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1.
You Lucky Guy!
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Even though my precious laptop computer was stolen from under my nose only a few moments ago, I’ve just been reminded how lucky I am.

Pushing through the touts flogging sexy movies at Pantip Plaza, Bangkok’s manic six storey computer bazaar, I stop on the ground floor to admire a gleaming display of new Chevrolet cars. They look so tempting and lush.

I’m sitting daydreaming in the driver’s seat of a drop-dead gorgeous one ton pickup, when a fresh-faced young American pops his head in through the passenger door.

‘You gonna get one of these?’ he asks with infectious enthusiasm, as if he’s known me all his life.

‘No, actually… I’m just looking,’ I reply, with my usual stiff-upper Britishness.

‘They’re American, man, so buy one… built right here in Thailand.’

We chat for a few moments and, with his engaging warmth and openness, he quickly prises open my entire life story. I tell him how I was a lawyer in London half a lifetime ago, about how I escaped to lecture law at a university in Nigeria and later at universities in Hong Kong and Singapore before ten years at the University of Exeter in the south west of England.

‘That’s wild,’ he says as we part. ‘And now you’re early retired, living in your new house in Surin with a sexy Thai lady… and just published a bestselling novel. And today you’re even thinking of buying an American truck! I guess that’s gotta be every man’s dream!’

Soon after the sneak thief snatched my laptop while I was eating in the crowded food hall upstairs, his words come back to me. Every man’s dream? ‘Gosh’, as we greying Brits still say, is that right?

Well yes, even if I have just been robbed, I really am a lucky guy.

It’s still a novel experience for me living in Thailand married to Cat and I ask myself why there seem to be so many of these peculiar cross-cultural unions out here. Is it right, this pulling power we western wrinklies seem to have in a less wealthy country? What do our young Thai girlfriends and wives expect of us?

What’s the deal exactly?

Meeting the American in Pantip Plaza reminds me of the lyrics of Bob Dylan, the iconic sixties singer-songwriter whose nasal wailings often reveal universal truths.

“I’ll buy you a Chevrolet! I’ll buy you a Chevrolet! I’ll buy you a Chev-ro-let…

Just give me some of your love babe! Just give me some of your love!”

So maybe that’s all it is… these unequal relationships are little more than an economic exchange.

The women are only in it for the money the cynics will say, which bothers me because in the words of another pop icon, money can’t buy you love.

I’m not too worried though as the romantic in me insists that our accommodating Thai ladies do actually like us oldies for ourselves as well as for our cash. As they lure us into matrimony they tell us we have good hearts and that we’re handsome too.

So it’s easy to delude myself that we are indeed something a bit special. We’re rare and mellow like a vintage port, increasing in value as we mature in texture and pinkness with each passing year.


2.
The Chatuchak Marathon
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‘Come on Andrew. Why you so slow?’ says Cat with a smile.

We’re in Chatuchak market in Bangkok, the hottest and most crowded market in the world and I’m carrying a load of stuff that Cat’s just bought.

‘Cat, do you really have to find the same stall you went to last time? We’ve been up this alley twice already.’

‘It had the best tee shirts. Find it soon, no problem.’

‘But I’m parched and it’s bloody hot.’

‘You not like shopping with me, Andrew? Next time I go alone!’

Cat looks daggers as I slump against a wall and mop my brow. I’m not sure marathon shopping’s my strongest event.

In this hard world there are many things that endanger a new relationship and one of them’s going shopping. You shop at different speeds, you want to look at different things and you keep losing each other. And in Bangkok the heat and humidity multiply the tension by ten.

For a couple like us with our different cultures and language, there are so many mountains to climb, especially as I’m almost twice Cat’s age. As she’s a keen marathon shopper and we live near Chatuchak market, the Everest of all extreme shopping events, I’m in for a rough ride.

Chatuchak market at the end of the Skytrain in Bangkok is a vast warren of stalls selling everything you’ve never needed, ranging from lingerie to leather goods and live lizards. It’s so big you can’t find anything and if you stumble on what you want, you’ll never ever find it again. The market opens only at weekends and as most of Bangkok’s ten million shoppers converge there, it’s a struggle even to move. Worst of all, under the rows of single storey corrugated iron sheds, it’s hotter than hell.

Think of the Marathon des Sables where mad people run marathons across the desert every day for a week. Think of the toughest triathlons, of Ironman competitions and rowing the Pacific backwards. Nothing comes close to the rigour of shopping in Chatuchak with Cat.

It isn’t that she spends a lot but she spends her money so carefully. She’ll search for hours for a single item or for the tee shirt stall she went to last time. We probably won’t find it today because it’s closed though it must be here somewhere, she insists.

I’ve come with her to Chatuchak precisely because I wanted to, but it’s going to be a major test of my stamina and of our relationship, an initiation, a proving ground. After more than four hours of this, I’m now wondering if I’ll be able to pass Cat’s marathon shopping test.

Thailand teems with attractive young women so why am I chasing after this particular one so hard? Cat looks quite ordinary and in jeans and tee shirt with no makeup of any kind, you’d never notice her in the river of dark faces that flows past you on every street.

The stereotypical ‘Thai girl’ is a sultry beauty, poised and inscrutable who passively reclines, polishing her nails and purring when stroked, but my Cat is the very antithesis of all that. With her restless energy, she’s small and strong, fit and feisty, boyish even, a female action man. Every moment of her life is precious and has to be lived to the full.

In stark contrast, I’m grizzled and serious, a little pompous and academic but she bosses me around as if I were a puppy. I love her for her toothy smile and for the life force that she shares with me, so I’m now determined to make this work, even if it means following her round Chatuchak market for hours on end, dragging shopping bags behind me.

So far we’ve had a good few years together and this is the story of those years, a story of living together in our home in the far rice fields of Thailand. I shall try to tell it as honestly as I can as, while novels are two a penny, this is a true account of the real people with whom I now share my life.


3.
To The Back of Beyond
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It’s horribly early in the morning, still dark and, after a wakeful night on the bus all the way from Bangkok, I feel like death warmed up. Cat’s still bright and sparky as she usually is, though perhaps a little nervous about taking me home to see her folks. We’ve only known each other a few weeks and this trip’s pretty important for her, as of course it is for me.

The bus is packed full of stoic migrant workers briefly returning from low-paid jobs in Bangkok to their homes in Isaan, the arid rice growing region in the North East of Thailand. At the bus station in Sangkha, a small market town in the depths of Surin province, we’re the only ones to get off.

I retrieve our bags from under the bus and look around. The bus station, the usual bleak, concrete structure, is deserted except for an expectant knot of touts and tuk tuk drivers. There’s still no glimmer of light in the sky.

Though I’ve known Cat so short a time, she’s keen for me to meet her family and I want to meet them too before I fly back to London in a week’s time. She’s been insistent that I should only come if my intentions are serious and I feel a strong sense of obligation to her. I’ve also come because I’m overwhelmed with curiosity about her family. She’s told me so much about them all, her parents, her three brothers and three sisters and the armies of relatives and I’m wondering what they’ll make of her tall suitor from another planet.

Cat’s in her late twenties, though like most Thai women she looks younger. That makes me about twice her age and certainly old enough to know better. I’m sure that if I saw an old lizard like me with a girlfriend little older than his own children, I wouldn’t approve at all. Nonetheless I reassure myself that though we’re so different in every way, we can offer each other much the same thing and that is a totally new start in life. For me, not having much to look forward to, this is very special indeed.

The tuk tuk drivers are now joking with Cat as she barters for the fare to her family home. The village of Ban Sawai is about seven kilometres out of town and they’re asking ninety baht which seems a bit expensive.

One of them compromises at eighty baht and we follow him across the concrete to where he slings our bags into the back of his tuk tuk. It’s a decrepit old three wheeler, consisting of a sawn-off motorcycle with a single front axle and a rough body for passengers tacked on the back. We climb in under the roof of rusty tubes and dirty canvas and the tuk tuk wheezes slowly out of the bus station as a hint of light appears in the east.

We pass through Sangkha town which is just waking up, past shuttered shops the same as everywhere in rural Thailand, past builders’ merchants, furniture and hardware stores, a Thai temple lost in the trees, past the post office, down the side of the market and out onto the pot-holed road towards Sikoraphum, the next town down the line.

Now we’re bowling along the open road, the tuk tuk singing and straining at full belt, going at least twenty miles an hour. The air is fresh in our faces, bringing all the smells of the countryside as we cling on tightly, the wheels bucking and bouncing on the rough road. On either side I can see plain wooden houses, some on stilts and some of concrete, interspersed with rice fields.

Soon it’s mostly rice fields, scattered with trees, relics of the forest that stood here so very recently. It’s rapidly getting lighter and Cat grins at me as I stare around in wonderment.

‘What time are they expecting us?’ I ask her.

‘They not know when we come.’

‘You mean you didn’t phone them?’

‘I speak to Mama a week ago, but we come any time, no problem.’

This is Thailand where time is of no significance.

‘How far now to the village?’

‘Already there… Ban Sawai,’ says Cat.

I look ahead down the long straight road and there’s no village apparent, just a sign which says bizarrely, “Ban Sawai, City Limit”.

Now there are wooden houses on both sides of the road, then a school and more houses. I’ve hardly had time to blink and we’re almost out the other side of the village before the tuk tuk begins to slow.

This is to be the moment of truth and it’s time for a reality check. Here I am in the back of beyond and I’m about to meet my girlfriend’s family for the first time. I’ve come to see her home and way of life and to find out if this short-lived thing between us has a hope in hell. I admit to feeling distinctly jittery and I think Cat is too. She hasn’t been back in a while and bringing home a boyfriend, especially a greying farang, an exotic long-nosed foreigner, is a big thing for her. In no time at all, the whole village will know about it and they’ll be coming to check me out, me, the first farang on the block.
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The tuk tuk turns right into a narrow soi, a straight gravel track, lined with trees and widely spaced wooden houses on each side. We pass several before turning left through a gateway and stop in front of a two storey house. I look around, feeling stiff and a little dazed. So this is Cat’s family home.
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It’s now almost light and I can see a decent looking house in front of me, one of the better ones in the village. It has varnished double doors with carved dragons while the ground floor is a wooden structure in-filled with rendered blocks, the upstairs clad with rough weather boards, topped off with a green corrugated zinc roof. The house almost spans the plot and is surrounded by trees, though as usual there’s no hint of a garden. In a rice farmer’s home where life’s hard, there’s little time for the luxury of making things look tidy.

Cat pays off the tuk tuk driver, tipping him the ten baht she’d haggled off at the bus station and he shoots off down the soi, kicking up the dust.

As we pull open the front door, secured only by a piece of string, there seems to be nobody about. Cautiously I step inside.

The ground floor of the house is one big empty room of heavy wooden posts and beams, the floor and walls of unpainted concrete. It’s dark and gloomy in here, though with a little money and effort it could be a beautiful room.

In front of us is a doorway to the back of the house. As I dump our stuff on the dusty floor, I hear shuffling noises inside. The door opens and a stooped figure in a sarong slowly emerges, somebody small and with a pronounced limp. Could this be my prospective mother-in-law?


4.
How I First Met Cat
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Confronting my future on the threshold of the house, I have a rush of self-doubt. This just has to be crazy! How have I got myself so entangled, me with my wrinkles and greying hair who should be sitting back and growing roses in a Devon village. I’m now involved with a Thai rice farmer’s daughter and I’m about to present myself as her ‘boyfriend’ to a mother who’s much nearer my age than she is. This just has to be wrong, though it’s much too late to turn round and do a runner.

It’s said that as you drown your life passes before your eyes and something like it happens when you first meet your mother-in-law. Standing there in the semi-darkness, the events of my short friendship with Cat came flooding back.

‘Where did you meet your Thai girlfriend?’ people always seem to ask.

It was at a reception at the French Embassy in Bangkok, I’d like to tell them. I was chatting to the First Secretary when I saw her across the banqueting room, petite and elegant in a white cocktail dress. I begged to be introduced and just as we eased our way through the glitterati clutching our champagne glasses, a silver haired butler shimmered up to her carrying a pyramid of Ferrero Rocher chocolates on a silver tray. I watched as she took one, deftly removed the gold foil and put the chocolate to her lips. She turned to me with a dazzling smile and said, ‘Delicieux, monsieur’, and from that moment on I was utterly lost.
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But no, it wasn’t like that at all!

A few years back, I was staying in Phuket for Songkhran, a good place to get hot and very wet during the Thai new year water festival and Cat was working there as assistant general manager of a family-owned retail food outlet.

The first thing I said to her was, ‘I’ll have a piece of papaya please.’ And she said to me, ‘Two pieces? Only twenty baht.’

That’s good salesmanship I thought, and what a lovely smile.

Yes, I did buy papaya from her but actually it was just a noodle stall on the roadside where she was working with her oldest sister Durian and husband, Tong. Cat was helping them in the high season, making som tam and grilling chicken and catfish and that’s exactly how I first met her.

Because the papaya was good, I went back the next day and bought some more and as the days went by and as I still liked sweet papaya, I learned she was studying for a degree at an open university in Bangkok. Working with her sister gave her something to live on and enough time to study and go to Bangkok for her exams.

Her most difficult subject was English language, she told me, and she desperately needed some help with her forthcoming exam. As I was old enough to be her father, it didn’t seem too forward for me to ask if she could teach me some Thai and yes, of course I could help with her English.

So that’s the way it all began and how, some weeks later, I found myself at her family’s wooden house in Isaan, eight hours from Bangkok by overnight bus, wondering just what I’d got myself into.

Thailand teems with pretty girls and with some beautiful ones too and though they’re shy and demure, they don’t always look away as you cruise idly by. Despite their modesty, they’ll sometimes meet your eyes with a smile and with a charm and playfulness that leaves us feeble males grinning foolishly.

Cat didn’t strike me as one of the beautiful ones when I bought my first papaya but I liked her natural poise. I liked the way she talked to me, holding my gaze with never a flicker, sitting still as a statue as later we discussed English verbs. She was totally comfortable in her skin, as the French like to say. And her English, though far from perfect, was good enough for her to tell me her story and of her hopes and aspirations for the future.

She told me about her big sister Durian who had spent many years as a Buddhist nun in a temple before working as a chef in Phuket. She told me about how she was now living with Durian and Tong in their tiny room at the back of the beach, getting up to go to market most days at 4.00 am and selling food late into the night until there were no more customers on the street. Durian was the mother figure in her life, fifteen years her senior and still a strict Buddhist, and she imposed a firm discipline on her.

Appropriately my first family trip out with them was to a big temple, Wat Bupparam to take offerings and to make merit for the next life. The four of us piled onto Tong’s motorbike and sidecar which they used for carrying food from the market, and headed off along the steep roads of Phuket island. After burning joss sticks and milling around with the crowds, we bought squid which we barbecued on the dirty patch of ground behind their room. As we gorged ourselves and drank beer, I couldn’t help noticing how desperately poor their living conditions were. I enjoyed their company and found myself coming closer to Cat, though I quickly sensed I was going to have to get on with her family too.

Our charade of language learning was soon forgotten and we sat and talked, mainly about her family and past life and about her village school in Ban Sawai. She told me how, as a good student, she went on to high school in Sangkha aged twelve, riding the dusty road on an old bicycle every day until at eighteen she left for Bangkok in search of work. Soon she registered for an external degree at Ramkamhaeng University but as there was no money, the treadmill of low paid work was unavoidable. Proudly Cat showed me her staff cards for The Mall, Bangkapi where for several years she worked as a sales girl selling clothes. I saw photos of her with her fellow workers in the glitter of this consumer paradise, looking bright and optimistic despite the desperately low pay and lack of prospects.

She told me too in graphic detail of more horrible jobs, such as the frozen chicken factory where she worked ten hour shifts, day and night at eight degrees Celsius, cutting chicken for export under the lash of the supervisor’s tongue.

Then came her chance to leave Bangkok for Phuket to work with Durian and perhaps to make some progress with her degree. When I first met Cat, she had already passed half the overwhelming range of subjects that make up a degree in Political Science which was quite a major achievement.

From the window of the hotel room where I was staying in Phuket, I could see their food stall, a rusty contraption on wheels with a dirty tarpaulin roof standing on the edge of the road in front of a half finished block of shops. Somehow they were always there from early morning to late at night, seizing every chance of a sale, chopping and slicing, pounding and grilling, braving the tropical heat and downpours that daily swept over them. It made me with my pension and eternal holiday feel something of a parasite and I was wondering how I was going to fit in with all of this. I would just have to go home with Cat and try to find out.

Meeting a new partner is a momentous event whose significance is only apparent with hindsight. In contrast, meeting your girlfriend’s mum is pregnant with meaning. I now felt distinctly queasy as I looked around early that morning inside a village house in Isaan and watched as the door slowly opened and Cat’s mother emerged.


5.
Heat and Dust
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My visit to Cat’s village began as something of a disaster. At first I was utterly miserable. Hot and uncomfortable and with Cat too busy catching up with her relatives to spend much time with me, I soon was overwhelmingly bored. I ought to be used to rough conditions after three years living in an African mud house and though Thailand was pretty familiar to me, I have to admit I was suffering a mild case of culture shock. It’s never easy being an exhibit in a zoo and, with nothing to do and nowhere to go, not even a place to sit down, I just didn’t know where to put myself.

Thankfully, I immediately liked Cat’s Mama when first she appeared from the back of the house as we arrived there early that morning. With Cat’s small figure, a lively smile and a full head of glossy black hair, her tough life of rice farming and raising seven children with little help from a hard-drinking husband hardly showed in her face.

She seemed full of life and vitality, though painfully handicapped by a stiff knee and hands that are twisted with what looks like arthritis.

The greetings were low-key and undemonstrative but she gave me a warm smile as she looked me over. My Thai being minimal, we could hardly strike up a polite conversation.

Mama then immediately switched to practicalities as if Cat had only been away from home for a few days. We were to sleep upstairs, though the door at the top of the stairs was still locked and the room hadn’t been used for a long time. Cat found the key and took me up to have a look. A large attic-like space, empty of furniture except for a battered glass-fronted cabinet, it had a dusty wooden floor and was clad with rough weather boards with gaps so wide you could see outside.

Apart from some heaps of old clothes and piles of cooking pots, the only things of note were the family shrine, littered with Buddha images and bottles and, pinned to one of the beams, the shell of a tortoise and a grinning monkey skull.

I glanced quickly around, a little alarmed. Is this really where we’re going to have to sleep?

Cat now dumps our bags in the dust and energetically starts to unpack.

‘Hadn’t we better clean the place up a bit first?’ I ask.

‘Can later,’ she says dismissively.

‘And what about a bed?’

‘Bed? No problem… have mat.’

But what sort of mat was it going to be? Just as I feared, it was the usual thin grass mat that rural Thais sit or sleep on everywhere. No mattress, no bedding, no problem! You can sleep in your clothes wherever you fall, as long as you have a grass mat to lie on.

By now I was ravenous, craving my usual breakfast of tea with milk and sugar and a bowl of muesli.

‘Have we anything to eat, Cat?’ I ask.

‘Have.’

‘Yes, but what?’

‘Lao curry… plenty chilli. Maybe frog, maybe Papa catch snake. You like insects?’

I knew she was winding me up. This was the penalty for asking too many questions, though I feared her answers were dangerously close to the truth.

As we went downstairs, the heat was building and I was already feeling damp and sticky. Going outside and round the back we came to the family’s wooden rice barn, the space between it and the house sheltered by a corrugated roof forming a smoke blackened lean-to in which they did the cooking. On the earth floor was a ceramic pot that served as a barbecue, some battered utensils, a rough wooden stand used for washing the dishes and nearby a tired-looking electric pump mounted over a bore hole.

The land around the house was filled with an overgrown tangle of trees and bushes. Everything that grew had a use. Tallest were the mango, tamarind and coconut trees and beneath them the slim areca palms festooned with betel nuts, several jack fruit trees and the smaller papaya and banana plants.

Growing on the ground were pepper leaves for chewing with betel nut, galangal root, loofah vines and kitchen vegetables and herbs, though at the time I couldn’t identify all of them.

As I gazed around me in fascination an elderly man no bigger than Cat, wearing shorts and an old shirt with a red cloth around his head, walked slowly by.

‘That my Papa,’ said Cat, saying something brusquely to him. He glanced shyly at me, gave me a faint acknowledgement and stalked away on stiff legs. That relationship isn’t going to be a laugh-a-minute, I remember thinking.

Soon the pattern of my day began to emerge, consisting mainly of waiting for something to happen while Cat regularly and inexplicably disappeared for hours at a time. First she urged me to lie and rest in a hammock slung between palm trees right next to the toilet and hanging inches from the dusty ground.

How lucky I was not to be out in the rice fields but able to relax, free of the daily grind of work!

In reality the pampered farang was desperately uncomfortable, the sun searing through the trees onto the hammock, the air heavy and filled with the whine of mosquitoes.

To make it worse, in my enforced and painful idleness I was rarely left alone. Children and old folk wandered by, eyeing me curiously as if an alien had just landed. Most had never seen a farang before, let alone come so dangerously close. Some slipped shyly past, though other bolder souls engaged me in conversation, laughing and joking and asking questions that I, rudely it must have seemed, always failed to answer. I soon realise language is the biggest problem if I’m to spend any time living here.

Sadly though, learning Thai will not resolve this difficulty. As Cat had told me, the main language in the village is Suay, while some families speak Lao or even Khmer, the language of Cambodia to the south. Cat’s mother is a Suay speaker, while her father is Lao. I’d never heard of Suay before but understand this ethnic group came from Cambodia a long time ago and settled in what are now the Thai provinces of Buriram and Surin. Most of the elephant owners in Surin are Suay and indeed Cat’s family had kept elephants long ago before they became too expensive to feed.

On that first day in the village, I reluctantly lay in the hammock and talked to the rabbits in the cage nearby which was easier than talking to humans, while Cat came and went, busy mollifying her family after many months of absence and apparent neglect. As for me, I longed to do something useful to keep myself occupied but no, there was nothing I could do to help. As a special visitor, I must take it easy because that’s what a grateful guest should do. Silently I endured, half dying of heat, hunger, discomfort and boredom and suffering the constant unease of being a one-man freak show.

Soon Cat became even busier, lighting a fire and preparing a morning meal, chopping and boiling and grilling. At last food arrived, though with few apparent concessions to my farang tastes. We sat around on the floor in the sleeping room at the back of the house on the usual grass mat and ate with Cat’s Mama and a bright-eyed little cousin called Nan who has lived with the family since she was born. There was steamed rice with a fish, soups and curries, some of which I could eat, though most of the dishes were either so ferociously hot or peculiarly bitter that they were too much for my feeble foreign palate.

With my hunger almost satisfied, I then insisted Cat walk me round the village, mainly to escape the house but also because I wanted to see the surroundings now it was light. This was to be quite a revelation.

The village of Ban Sawai was laid out about fifty years ago, cut from the jungle at a time when tigers and elephants still roamed. One middle-aged lady told me through Cat how, years ago while cutting timber to build their house, they disturbed a tiger. Both humans and tiger ran for their lives. Now the jungle is rice fields and, with modern roads and electricity in place, it’s hard to believe how different it all was not so very long ago.

The village is recent because much of Isaan was settled during the last century, principally by migrants from Lao and Cambodia seeking to wrest new land from the jungle for growing rice. It’s now said that there are more ethnic Lao people in Thailand than in the whole of Laos.

Ban Sawai stands on a slight rise in the flat country on the road from Sangkha to Sikoraphum, a small town on the railway where there’s an ancient but well-preserved Khmer temple from the era of Angkor Wat in Cambodia.

Our village consists of a series of sois or lanes running off the main road, creating a grid pattern between which the plots of land were first marked out. On most of these is a wooden house, often on stilts, the ground floor an open space with ploughs, motorbikes and sundry junk scattered in casual abandon. Retreating upstairs and pulling up the ladder at night was what you did to escape from flood and pestilence, wild animals and bandits. Not far from the border of Cambodia with its chronic instability and lawlessness, living upstairs was a necessary strategy until quite recently.

Cat’s family house, had been built like this twenty years ago, standing high on wooden posts, each a substantial tree cut from their own land. The year before I arrived, the family had walled-in the open ground floor with concrete blocks to make the downstairs a large single room. Cat was impressed as this was the first time she’d seen the changes, though the work was still unfinished as the window frames were empty and some of the block work needed facing with cement.

‘Tomorrow, maybe Durian and Tong come from Phuket, finish house,’ she told me.

‘So why are they doing up your Mama’s house then, and who’s paying for it all?’ I asked her.

‘Durian pay and later stay here, so she try to make it beautiful.’

This was the typical pattern repeated all over Thailand, the younger generation leaving the village to earn steady cash to send to the folks back home. They dream of the time they’ve made the family house how they want it and have saved enough to return to a peaceful life in the village.
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On this my first exploration of the village, Cat led me out of the house where we turned left and walked slowly towards the rice fields. The houses on either side of the soi, were mostly the same, battered wooden houses innocent of any paint, standing behind broken bamboo fences in a clutter of drifting plastic bags and dry leaves, bleached scraps of wood, ceramic pots for storing water and stacks of rice straw piled up as feed for the cows and buffaloes. Though the rich foliage of tamarind, mango and palm trees made it pleasant enough, little effort was spent on appearances.

In front of some of the houses there’s a low, grass-roofed shelter with a split bamboo bed on which the old folks sit coddling the babies. They have time on their hands during the dry season as nothing much grows except cows and chickens and there’s little farming to do until the rains draw near. Even so, I wonder where the young men have gone as all I see are the old folk and children.
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As we walk down the lane towards the fields, we’re greeted at every house by dogs that run out barking and by elderly neighbours lolling around with the kids.

‘Who’s your young man, Cat?’ they call out. And, ‘Where did you get him from?’

I wince at what they’re probably saying to her, though it sounds good natured enough. It’s banter all the way and Cat takes it in good heart, though she’s got no choice if she brings home an old farang like me.

At the end of the lane we reach the rice fields which spread as far as the eye can see in every direction. The tiny fields are divided by low earth walls with large trees scattered along the boundaries, sometimes standing isolated in the middle of the fields. It’s the dry season and the whole vista is brown and barren. Though a man made landscape, there’s not a structure in sight, just parched earth, rice stubble and trees but it’s totally rural and unspoiled and I like it for that.

We turn left past the house of Yut, Cat’s second sister, past ponds in which buffaloes are wallowing in dirty water, then take another ninety degree turn to the left where Cat shows me a piece of land that belongs to her family. It’s obviously not been cultivated recently and it’s pock marked with ponds and buffalo wallows.

‘That’s where I’d like to build my house,’ she says with a wistful look at me, though what I wonder am I supposed to say to that.

We’ve now walked in a wide circle and soon return to the family home feeling tired, hot and sweaty and I long for a shower to cool me down. The hong nahm, the shower and shit house is built of concrete blocks with a low corrugated roof. As it’s close behind the house where everyone sits to pass the time of day, they must all know the state of each others’ bowels, which I find a bit inhibiting.

I crawl inside with my towel and try to close the door, a rusty sheet of corrugated iron nailed onto a wooden frame which has rotted away at the bottom. There’s no catch to secure it but I drag it closed. Inside, the roof’s too low for me to stand up and I stare down at the squatter loo and at the dark soup of water on the floor.

It’s all pretty basic. You can forget about tiles or paint or anything like that, though at least the place doesn’t smell. Water is stored in a large plastic bin which is filled now and then from a hose attached to the pump. You flush the squat loo by pouring in scoops of water and this drains into a cess pit at the back which is covered with a rubber tyre. The water from showering runs out of a hole in the wall and soaks away onto the ground outside, creating a paradise for mosquitoes. But I mustn’t complain because as Cat tells me, until recently most people just dropped their pants wherever the urge took them. Her family’s toilet was the first one in the soi and it’s now in some need of upgrading.

The shower is a blissful relief from the heat as I pour scoops of cold water from the bin over my back. I feel refreshed for a few moments but with the clothes clammy on my skin, the sweat breaks out immediately and I’m soon as uncomfortable as I was before.

As I bow out of the shed, I hear a loud hammering sound. It’s Cat mending the fence at the front of the house. The so-called fence consists of irregular, gnarled posts of wood with a few rails of bamboo hanging between them. Most of these have rotted and fallen off and Cat’s now determined to renew them. With a bucket of nails and a hammer and some extra pieces of bamboo, she’s energetically bashing away with all her manic energy.

I’m summarily enlisted to hold the nails while she hits them very hard. Of course, it’s not for me to wield the hammer or to make any suggestions. I just have to do as I’m told and pray for my fingers.

The posts are incredibly hard and it’s well nigh impossible to drive nails into them. Time and again Cat whacks the nails which buckle under the assault. Then she tries to pull them out again and, failing that, bashes them flat. I try holding a concrete block hard against the back of the post to stop it bouncing while she hammers, though this idea doesn’t go down too well. I’m more of a hindrance she says, but undeterred she persists and every fourth or fifth nail goes in deep enough to hold the bamboo before it too buckles under.

This frenzied mending of fences is my first lesson that Thais are not much into screwing… instead they always use nails. The big problem with screws is that you first have to drill a hole and nobody here ever has a screwdriver, let alone a drill. But they’ve all got a hammer and don’t they love using it.

An ominous lesson I quickly learn is that Cat’s mad keen on making fences. It’s to be déjà vu again and again over the coming months as she vigorously belts nails into fence posts wherever she can find them. Her obsessive fencing syndrome is so serious that, like the Chatuchak marathon, it’s come close to threatening our relationship at times.

That night we sit round on the floor to eat and once again my back’s breaking as I try unsuccessfully to fold my legs. I want to tell them I’m not physically defective but that after more than half a century of chairs, sitting and eating on a concrete floor is physically painful. They find it funny and it annoys me that they’re so oblivious to my discomfort. For them I suppose, sitting cross-legged on a concrete floor is as easy and comfortable as the softest sofa.

My pain is relieved a little by the lao khao that Papa shyly insists I try. This is a clear spirit of forty degrees of alcohol, generally slugged back neat. It’s not too unpleasant, the kick is immediate and I begin to relax. With this powerful poison available for a few baht, it’s no surprise that alcohol abuse is one of the biggest causes of premature death among Thais. Lao khao’s the one thing everyone seems to want and it’s the last thing I want to buy them.

Darkness falls and not long after, we go up to bed as there’s nothing much else to do downstairs. Any talk of a ‘bed’ is wishful thinking of course. It’s back to our grass mat on hard wooden boards, though our attic room feels elemental and close to nature.

It’s a bit like camping, with all the sounds of the tropical night, of insects and wind in the coconut trees, with dogs barking and the light of the moon filtering in through the cracks in the boards. Cuddled up with Cat, I’m beginning to enjoy myself.

In the night my bladder wakes me. I struggle to find the door and stumble downstairs, feeling cold and stiff. The front doors seem to be locked. Somehow I make my way outside but then can’t find my flip flops, so I walk barefoot through the dust to the dreaded hong nahm.

Inside it’s absolute darkness. The floor’s wet and I almost shriek as my bare foot lands on something soft, a toad I think but thankfully not a snake.

I am again woken later in the night by the deafening sound of rain beating on the thin corrugated iron of the roof, the wind whipping the trees around us into a frenzy. We feel the spray on our faces, though fortunately the storm’s coming from the other side of the house where it’s driving in through the gaps in the boards and through a window covered by an old rice sack. It’s a good sensation being so close to the power of the storm, feeling the anger and adrenaline of nature as we hold each other tightly and stay warm and dry.

My night finally ends still in darkness when I become dimly aware of the clatter of a diesel engine, of lights and hooting just outside the house. There are voices calling and Cat leaps up, quickly dresses and disappears. Durian and Tong have arrived from Phuket. They’ve just been dropped by the pickup that brought them all the way here, a drive of more than twenty hours.

By the time I finally surface and go downstairs, Cat is chatting with her eldest sister, while Tong and an uncle who’s come with them are warming up with a beer after the long and painful journey. It’s not yet seven in the morning and there’s nothing for me to do but hover in the background and watch. There’s important family business for them to discuss.

Finally I manage to get a word in edgeways.

‘But Cat, are they all staying here and where’ll they sleep?’ I ask her.

‘Upstairs of course.’

‘With us?’

‘Why not? Thai family always sleep together in one room.’

Well, that’s marvellous! I’d always wondered how the Thai manage to propagate the nation all sleeping in one room and I guess, now I’m about to find out.

As it turns out, Durian and Tong’s arrival was the best thing that could have happened to me because, apart from being good company, their building project gave me something to do. With no pause for rest, there then began three days of hectic activity working on the house.


6.
Jam Now - Apocalypse Tomorrow!
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Cat’s sister Durian works all hours with her husband, Tong in Phuket selling Isaan food to make the family house how she wants it and some day settle back in the village with a sustainable life style. Having saved a little money over the past year, they’d already walled-in the downstairs with concrete blocks and the next jobs were to put cement facings on the block work and to fit windows into the new window frames. This meant sanding and varnishing fifteen windows before they were hung and glazed. It was no small task and would easily fill the next few days.

I fancy myself as a dab hand with a varnish brush so I set to enthusiastically. For several days we worked, we sweated, we ate huge quantities and collapsed exhausted to sleep every night in our dusty loft. In our collective effort to finish the walls and windows, Thais and farang bonded in a way that had been impossible while I was just a passive spectator of their lives. I was grateful for this chance to redeem a difficult start to my first stay in the village and my limited Thai began to improve as I met more and more people.
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‘Who was that we just met?’ I’d ask Cat.

‘It’s my aunt.’ ‘It’s my uncle.’ Or ‘mum’s brother,’ or ‘aunt’s daughter,’ she’d reply. Everyone in this village saga with its cast of thousands seems to be a relative but I’ll never grasp who they all are.

Cat’s parents are from big families so she has almost thirty aunts and uncles, not to mention the great aunts and uncles, many with seven or eight children. With a constant parade of new faces all coming to size me up, I soon felt I must have met most of them.

I particularly enjoyed meeting Cat’s oldest brother Mungorn, a powerfully built man with a warm, friendly face. Steady, loyal and hard-working, he is the very best sort of Isaan rice farmer and I immediately liked his wife Mali, always a torrent of laughter and good humour and always keen to talk to the farang, though I couldn’t understand a word. Their sons, Ki and Kong, two strapping eleven year old twins, are polite and gentle and I really liked the way they care for their little brother Keng, the baby of the family.
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Ki, Kong and Keng may be difficult names to remember but in one of the larger houses on the next soi I met a delightful man they call Loong Neung, ‘Uncle One’. He is the proud father of Bee, Boh, Boom, Biu and Best. Other cousins are M, A, Boht, Eek, Ake, Un, Ing, Oot, Oht, Urt, Aht, Ann and Oh. Not to mention Jook, Jim, Jin, Jap and Jaq!

I’ve struggled with these bizarre names but it was not for about four years that things became a bit easier when I discovered that some of them are in fact English… such as Boat, Arm, Oat and Earth. There’s a current fad for using haphazard English words as nicknames, many of them quite comic, my favourite being Fuse, the local electrician’s son.

After a few quick days of being a builders’ labourer, it was then soon time for us to return to Bangkok. I really didn’t want to go but my airline ticket to London was about to expire and I knew I had to stand back a bit and take stock of my life. It was getting close to decision time.

As Cat and I sat in the tuk tuk heading for the bus station in Sangkha, the wind in our faces and clutching our packs, it struck me that things had moved on in a very few days. I now knew much more about Cat and her family and I liked them too, so perhaps this thing between us had a chance after all.

We enjoyed Bangkok together for two short days before taking the final taxi ride to the airport. It was going to be horrible leaving Cat behind. Now late April, all I could do was to promise her I’d come back to Thailand in November. I wanted to see my adult children and it was my plan to try and make a life in England over the summer. I needed time to think things through so we’d have to wait six months before seeing each other again, if we both still wanted to, that is.

The bleakness of parting hung over me but Cat kept my spirits up, refusing to allow our last few moments together to be spoiled. After I’d checked in my bags at the airline desk, she wanted to eat Kentucky Fried Chicken so that’s what we did. We ate fast food and it was awful.

When it was time for me to go through to Departures, we walked to where Cat had to go downstairs to take the airport bus back to the city. There were no tears shed as we parted, just buckets held back, and the indelible image of Cat’s broad smile as she disappeared into the stairwell stays with me to this day.

When I got back to Heathrow, England was already green and spring-like. It was good meeting up with family and friends, though seeing their frenetic lifestyles again reminded me what I’d escaped by retiring early.

At first I was busy with the boring things that have to be done after a long time away… the piles of mail and paperwork, getting my old MGB back on the road and moving into my London flat in Highbury which had been let for the last six months. But after that things went strangely quiet.

In London I was a spectator of the busy lives around me, while I hardly had a life at all. I got to know the Turkish proprietor of the shop round the corner where I bought my milk and papers every day. I always said good morning to him, though that was about all he could understand. Sometimes I said hello to the other flat owners in the block when occasionally we saw each other in the street, but they were far too busy to give me any of their time.

So I began talking to my Italian neighbour’s dog and I trod a daily path to the email shop to keep in touch with Cat. I sent her snippets of news about the friends I’d visited, about my children, Anna and Michael and their careers and she regularly emailed back. Her English was eccentric but vibrant and as always her personality shone strongly through.

Soon I began to realise that I was utterly bored in London and as lonely as one can only be in a big and crowded city. So what was I to do? If I was to meet people, I’d have to take up train spotting, join a yoga class and book club and maybe become one of those deranged old blokes who accost people in bus shelters. But I didn’t have the heart for it as I knew that building a life in London would take forever and I just couldn’t wait.

As I’d done enough art galleries and museums to last a lifetime the only thing was to go back to Thailand, not in November but right now.

So why this seismic change of plan, I asked myself. Was I running from reality? Maybe I was, but I wanted to go back because in Thailand you can always get a life. You’re never alone as there’s always someone there, either farang or Thai who has time to talk to you. And most of all because in Bangkok Cat was waiting for me… at least I lived in hope that she was.

My life was at a visible cross-roads but of one thing I was certain, I wasn’t going to sit around in London and be miserable. The decision seemed inevitable, though was I now joining the legions of unmarketable men who go to Thailand looking for wives? Was I deluding myself in trying to find a new life there and was it wrong to consider going back to join someone I’d known for so short a time?

I could think of few people I could talk to about my dilemma. Either I already knew exactly what they’d say or it was far too personal to discuss with them. I also wanted to keep my cards close to my chest in case nothing came of things with Cat, so I kept it all pretty quiet.

It was only when I went to see my beloved cousin Marion in Cornwall that the scales finally tipped. With her usual directness she asked me if there was anyone in my life, so I told her my story. With the wisdom of her seventy five years, she didn’t hesitate. ‘Cat,’ she said, ‘is an adult. She’s going in with her eyes open and if that’s what she wants and you do too, then you’d better go for it. And you can count yourself very lucky indeed.’

I’ve never been one for delayed gratification. At school I didn’t hoard my toffees but always scoffed the lot. When I was working as a solicitor with a law firm in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, all around me were planning to make their fortunes and retire at fifty while I thought them insane to sign away their young lives like that.

So after two years of legal servitude, I gave in my notice and headed off to lecture in law at a university in the north of Nigeria. They all said I was mad to give up a promising career but I broke my iron rice bowl with no regrets and Nigeria gave me three of the best years of my life, launching my academic career.

From that experience and ever since, I’ve learned that you can’t plan your life too far ahead. Everything in this world is impermanent and nothing stays the same, as Thai Buddhists are sure to say, so I’ll settle for jam now even if I face apocalypse tomorrow! Why wait until November, why waste a single day if I can go back to Thailand right now?

I dashed out to an internet café in sight of the Arsenal stadium and joyfully emailed Cat, telling her I’d be back in Bangkok by the middle of July. There was now only a few weeks to wait while I packed up the remains of my life in England before facing the challenge of a new one in Thailand.

[image: image]

The four sisters, Durian, Yut, Cat and Dream build a new loo for Mama.
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Cat’s brothers and sisters, Mungorn, Dream, Sangwian, Durian, her husband Tong and Yut. Only brother Saniam’s not here.


7.
Finding My Soul Mate
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Now that I’ve told you all about meeting Cat, maybe it’s time to say a bit about myself and how I came to be in Phuket that day buying sweet papaya at a roadside stall. This is how it happened.

When after nearly three decades of mostly happy marriage, suddenly it all goes arse over tit, it’s not so easy putting your life back together again. A good friend, Inda, asked me if it was exciting to be back on the market again but I had to admit that after so long I felt a bit out of touch in the dating game! Being solitary appalls me and in my late fifties there aren’t many avenues for finding my soul mate, that unique companion who fits you like an old boot. As clubbing isn’t an option at my age, where else could I go and pull?

Romance usually blossoms in the queue for the coffee machine at work so, being jobless, my predicament was particularly dire. At the time of my separation I’d been forced to take early retirement because of ill-health and much of my life had thus imploded all at the same time. With no career, no home, no marriage, my kids grown up and gone and not in good health, I now somehow had to totally reinvent myself.

This was made more difficult as, having led a wandering life on many different continents, my friends were widely scattered and I had no natural place or community to return to. London always gives me a buzz but my new flat in Highbury didn’t provide the answer as I never joined that fateful class in macramé at which I’d surely have found true love.

Early retirement had thus given me the freedom to do as I liked for the rest of my life, the ultimate dream for any salary and mortgage slave, but with all the main structures in my life gone, it wasn’t going to be easy. In a short space of time, I had become detached from all my past life and commitments. I had become a nobody with nothing to do and nowhere to go.

Who would know on meeting me that I was the author of that runaway bestseller, ‘The Nigerian Law of Hire Purchase’, that I’d been instrumental in setting up Oxfam in Hong Kong or about my campaign for the rights of Filipina maids working there. Who would know I’d chaired the Exeter Maritime Museum through a deep recession or about ‘Hicks and Goo’, my famous text on company law. Like every academic I’d spent years carefully cultivating an impressive CV but all of this was useless to me now.

I was thus cut loose from everything and everyone in my past with only my two adult children to see occasionally and to give me support.

That’s exactly how it felt, though I can almost hear you saying, ‘Whinge on, lucky man!’

Now in London facing the winter, what could I do other than sit alone in my flat, watching the rain run down the window?

I wasn’t going to sit feeling sorry for myself though. I could escape to my second spiritual home, the Far East. After twelve very happy years living in Hong Kong and Singapore, the East was calling me back, but where exactly should I go?

The answer of course was to revisit as many of my old haunts as possible so I shouldered my backpack and went traveling again. It was a therapeutic experience exploring new places and friendships and I fell in with gap year students and travelers of all sorts where ever I went.

‘How long are you traveling for?’ they’d always ask me.

‘Well, that pretty much depends on my life expectancy,’ I’d reply.

Indonesia was spectacular and as lovely as ever. In many ways it’s more beautiful and more varied than Thailand, but even tourist-friendly Bali has violent undercurrents that make me feel uncomfortable. The Balinese warmth and charm so quickly turns to aggression and rip-off and on several occasions I’ve come far too close to hideous road accidents.

The broken stone wall on the bridge and the bodies beside the truck in the ravine below haunted my dreams for many years.
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On my recent visit a motorcyclist ran slap into the side of the bemo I’d hired and as he lay in the road with everyone standing round doing nothing, he looked very dead indeed. Nor can I forget the bombed out remains of Paddys and the Sari Club in Kuta where so many died, still not fenced off and a stark attraction for voyeurs.

On a lesser level, I hate the hard sell in Bali. You can never just lie on the beach and relax.

‘Hey boss, you want Ecstasy?’ he says. ‘My sister, only sixteen! Daily Telegraph?’

He’s all over me, so pushy and obnoxious, though I hadn’t given him the slightest opening. Never mind that the Ecstasy’s paracetamol and the ‘sister’ probably menopausal, I was outraged he was asking so much for a week old Telegraph.

In Thailand the touts back off graciously when you say no thanks but in Bali the struggle between the Barong and Rangda, the forces of good and evil, feels very palpable, with Rangda often getting the upper hand. On that trip, I moved on quickly from Bali and escaped Christmas on a small wooden boat running through the islands from Lombok to Komodo.

There the so-called ‘Komodo dragons’, giant monitor lizards that roam wild on the island, proved to be far less aggressive than the Balinese.

Next I went back to the Cameron Highlands in Malaysia with its mountains, mists and eternal greenery, log fires and strawberry teas. It’s a wonderful country too and I love all its peoples, with their genuine warmth and friendliness. Malaysia though is relatively developed and this for me diminishes the visceral excitement of traveling to the far frontiers of the developing world.

Having thus escaped the chill winter of my non-life in London, I soon found that Thailand had the strongest pull for me.

In many respects it’s less beautiful than either Indonesia or Malaysia, so why Thailand? Southern towns like Phuket have a fine heritage of older buildings, paid for long ago with rubber, tin and coconuts, but most towns are of featureless concrete, a hopeless tangle of electric cables and snarling traffic and have little to redeem them.

The pollution can be bad too and once-beautiful places like the lovely island of Koh Chang are fast being despoiled by the headlong pursuit of the tourist dollar. The long dry season leaves it dusty and drab and for much of the year the heat’s intolerable, so what do I find so good about Thailand?

It’s a bit of a cliché but the main reason has to be the special qualities of the Thai people themselves.

Most Asian cities, like cities everywhere, are tough and aggressive but in Bangkok nobody hurries on the crowded escalator to the Skytrain, even though the train’s just coming in. As you stand jam packed on the bus, the lady in the seat beside you politely offers to hold your bags.

The Bangkok traffic’s a total nightmare but unlike in other big cities, drivers don’t hoot madly all the time. Stall holders are desperate for a sale but they usually ask fair prices and don’t tout their goods too aggressively. To be pushy is undignified and gives offence and even the taxi drivers who do one of the most stressful jobs in the world are polite and helpful.

What can be more important than how people behave and small things like these really do make a difference.

Much is summed up by the Thai phrases, jai yin yin and mai pen rai, which mean ‘keep a cool heart, contain your emotions’, and ‘never mind, it doesn’t matter’. Equally important is the principle that life should be sanuk or fun, and fun Thailand always is.

It’s hard to pin down but the Thais have a dignity and a serenity that I love and foreign visitors, if not loud or aggressive, are accorded great consideration. Unlike in many countries, this unique welcome has survived several generations of mass tourism and has not been corrupted by familiarity.

Thailand is not just a superficial ‘Land of Smiles’ though and is far more than an oriental parody of McDonalds’ politeness. It goes deeper and as a very different culture to my own, I want to be here and to understand it better.

Yes, I like Thailand primarily for the Thai people themselves and because they never fail to make me feel at home.

Many single men come to Thailand to find a partner, though for me that wasn’t what it was all about. Relationships across a cultural divide are always hazardous and at my age and after my recent experience I didn’t have the stomach for one.

For a long time I kept myself to myself but as the novelty of being alone wore thin, the danger of being drawn in crept closer. Defenseless as I was amongst the legions of Thai ladies with their darkly flashing smiles, my chances of ending up safely hitched to a mature farang woman with serious guidebook and sensible shoes were becoming more and more remote. The funny thing is, the idea of getting fixed up with a ‘Thai girl’ seemed so improbable it hardly crossed my mind, though you may now think you hear the lie detector pinging loudly.

Perhaps I’m naïve, but in matters of the heart I’ve always trusted in fate to take its course. While still in England and available, perhaps I should have taken positive steps to market myself, to launch my own personal advertising campaign. There’s always the internet chat rooms and even the free ads in the Hackney Gazette! But I never thought to give it a try and I’m far too mean to pay the silly fees the more pretentious dating companies seem to charge.

Why should I anyway as a good product always sells itself!

When I lived in Zaria, in the dusty Sahel region of Nigeria half an age ago, I had a good friend and colleague at the university called Raminder. She was Indian, single and lonely. With a First Class degree in law from the University of Delhi and only four fingers on her right hand, her chances of finding a husband were limited, so I was thrilled when one night at her flat she told me she was going back home to India to get married.

‘Raminder! Where did you meet the lucky guy?’ I asked her. ‘Tell me about him.’

‘Ooh noh! Not meeting him yet, Andrew. Daddy’s going to advertise, isn’t it.’

I choked on my curry and tried to restrain a snigger. This was bizarre… advertising for a husband! It was unheard of in England then but it’s since become as popular as tikka marsala.

Even in my more lonely moments it never occurred to me to give it a try but now I almost wish I had. If you don’t take it too seriously, it must be quite a laugh.

I’m always fascinated by the ‘partner wanted’ ads in the media and I’ve just learned it’s definitely ‘okay’… even that staid institution, the Financial Times now does it. In a copy of their Magazine section, picked up on my recent Emirates flight, there were two full pages of ads.

I liked the headline; ‘Affairs of the Heart, The FT Introductory Service’. More fun than mergers and acquisitions any day!

A quick read told me that most of the protagonists in the FT meat market are just the wrong side of thirty and their entries made interesting reading.

‘Hourglass Brunette’, ‘Caribbean Queen’, ‘Aegean Goddess’, ‘Sassy Yet Sensitive’ and ‘Feisty But Fun’ all want to meet their wild and unconventional tiger, a tall, professional male who likes nights in, drinking beer in pubs, going for walks, watching TV and eating food. It all sounds safe enough, though sometimes I fear for their morals. What FT reader would fancy ‘Voluptuous Brunette’ or ‘Leggy Strawberry Blonde’ other than for short term investment?

The FT being the pinkest of all newspapers, there’s also what you could call the ‘poofs seeking poofs’ section.

‘Mature Professional, ex-Royal Navy petty officer, hazel eyes and hairy chest, likes architecture and farming, seeks gay white male, n/s, for relationship.’

Meanwhile in the more conventional ‘Men Seeking Women’ column, the guys go to great lengths to make themselves sound utterly loathsome. They’re tall and muscular, exceptionally handsome and attractive, loyal, sincere, genuine, sensitive, educated, rich and modest. What a wunch!

One final aside about the FT is how racially selective the advertisers sometimes are. A substantial ten percent of men asked for Asian women only, seeking perhaps a passive, doe-eyed doormat, dedicated to pleasing their man. The possibility that ‘Attractive Single Male’ could get hitched to a determined personal financial controller, a money-Dracula who’ll sink her fangs into his wallet, has me almost wetting myself with delight.

Yes, the personal ads are such enormous fun! I must order the FT immediately.

After reading so many of them, I think I’m getting a handle on the shorthand in the adverts too. ‘Wltm’ means ‘would like to meet’, ‘gsoh’ is ‘ghastly sense of humour’, ‘gsob’ is ‘grotesque son of a bitch’, and ‘psk’ must be ‘pervert with skinny knees’.

There’s a huge international market for Thai wives as well, headed by agencies and websites that offer a wide selection of slim women for fat up-front fees. I’ve seen it in the documentaries on English TV and I have to say it makes me cringe.

As for the desperate males who venture out to Thailand looking for love, once here they can hardly escape. As well as the unashamed sex tourists you sit next to on the flight out to Bangkok, many are the ugly men with no hope of a partner back home that can be seen patrolling the darkened pavements of Patpong, Pattaya and Patong. I confess an inbuilt prejudice against them because their economic clout means they can land a woman who is superior to them in every way.

Just because of the chance of their birth and the relative strengths of their currencies, it does seem so very unfair.

Despite all this, I too came to Thailand to heal my battered psyche and after several years of being alone was finally hooked. Anyone profiling an ideal soul mate for me might not come up with Cat but so what! We’re both hanging in there and so far she’s renewed and lightened my life.

Like many Thai women she’s a powerful personality with many strong qualities and despite the age gap it’s surprising how equal we feel.

Thai Buddhism tells us everything’s impermanent and constantly changing but we both know that and want to make it work. Having written this book about her and her family I now hope she doesn’t get offended by anything I’ve said and give me the push!


8.
Back to Bangkok

[image: image]

I’m on the Emirates flight from London heading back to Thailand to see Cat and I can feel the bags under my eyes. I’ve had a few hours curled up on the carpet while changing planes at Dubai airport, terrified of dropping off and missing the onward connection but otherwise I’ve been vertical for far too long.

Getting all the loose ends tied up before leaving was tedious and wearing. There’s a mountain of stuff to be done before a long trip. Laying up the car, letting the flat, cleaning and packing away, paying final accounts, arranging insurances and direct debits and working through interminable lists has left me knackered even before I got to the airport.

Now as we begin our descent into Bangkok, I look down on the flooded rice fields and at a very different world. It’s July and the flat countryside’s very green and wet. Cat should be there to meet me at the airport because I’ve managed to speak to her on the phone and I’ve emailed her my flight details. I feel elated but also nervous because I’m about to face the moment of truth.

Sprinting along the wide airport corridors, I’m the first through Immigration and, by some sort of miracle, both my bags appear immediately on the carousel. The gods seem to be with me. My heart pumping, I go through Customs and round the corner to confront a sea of Thai faces where I search excitedly for Cat.

Now I’m through the barriers, I’m in the middle of a milling crowd, I look and look and keep seeing her everywhere but no, it’s not her. She’s definitely not there.

Hell’s teeth! She could be anywhere in this city of ten million people. Maybe she’s got the day wrong, the wrong time, had a horrific accident, changed her mind about me even. So what should I do now? Then I remember I’d asked for her mobile number just in case something like this happened but where the hell have I put it?

Not having a mobile to call her with, I approach a pleasant looking woman who’s standing nearby to ask if there’s a public phone anywhere. When I tell her I’m trying to meet someone, I have one of those heart warming Thai experiences. Without hesitation she offers me her mobile phone and tells me to make whatever calls I want.

I dial the number I’ve found in my wallet and Cat immediately answers in her little mosquito voice, as she calls it. Yes, she’s at the airport too but at a different arrivals point.

I hand back the mobile and wait, my tongue glued to the roof of my mouth.

Long moments later there’s somebody running towards me. She’s small and she’s got long curly hair with red hi-lights in it. It couldn’t be Cat? Surely not! Then I recognize the funny stiff-legged way she scoots along and the smile is unmistakable. We’re together again at last and it’s amazing, though there can be no contact between us, not here in public.

Just behind Cat comes her younger sister, Dream. I haven’t met her before and she’s exactly the same size and very pretty indeed.

We’re all a bit lost for small talk and I feel like a visiting business man as they politely help me with my bags, running in circles around me. As if in a big hurry, we leave the cool of the air conditioned arrivals hall and plunge into the dirty, wet blanket of a hot Bangkok day.

Once in the taxi with Cat sitting in front for some reason and leaning over to chat to me in the back, things start to gel. I feel I know her again despite the long separation and the frizzy hair and her usual sparkle soon draws me in. My gnawing fear that it’s all a ghastly mistake gradually begins to dissipate.

[image: image]

As we spin fast along the expressway, the massive tower blocks of Bangkok strut alongside, gaunt and arrogant and I suffer more qualms. Is this ugly city really where I want to be?

We take the taxi to Suk 11, a backpacker style hotel in Sukhumvit. It’s quirky, stylish and fresh and I really like it. Cat’s sister stays with us for the rest of the day and both girls are excited and full of energy, though soon I’m ready to drop.

From here on as I write these ramblings more than three years later, my memory becomes hazy and the small happenings of our shared lives take on a sepia and dreamlike quality. Impressions remain strong but details are few.

I remember delicious picnics of grilled chicken and sticky rice up in our hotel room and long timeless naps, catching up on sleep as I battled with jetlag and a backlog of tiredness.

Both our lives were in transition and there was much still to be faced. What exactly were we going to do with ourselves now I was beginning to wonder. We hadn’t really talked about it at all.

Cat’s immediate plan was to find a room, a permanent base for us in Bangkok, so we headed out to Sukhumvit Soi 71 where she’d lived before when working at The Mall and we looked at a number of places. For around 3,000 baht a month you could get a featureless concrete cell in a five or six storey block.

To an ordinary Thai this isn’t particularly cheap but for me, more used to mid-Georgian with walled garden and five bedrooms, it was going to take a little adjustment.

Eventually we found a room on the top floor of a six floor block which gave us spectacular views towards the central towers of the city. On two sides the outlook was pleasant and leafy but the main downside was that, if you stood on the bed and felt the ceiling, it was hot to the touch. The place was an oven and it took all night even to begin to cool down. And as the owner turns off the lift for most of the day to save electricity, you’re in a lather by the time you’ve climbed the stairs to the top.

The room had some basic furniture, a toilet and shower and a balcony at the back for cooking, so it was all ready to live in. It was just a pity it hadn’t seen a lick of paint in the last twenty years, that none of the louvre windows opened properly, the ceiling fan creaked noisily and the washbasin was hanging off the wall. Pleas to have these problems corrected fell on deaf ears and our neighbours told us we’d probably be charged for them as breakages when we finally leave.

As I write, we still use the room so have yet to find out!

Just next to us was a room full of Filipina women, noisy, cheerful souls looking for work and opportunity in Bangkok. Could Manila really be even more hopeless than this tough place? The Filipinas get on a plane and arrive in Bangkok as tourists and, speaking good English, they look for jobs as home helps with expats enjoying a privileged lifestyle here. Thus they eke out a precarious existence making monthly trips across the border to Cambodia to renew their tourist visas while their luck lasts.

With their vibrant mid-Pacific culture, they soon became firm friends, especially for Cat who they made a great fuss of. Whenever we’re there they light up our lives, always good for a beer or two, some loud music and karaoke.

Our next weeks were spent setting up the room, exploring our surroundings and getting to know each other again. We went to Tesco Lotus at On Nut, a massive indoor mall of shops and our local temple to consumerism. One at a time we bought a rice cooker, a fan, a fridge and TV. And that first weekend we went on the Skytrain to Chatuchak market, coolly cruising high above the traffic jams to the end of the line. It was a big test of our relationship, a market marathon that would have broken a less devoted admirer.

Next we went to the zoo, a slow crawl by bus down Soi 71, by Skytrain to Victory Monument and then another bus, as always toiling in heavy traffic. I thought this trip was for my benefit, to keep the farang amused, but we stayed for hours and I could hardly drag Cat away. I now realise it was because she just adores animals.

Another day she dragged me all the way out to the Crocodile Farm at Samut Prakan, where we walked between the legs of elephants and almost risked having our photo taken sitting next to a salivating tiger with a big smile on its face.

Later we went to Suan Luang, a royal park with gardens and a huge boating pond, together riding the number ninety bus, a near-death-experience, to get to the outer reaches of Bangkok. Why bother with roller coasters I asked myself… the danger’s only an illusion while on the buses it’s for real.

More humdrum but just as fun, we discovered the teeming street life in the busy sois around the flat. We enjoyed the food stalls and open eating places crowded with chickens and dogs and drifting plastic that serve amazing, cheap food and can be so atmospheric under the warm cloak of the night. We found the post office, an internet shop, a local market that appears on a muddy site several evenings a week and, to my joy, a swimming pool. From our balcony you can just see it, blue and sparkling, and for fifty baht I enjoyed cooling off in the water as often as I could.

[image: image]

We shopped and we cooked, we ate sitting on the floor and lay on the bed and watched television, Cat engrossed and laughing, me uncomprehendingly watching an endless parade of Thai soaps and unfunny game shows. In most of the soaps a broodingly handsome husband has a torrid affair with a mia noi, his sultry bit on the side. When his wife catches him in flagrante, does she belt him one? Oh no! She lets him off the hook and lays into the mia noi instead.

Soon, of course, we had to go back for a brief visit to the village to see Cat’s family. It was very familiar as I watched Mama sweeping up the bits falling off her hand-made brush, while Papa wandered round looking slightly dazed, angling for his next tot of lao khao. Cat’s little cousin Nan who lives with the family was still the star turn and was always around. She’s a skinny little thing, full of life and energy and out of an impassive moon face her wide-set eyes stared unflinchingly at the farang.

Nan’s a lovely kid and no pushover despite her diminutive size.

We slept upstairs as before, did the rounds of the village and ate on the floor at the back of the house, Cat always busy, cooking and tidying and bossing anyone who came within range. After only a week, we got the overnight bus, nine hours back to Bangkok, because that was to be the scheme of things.

I still wasn’t sure what we were going to do with our lives but Cat seemed to have it all planned out. I tried not to let it worry me.

A farang friend tells me how once, when failing to cope with the demands of life with his Thai lady, he consulted a Buddhist monk who said to him with the wisdom born of suffering, ‘You no worry! Just go with the flow’.

So if I now relinquish control of my life and all worldly desire it’ll be okay then, will it? But can I so easily throw myself in and go with the flow? I’m just as likely to be swept away!

Yes, it’s going to be a very big leap indeed.
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