than viewing Patpong prostitutes as helpless victims of circumstance, I believed them to be clever women who saw opportunity and grasped it. I wanted to demonstrate how, as actors in their own shows, they chose logical courses for their lives. In this vein, Tik was proving herself a prime subject. Besides, she was the only one I had.

  “Well, thanks for the warning,” I told Seymour before hanging up. I wouldn’t tell him my hunch about his wife. I had to side with the women, no matter what—even if they invented stories to scare me to death, like Tik apparently had no pangs about doing.


  3.

  
    In a panel discussion on Third World tourism. Dr. Yupha (Thai Development Newsletter, 1986: 12) stated that it was the prostitutes “who attract most of the tourists, and the money earned subsequently is to their (the prostitutes’) credit. They have saved our economy from bankruptcy, really.”

    Sereewat (1983: 7) gives these figures on the increase of tourist arrivals:
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    The estimated number of foreign visitors for 1988 was over 4,250,000 (En Route: Tourism Business Newsletter, 1989).

  

  How should I deal with Tik’s Mafia story? Ignore it? Check it out? I didn’t believe it but. . . what if it were true? My project could be in jeopardy. Maybe that was why Etaine didn’t want anything to do with me. Had she heard a rumor that I was on someone’s hit list and wanted to distance her organization from trouble?

  Before paranoia could set in completely, I decided to plunge back into the job. The next day, I went to the supermarket on Patpong 2. Tik had to be lying. But in case someone was looking for me, it was best I went to Patpong and let him find me in public.

  Nothing happened.

  I walked out of Foodland with bags of canned American food, French cheese, and Thai fruit—and without a peculiar glance from anybody. My skepticism about Tik’s honesty resurged.

  That night I talked myself into one more trial venture to the street. I looked for Jek on his corner but didn’t see him. I walked on to Patpong 1 and strolled slowly down it, parading myself in open view. I felt like a duck in a rifle range as I conversed amiably with the touts who wanted to take me to another show. When the doorman of the Firecat called me over, I seized the chance to stop and look around for lurking mobsters.

  A short man in his forties, wearing a shiny black jacket, the doorman asked, “Are you an American chick?” Somehow, tourist-industry Thais could always tell an American from a German or a Swede. “I’m from L.A., man. How ya doing? My name is Charlie. Choo Choo Charlie they call me. Nice to meet ya.” He spoke fast and fluently but with a heavy Thai accent.

  “Los Angeles? I’m from New York. How long did you live there?”

  “I left Thailand at age fifteen. Just came back a few months ago. It ain’t easy here man. Can’t make no money. And Thai people don’t understand me. I’m too American. I miss the States. This place is a drag. You know L.A.?”

  “I lived there a while.” Tourists and touts bustled by but no one seemed interested in me. Western men had only Thai girls on their minds, and Charlie’s presence kept the Thai men at bay. Nobody gangsterish spied on me from a doorway.

  “You know the Whiskey-A-Go-Go?” Charlie asked. “Groovy place! I parked cars there. Good blow at the Whiskey. John Belushi. You know John Belushi and Cathy? Dynamite people man. Good friends of mine. Far out.”

  Charlie was a jabberer. He jabbered on while looking left and right, trying to hand out cards advertising the Firecat. If someone accepted the card, Charlie would invite him to the club. Most passers-by ignored him. Charlie kept up the dialogue with me without needing more than a grunt of encouragement. I had time to check out the people around me. No Mafia. Or at least nothing that looked like an Italian with a machine gun or what I imagined to be his Thai counterpart.
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  Choo Choo Charlie

  


  By the time I took leave of Charlie, I felt rejuvenated. Nobody was looking for me. I had proved Tik a liar—and in the process had met a friendly Patpong person. Now I had a Patpong contact I could find every night who’d be happy to speak with me, and without my having to buy him a drink. And without my having to worry that he was too temptingly attractive, like Jek.

  Walking home, I encountered Jek on his corner. “Are you from Bangkok?” I asked him.

  “Yes but far from here. My family live in slump, many poor people, have nothing.”

  “Slum, I think you mean.”

  “What did I say?”

  “Slump. Do you give your parents money?”

  “Of course. Children must give money to mother.”

  “Do you have brothers and sisters?”

  “Mother have seven children. Father is mother’s second husband. I have two older brother and two older sister from mother’s first husband. He was rich Danish man. His children don’t want see me because my father poor, have black skin. Mother marry my father after Danish husband die. One time I work for half-brother as mechanic. He treat me like employee. Last year he stop speaking to me. If I call, he no answer phone.”

  “Was your family poor when you were growing up?”

  “I born in slump. My whole life have to work, make money to eat. When I five year old, I sell chewing gum on the street. Sometimes I want to cry. Sometimes I feel like crying when I walk this road. I have pain here, how you say. . .”

  “Appendix?”

  “No.”

  “Stomach?”

  “Hole, how you say?”

  “Ulcer!”

  “Yes. I get because family so poor, my stomach always empty when I growing up. How old are you?” he asked.

  “Uh, twenty-seven,” I lied and searched his face for signs of disbelief. There weren’t any. “How old are you?”

  “Twenty-five. We go for coffee?”

  “Uh, no, I gotta get home.”

  He shook my hand again. This guy was way too cute, I thought, and now I had put myself in his age group. I should have told him the truth and scared him away.

  When I returned home that night, I created a database file for Patpong men. I entered Jek, pimp, Patpong 3, dangerously good looking; and Choo Choo Charlie, Firecat doorman, plus the number of his badge, 99. For Charlie, under “Miscellaneous”, I wrote: Friend of John Belushi.
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  Jek

  


  Seymour called to inform me his wife had come to my apartment twice with a Patpong girl for me to interview but that I’d been out both times. The receptionist in my building had no record of the visits. Poor Seymour, I thought. If farangs were treated this way by their Thai girlfriends, maybe Thailand wasn’t such a paradise for Western men after all. A week later, Seymour called again to say his wife had been by with another girl but that again I’d been out. I was certain Seymour believed these accounts. While Tik had supposedly gone “to work,” Seymour had stayed home with the children.

  The next week, Seymour called once more, this time to alert me his wife would be by that afternoon with a girl. Tik came alone. But she ended up discussing her own life, which was just as well, since she was ex-Patpong herself.

  Jek

  “Before See-mon, I marry five year to Thai man,” she told me. “I no love him. My mother, she arrange marriage. I break face—no feel good when walk down street with him because he have black skin. I want divorce. I give him everything to end marriage. Have nothing left.”

  I remembered Jek saying his half brothers and sisters rejected him because his father had black skin. Thais seemed to classify each other by skin shade.

  “How much money did you give him to end the marriage?” I asked her.

  “Five million dollar. Now my family no trust me with money. They afraid I do same thing with See-mon. So I have to wait until I’m thirty to get money.”

  I hoped I’d remember the things she was telling me, though I disbelieved them. Five million dollars was a nifty piece of data. I didn’t want to take notes in front of her for fear she’d stop talking if she became self-conscious.

  “After divorce from Thai man, I work Patpong because I no want go home. Then I meet See-mon and stop work. First time with See-mon, he pay 500 baht.” She laughed. “I tell all my friend to work Patpong. In Patpong, easy to find husband. What is that?”

  Her eyes had been darting around the room, examining everything. The low cost of living in Thailand allowed me luxury in Bangkok. The living room equaled the space of a two-bedroom apartment in Manhattan. The bedroom was also large, and a balcony ran the length of both. With the difference between the Thai and American economies, an American welfare recipient could have lived there in grandeur.

  “That’s my computer,” I told her. “So how did you and Seymour get along at the beginning?”

  “At first, See-mon go with other girl. Then he take me. He want me to stay with him. I ask for how long—one, two month? He drink too much then. After one year, See-mon want to marry. I say no because he always drunk. See-mon leave Thailand. I go back to Patpong. I think you like elephant too much, uh,” she said suddenly.

  “I love elephants,” I told her. Brocaded elephants hung on the walls, mirrored ones sat on tables, and a tall ceramic one stood on the floor.

  “Thai people have saying—woman is hind leg of elephant.”

  I put disgust in my voice. “Right, and men are the front legs! That’s gross. I wouldn’t want to be the back end of anything.” I lifted my leg. “Look, I have also an elephant tattooed on my foot. I had it done in India during my reckless years.”

  She looked at it with a grimace and said, “In Thailand, only criminal have tattoo. But you, farang. Farang do anything, never mind.”

  “So how did you and Seymour get back together after he left Thailand?”

  “He come again. I say okay we marry. We go to embassy.”

  She stood up, went to the balcony, and looked down. “Swimming pool!” she exclaimed.

  I realized she couldn’t help but view me as super rich. I’d never be able to convince her I was living on a measly student loan.

  “But you loved Seymour?” I prompted.

  “Many time I want to leave him but my friend, she say no good. Must stay marry because have baby, uh. Baby mixed. People call it farang dong. Bad name, also mean baby have no father. School too much expensive, maybe 20,000 baht one year. Government school 5,000 baht. Monk school 6,000.”

  I wondered how Jek had afforded school and college.

  “Sometime I very angry,” Tik said. “See-mon stay quiet. I get crazy. Use bad language, uh. I tell him, your face is like my pussy.”

  Then she presented me with a bill totaling 889 baht in expenses for the girls she interviewed but whose stories she forgot because she hadn’t taken notes.

  “You give me money, I buy tape recorder, uh,” she suggested.

  “Well, I don’t know about that tape recorder,” I answered, convinced she would use it only to entertain herself with music. How much should I give her? At the beginning I’d said 500 baht a week plus expenses, but I had no intention of paying for four weeks worth of nothing plus 889 for imaginary expenses. On the other hand, she was the only live Patpong prostitute informant I had. I gave her 1,000 baht ($40, possibly her month’s rent) and let her keep the change. She didn’t object.

  Before going out the door, she reminded me, “Girl no talk to you. They talk to me. I make good interview for you.”

  Not too bad a session, I thought after she left. Before I forgot, I scribbled down as many quotes as I could remember, such as face like pussy.
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