


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

 


Title Page

Dedication

 


Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

 


Acknowledgements

Copyright Page




[image: 002]





To my mother and father, who let me go

 

And to Mark, Tillio, and Lilli, who are my home






Chapter 1

Part of my job is to read your face, and I think I know what your face says now. You are wondering something about me. Do I guess right? You wonder if I am like all Thai people. You wonder what bad things happen in my life. You wonder if I sell heroin, smoke opium-what it’s like to be me. And you wonder what I think about you, right? Sure. There’s no movie theater here. One video plays, but I think you see that one already, maybe in Bangkok, maybe in Chiang Mai, maybe in your home. That one plays everywhere. It’s making you feel bored. You have time to imagine. So please. Stay. I will tell you, no problem. Opium? Heroin? I’m sorry, no. But I can tell you about the bad thing. Something about danger. Something about love. That’s what you want, right? Okay. If you stay, I can tell you some story about me.

 

When I am small, I’m living in Kanchanaburi Province. My father is not the farmer anymore; he has one position in sugar factory there. Farangs always come to that place. They make American movie about that one, Bridge Over River Kwai. That’s the reason why farang tourists come. Also, we have Allied War Cemetery and Erawan waterfall that tourists like to see. My family’s not poor at this time, and we can go somewhere. When we go somewhere special to us—Erawan, Wat Tham Mongkorn Thong—farangs are always there. They go all over, even the poor ones, stinking, carrying their bags around, one strapped to their back, one strapped to their front. Even the girls do this. Of course, when I’m small in Kanchanaburi I already know about Bruce Willis, about rock music. Of course, somewhere in my mind I know that the poor farangs I see are not truly poor. They’re like electric guitars. Tough. Cool. So I’m always interested in farangs. I want to go somewhere. I want to go somewhere special to them, too.

All Thai boys must serve as monk for some time, maybe three months, that’s the traditional time, and all Thai men must go to military for two years, exactly that. When I’m twenty years old, I serve as monk  for one week. When I’m twenty-one, I go to military. I’m stationed in the jungle near Cambodia. It’s not good time for me. Okay. So I forget that. My father wants for me to go to university, to make one good life, bring pride to our family, so my parents struggle too many years to get money for me. Kanchanaburi has no university, so after military I go to Bangkok, to Ramkhamhaeng University, very good one, to study for business.

The first day I live in Bangkok, before university is starting, I go to Banglamphu area to find Khao San Road. That’s where farangs go. That’s what I want to see. When I’m twenty-three years old, 1992, wow, I love it. This street crowded with tourists. Many, many guesthouses, restaurants, rasta bar. Now it’s even more like that. Now it’s Soi Ram Buttri, Tanoa Road, and Ram Buttri Road also. I love to see all these farangs. Young, like me, then. Some girls loose under their shirts. Some blond hair. Hairy arms. Stinking. Ugly beautiful, you know. Ugly sexy. Some of these girls are bigger than me. Big there, too. I hate it, but I like it. Maybe I love it-it tickles my brain. At that time I still have short hair. I dress like Thai. Some trousers, black shoes. One button shirt.

I notice on this street, full with farangs—they wear short pants, colored hats, clothes too tight or too loose; people in my village think that looks rude-on this street almost all Thai people sell to farangs. They set up stalls to sell cassette tapes, books, ugly clothing, things like that. And farangs buy. Buy buy. One girl tries on jeans right in the street. It’s one small street! Very many stalls! People-tourists and Thai people-bump into this girl while she tries on. You can hear loud dance music from cassette tape seller. Wow. She buys these jeans. I have never seen anything like that.

So I look. I see one Thai, young guy, with big clothes and hoop earring and long hair. He’s selling jewelry. Farang girls stand around him; he talks to them in English. I see those girls laugh. I see them buy. When they leave, I talk to him, and after some time I can ask him: What is this thing? How you do this? And he tells me that he got this jewelry in Indonesia. He travels there, brings it back to Bangkok, and sells it for triple, more, the amount he pays. He tells me this is what the farangs like, and he shows me his silver: some dangling earrings, some jumbled bracelets. At that time, I do not think silver is beautiful. In Thailand, we love gold. Everyone wants gold. But this guy, his name is Chitapon, he says to me: These farang buy from me here, then I get enough money to  make studio recording with my band and still go again to Indonesia. Very cheap there. Many things there to buy, to sell, to see.

 

My study of business at Ramkhamhaeng University, some things about it interest me, but I also study English. This is more interesting, and almost every day I go to Khao San to practice speaking. I go to sit in guesthouse restaurant. Maybe I go to Hello Guest House. Big one. Fifty rooms. They play American movie all the time. It’s good one for practicing English, not so good for sleeping. Those rooms smell. Very dirty. Dirty sheets. Hello Guest House 57. When I’m there, I order hot coffee. Thai people don’t like that, but now I love my hot coffee. Thai people don’t like to be alone in restaurant, but now I am, to help my goal. I want to meet some farang friends, and this is no problem. “Excuse me!” I smile at them. “I’m one Thai student. You have some moment to talk with me? I like to learn about your country, speaking English.” Sometimes I listen to them talk to each other. If I can help them, I interrupt. I say, “Excuse me. I can tell you how to get to Weekend Market. I can tell you what bus goes to Patpong. You need to take bus number 15 to get to that one.” I’m dressing more like one farang, now. I wear Levi’s jeans, Bob Marley T-shirt. I wear silver jewelry that Chitapon loans to me: silver bracelet, silver ring. If some farang friend gives me compliment on these, I say, “You like this one, I show you where to get.” If Chit makes good sale from that person, he’ll give me something. Sure. Because I study, soon I’m speaking English better than him.

Farang girls like to talk to me. Some do. I learn which ones. Not ones who look like Kim Bassinger, but pretty, of course. I could not be with the girl who’s not pretty. “Excuse me, miss,” I say to the certain kind. I look better than those farangs.

With English language and with my hair grown down, it’s easy for me to make something with the farang girl. But I don’t want to sleep in Khao San guesthouse like they do. Hello Guest House, Gypsy Guest House, none of them are clean. They have thin walls, like this, you can hear everyone. Wow. And my own clean bed, no, I won’t take the girl there. If farang girl want to make something with me, maybe she can rent one nice hotel. Star Hotel is my favorite one. On Larn Luang Road, not Banglamphu. For seven hundred baht you can get clean room with air-con and hot shower.

When I have been in Bangkok two years, money is gone for me to study at Ramkhamhaeng University. I don’t tell my parents, because Khao San is free, and I can learn something for my future there-how to make business, how to make something international. At the same time, I can earn some small money for living, to send to my parents. Sure. Why do I need Ramkhamhaeng? Some shop, restaurant, tailor, ganja seller, guesthouse owners know me. At Star Hotel, they know me. They know I’m like one farang, that I have many farang friends. They give me money if I tell my friend, go here, go there, it’s good one. They give me one hundred baht, one fifty, maybe more. I don’t tell farang to go somewhere bad, so it’s good for them, good for me, too. I don’t tell my parents their plan for me is happening different than they dream. Good for everybody.

 

Star Hotel has one lounge-not like guesthouse restaurant, this is nice one, for relaxing. I relax there at nighttime when I’m with one farang friend. I order drinks. She gives me money to pay. Daytime, we don’t go in lounge, but maybe we sit in the lobby. I sit in the soft chair, watch the TV, watch the people come in. Some farangs come, sometimes one whole group, but mostly it’s Thai people doing business and some African men in the Star Hotel. The Africans have black skin, and I have never talked to anyone like this. In the beginning, I have the stereotype. I think they’re athletes, from America or somewhere like that. I think they’re some boxers or some basketball players. They’re very tall next to Thai people. Big shoulders, big hands. Especially one of these men, the most tall. First time I see him, this big one, I feel fear. He’s strong. He’s one boxer, not from this country; what if he gets angry? But over many months I take farang guests to Star Hotel, and these men become my friends.

“How’s it going, man?” they say to me. “I see you have a new lady friend.” They say this softly while my friend is at that entrance desk, copying numbers from her passport. Now I know they are not athletes. They are three businessmen from Africa. One day they walk into lobby wearing the clothing of their country-material hanging down, bright colors. The big man smiles when he sees me. He says, “We’re meeting with some new Russians tonight. Do you think they will respond best to this African ensemble or to the clothing of a transnational businessman?”

It’s hard to look at my friend’s face, because his clothes have too many colors. I smile. “I don’t know any Russian people.”

“But you know how to dress! You present yourself as the real Thai, and the ladies come to you.”

“Excuse me, sir, but in the countryside, along the Burma border, or in the Northeast, maybe some man there will wear the phaakhamaa. That’s possible. But me, no. You never see me like that.” I smile again.

“But the white ladies think you have the Thai style. That’s the important ingredient.”

Now I can laugh with this African friend. His name: Abu. “Oh! Excuse me, sir! I didn’t know you were asking about the Russian lady.”

We laugh together at this joke. The person they meet is Russian man, and they wear their business suits when that time comes.

 

Sometimes, one farang friend must leave Star Hotel to go back to Switzerland, or Australia, or America, but she still has too much baht left. Maybe she’ll give this to me, or maybe she’ll pay for me to stay in the Star Hotel one night or two more. Or if Star Hotel is not crowded, maybe the manager, Saisamorn, will allow me to stay for free until I bring another guest there. Why should I rent one room anymore? If I need somewhere to sleep, I can go to Chitapon’s room, but most nights I sleep at the Star Hotel. Slowly, I know these African men better—Abu, Yoke, Jomo. I want to know these men, because I think they do international business.

I sit with them in hotel bar when they drink Johnnie Walker Red. I order one Coke from Resit, bartender, but they say, “Come on, man.” They put one hand on my back, and they give me one glass, some ice, some Johnnie Walker Red, and I say thank you, not bad, even though to me it’s too strong. They ask me about Thai girl, farang lady friend: what are they like, do they have money, do they need money. They ask me how long do they stay before going back to their country. I say two weeks is the shortest before they go back. Two months, sometimes. Sometimes more. I tell them my friend Chitapon has the farang girlfriend who lives in Thailand. Her mother is married to General Sivara, and they have big house in Ladprao suburb. Abu likes to hear this. He lifts his whiskey to my eyes. “To those unions that bring together people of different nationalities,” he says. We all touch our glasses.

Then I ask my friends about Kenya, their country. I want to know what’s the language there. What’s the business there. What’s the tourist  attraction. I learn that Kenya’s language is Swahili, but these men also speak English from the time they are small. They tell me their country is poor, but it has riches.

“They say one lion brings in seven thousand tourist dollars a year,” Abu tells me. “So it stands to reason that if that lion is going out, its cost increases greatly. It’s worth a great deal.” These men, my friends, come to Thailand, Singapore, Malaysia to do business something about that.

One time these friends tell me they want some ganja. I get them ganja, sure, no problem. Abu, whose skin is shiny, hard and bright, not soft like Bob Marley’s skin, says, “Thank you, Piv. You’re a good man. Are you with a lady friend, tonight? Tell Mr. Saisamorn to get you a room tonight, on our bill.” He takes out one thick fold of money and gives me one five hundred baht bill, another five hundred baht bill. These are purple and sharp.

“No,” I tell Abu. I push one bill back. “You are my friend. I take only what the ganja costs. I take cost only because at this time I do not have it myself.”

“Take it,” he says. He looks over his shoulder. The hotel bar is dark, the window facing the street is colored green, the lights outside look like they’re underneath deep river water. “Take it. From a friend. Maybe someday we’ll do some business. Maybe one of your lady friends, from Australia or from America, could help us with some business.”

I feel disappointed when he says this, because this is not what I want to learn. I tell him I’m not in the woman business; farang girls are my friend. It’s not my business to sell ganja; I get him one small portion because he’s my friend.

“I know, friend. We do not sell drugs, either. We do not sell women. We’re businessmen.” Next day Abu, Yoke, and Jomo leave Thailand, but Abu tells me he’s sure we’ll see each other again at the Star Hotel. Way he says that, I look forward to that time.

 

That’s how I meet some Kenya friends and think to do business with them. But when I meet NokRobin in 1996, I don’t think of Abu. No. I see her for herself, sure. I’ll tell you about me—but with the bad parts, the romantic and dangerous parts, it’s also the story of her.






Chapter 2

Robin needed cash. With a gesture long grown familiar, she slid her credit card under the currency exchange’s slotted window. In Italy, in Greece, in Turkey, Nepal, on Khao San Road two times previous, she’d done the same. Scooted the card, waited-heart tense but limbs languorous-while machines whirred and printers clicked, then signed thin pink or yellow papers with a heady rush-debt be damned!-and pocketed the currency. But now a clerk with an undershirt showing through his thin oxford was handing the plastic back to her without a slip to sign, without a stack of crisp baht. He murmured something-it took a moment for her to register what: “transaction denied”—then looked beyond her, beyond the street’s morning bustle, up to the shuttered balcony doors of the once-white building across the way.

“Wait!” Robin broke into a sweat. She pushed the card back at him, the inside of her arm slippery against her ribcage. “What do you mean denied? Please. Try again.”

While he did, she jerked up her T-shirt, unzipped her money belt. She had a platinum Citibank in among her passport and some folded bills, and she plucked it out and shoved it through the slot. “I must have given you the wrong one. Here.” Her voice rose. She heard it as if outside herself. Heard the twang creep into the last three words and hated it. She tried to straighten her cadence, tried to be polite. It was probably just a problem with the Capital One’s magnetic strip. “Sorry. Take this one. Please. This one will work.”

It had better. It will. But what if it doesn’t? Robin drew herself up so close to the counter that the Formica pressed into her ribcage, and her bare toes nudged the gummy treat wrappers that had banked along the building’s facade. Her few bills added up to eight hundred baht, about twenty U.S. dollars. She had nothing else: no traveler’s checks, no airplane ticket. How long could she get by? Her stomach lurched and growled. At least seventy baht a day for food and water. For the guesthouse, about a hundred or so baht daily, plus what she already  owed for the last two nights in her shared room. Her mind went blank, couldn’t do the math. Citibank Platinum. It’d better work.

But it didn’t. The clerk handed it back, then looked over her shoulder again-not up to the balcony but at the person next in line. A man with dishwater blond dreadlocks stepped to the counter, forcing her aside. Humiliation snaked through her panic, and she stepped out of the queue, stumbling. She put up her hand to catch herself, and her palm’s sand-and-sun-toughened calluses snagged on the scratchy corner of the Exchange’s wall. She couldn’t call home. Even if someone there could come up with enough money, it’d only be to buy her a ticket back. And not yet. She wasn’t meant to leave here yet. A tuk tuk screamed by, unfurling a thin black tail of diesel fumes. She saw the gas spread, thin out, and move closer. She was falling with only one place to land: Citibank Platinum. Capital One Gold.

She had to call the banks. They’d tell her what had happened, how to get the credit to work. They’d done that for her before-during college, in the years right after. It was a computer glitch. Or they just needed to extend her credit limit. She was pretty sure that was something they could do immediately, over the phone. They must.

She jammed the cards into her money belt but didn’t stop to zip it before taking off at a jog-trot between vendors who were hanging bags of chopped pineapple, stacking sandals into pyramids, spreading jewelry over velvet in anticipation of another working day. Remaining in Thailand was imperative. That much was clear to her. She kept her hand pressed over her open belt as if to hold her guts in. By the time she reached the international phones on the second floor of the post office, she was breathing hard.

 

Two hours later, Robin was sitting on a low curb outside the P.O., her head level with the knees of pedestrians who stepped off the sidewalk and onto the street to avoid her. When a pair of eyes dropped into her line of vision, she flinched, surprised.

“Robin? What are you doing down here?” It was Zella, her roommate, with frizzed ringlets forming a triangle frame around her little nut of a face. The smattering of gray hairs along her part flew up higher than the chestnut rest.

“Resting, I guess.” Robin smiled crookedly. I owe her for the  room, she thought. At least two or three hundred baht. That leaves me only five hundred.

“Come on. You can’t sit here. Let’s get you something to eat.”

Zella bustled Robin down the street, deposited her in a chair, got up to place their order. The kindness was soothing. Even the fact that they were eating in the Hello Guest House restaurant, where Robin could get comfort food like a banana milkshake and toast, spoke to Zella’s solicitude. Robin knew she preferred cozier places with interesting decor or local haunts that didn’t pander to Western tastes, that she liked to escape the backpacker throng. And there was no other way to describe the patrons who sat within the three grubby yellow walls here. They all wore more or less faded flaps of colored cotton. Their floppy day packs hung from the backs of chairs, and Lonely Planet guide books and plates of half-eaten pancakes dotted the tables. Everyone’s age seemed all wrong. The limbs of men poked out of boys who otherwise looked so young that they gave the place a freshman dorm feel, their pink ankles and wrists like puttied elastic, while impish patchwork caps sat atop faces creased into middle age by years of sun and drugs. This is where I want to stay? Robin thought, seeing the place through Zella’s eyes. But even as she tried to scoff, she knew that the tourist flim-flam was a harbinger of better, deeper, richer things.

Zella herself was well out of her twenties, perhaps out of her thirties, but she wore it magnificently. She dressed neither like a hippie kid nor a sightseer on a two-week holiday. Her black Italian sandals were both hearty and elegant. Her thick rings sparkled with well-set chunks of ruby, amber, tourmaline—not stuff you could pick up on any street corner. She was an old Thailand hand, could even speak a little Thai, but she wasn’t here for the drugs. She was a buyer for design teams back in the States, picking up unusual jewelry and old silk tapestries from all over Asia. These would be cut and pieced on clothing photographed for the editorial pages of thick fashion glossies, or they would be tacked onto idea boards in design studios to inspire mass-produced knockoffs. Robin had admired Zella as soon as she’d glimpsed her on the beach at Ko Tao. She’d been flattered when Zella struck up conversation on the ferry back to the mainland—couldn’t believe she was American and not Dutch or Belgian, couldn’t believe she invited Robin to share a room when  they got to Bangkok. But to the extent that Zella’s attention had gratified her, Robin was ashamed now. She didn’t want to admit that she’d been living on credit-not to someone who actually got paid to travel, who had a life. The answer to “What’s wrong?” had to be pried out of her.

“I forgot to make minimum payments on both my cards for two months. Have you ever heard anything so stupid?” She pulled the sand-colored tip of her braid over her shoulder and twirled it around her finger.

“A nice clean little credit card snafu?” Zella looked up from the ginger root she was peeling with a bone-handled knife. She smiled. “That’s nothing. As long as you’re legal, someone can always help you out, right on up to the American embassy.”

“I know, but ...” Her crisis was mundane. Robin’s nose dropped toward her milkshake. She felt Zella waiting for more. And not only Zella. She felt Bangkok, the canals and alleys beyond Khao San Road. She felt the great bulk of the countryside north of this city, solid and substantial compared to the thin beachy strip of it she’d spent time on thus far. If she’d known she’d have to leave, she would have forgone the beaches, started instead with Ayuthaya and Sukhothai, the old capitals. “I definitely need it, but I don’t want help if it means going home.”

“Hey, when I was younger than you are I found myself in Varanasi with fifteen dollars to my name. And they weren’t handing out credit cards to kids back then, okay? But it was another year plus before I turned up in the States.” Zella snorted. She quit peeling ginger and rested her hands on top of the root and the knife. Her shell pink nails were clean, rounded into Thai points by a local manicurist. “Now that was stupid,” Zella finally said. She laughed. “But here I am. Lived to tell.”

“Tell what?”

She gave a fluttery shake of her head. “Your cards will be reactivated once you make your payments, right? Then you’re on your way.”

“I have eight hundred baht. Not enough to send a payment to even one card.”

“You really want to stay?”

Robin nodded.

“Tell me why. A hundred words or less.”

“Well, this might sound ...”

“You’re going to waste words like that?”

Robin paused. At the front of the restaurant, up toward the lattice that topped the cinder block wall, sun hit the business’s spirit house. The purple tips of fresh orchids glowed. Blunt pink joss sticks rose from a sand-filled porcelain cup and formed a bouquet, their burned ends like velvet stamens. The scene was picturesque. Quintessential. But the gloss of a tangerine was what made the assemblage perfect. Robin’s lungs filled. The orange contrasting with the violet, complementing the fuchsia, and all for a purpose that was by definition spiritual-that was the key. How to explain this without sounding stupid to someone whose job was beauty, who had a real reason for being here?

“When I started traveling half a year ago I was mostly running away from what my life was like at home. But since I’ve been in Thailand, being gone feels like something positive. Maybe there’s something for me here. A career path, a life...”

“Okay. Stop.” Zella held up her hand. “Let’s spare ourselves. You won the essay contest.”

The interruption smarted. Robin made her voice flat. “What’s the prize? A new Visa?”

Zella ran her finger along the blade of her knife, wiped the ginger pulp onto the edge of her mug. “You win a fairy godmother.”

Robin’s breath caught. The sting of the insult dissolved. “You’d loan me?” she said. “But you’re going to India day after tomorrow.” She continued on in a rush. “I’ll FedEx you the money. The minute my cards are activated. Just tell me where.”

“Slow down. You’d mean to, I’m sure, but let’s face it, you’re coming into this with a pretty bad track record.” Robin reddened. Zella nudged her elbow. “Hey,” she said, “no big deal. Why do I do this work if I’m tied to a schedule? I’ll change my ticket; we’ll hang out in Bangkok until you’re sorted; you’ll pay me back. Then you go your way, and I’ll go mine. How’s that?”

Robin smiled with every part of her face. She wanted to tell Zella that she loved her, that she was beautiful, that she was an inspiration-that having a life like hers, that even being helped by someone who had a life like hers ... she saw doors open, one after another. She’d been standing in front of them for years, waiting, and now all was revealed:  jewel-toned glows reflecting in the marble corridor of her mind; silvery leaves the size of thumbprints rustling overhead; long-tailed birds darting and swooping.

“I’ve always needed a fairy godmother,” she said. She couldn’t mean it more sincerely.

Zella gave her a wink. “They say you can find anything on Khao San Road.”

Robin smiled until her mouth froze into position. Until it hurt.






Chapter 3

Old Sukhothai has many wats—very old ones, maybe seven hundred years old, something like that-built by the first kings of Thailand. When they build those—wat, chedi, big Buddha, monastery-they cover them with gold color. Today, you see gray brick and stone. Maybe you see some green moss. The burned wax at big Buddha’s feet is the only gold color. When I go there, I buy one candle and light some incense and pray at the foot of big Buddha. Then I visit another wat, Wat Trapang Thong, but I don’t go inside. I sit near the pool surrounding it. Many lotus grow there. Small insects fly above the flowers, and they fly around my ears. I have one American book with me, Through a Dark Mirror, to practice my English, and I read that book while I wait. Something tells me—I’m not superstitious, but something tells me—what I look for will come to me here.

She comes alone. Alone, she pushes her bike up the path to this wat. She’s one farang girl, pretty one, sure, I can tell that already. She’s not too big, like some farang women. She’s narrow, not too wide, and she has light hair. Her bike knocks her ankles—ouch!—but for her it’s no problem, she doesn’t notice. She looks around, one way at the lotus in the pool, another way at the chedi against the green hills, and she likes to see this; her face gets soft. She carries one small striped backpack on her shoulder, and the bag is heavy, big on her side. I smile at her, one very nice smile, I know. I hold my book open. “Sa-wat-dee krup,” I say.  “Schwaba dee-ka,” she says. She tries to speak Thai. She holds her bicycle. I think she wonders: Should she lock her bicycle? Will I steal her bicycle or will I guard that one? Her sandals are ugly, with too many straps. She wears silver jewelry made in Thailand, not Indonesia. I think some tuk tuk driver takes her to the silver factory, tells her she gets very good price there, and so she buys; she likes to get the special price. She puts her bicycle down in the grass. The front tire keeps spinning until she stops it with her hand. With one thin chain, made in China, she locks that wheel to the bicycle’s body. She smiles at me before she steps onto  the bridge that goes to the wat. She stops halfway over the bridge and looks at the pool. Now I know something about this farang: she likes the adventure, but she has fear, too. And most important: she likes pretty things, and she wants to know Thailand.

 

At this time, Bangkok, Khao San Road, is not exciting to me. For some years I have been living there, and now I don’t say wow, look at these farang, look at these Thai people, dressed like farang. Wow, look at this. No. Now, I see many people looking like this. Now, Bangkok is too much noise, too much pollution, smelling bad. Everyone is trying to make some business with some drugs, some false ruby, some bad credit card, something. No one is believing anything-some farangs think maybe I try to cheat them. When that happens, when one person looks at me like that, and then another one does, I leave Banglamphu. I go to see Chit play with Fallow band at the Trombone Club. If my African friends are at Star Hotel, I sit with them there. On the occasion, I leave Bangkok and visit my home.

Or sometimes I leave Bangkok to go with one farang woman somewhere-to Ko Samet, Ayuthaya, Ko Phangan, sure. One month ago, the nurse from Australia takes me to Ko Samui. She’s on holiday, and one holiday ends fast—phsst, done. But she leaves me some money, sure, so I can use that to go to another place; not Bangkok, not beach resort, someplace I choose myself, where I can meet different kind of people. I choose Sukhothai, old capital of Thailand, where King Ramkhamhaeng ruled and made the golden period of my country.

So now here I sit and wait in front of Wat Trapang Thong for the farang girl to return over the bridge. No other tourists come during that time, not even to the museum next to the wat. It’s very peaceful. When the girl walks out, I smile at her again. She’s not stopping now to look at the water. She goes straight to her bicycle, bends over that. She puts one hand on the Chinese lock that she could break with one pull, and she takes out tin key. “Do you like the wats of Sukhothai?” I ask her.

“You speak English?” She’s bent over the bicycle, but she looks up at me to smile. Her face is red from bending. Her hair is falling. Her shirt’s neck hangs down, dark inside there.

“Of course,” I say.

“This is a very nice wat. I like it here very much. It’s very peaceful here.” She says this slowly. I can hear that she’s American.

“I think so, too. While you were inside there, I think exactly that: peaceful. Have you seen Wat Si Chum?” I ask her. “The home of the big Buddha?” She stands up, her lock open now but her bicycle still on the ground. From her bag she takes the paper map and looks at that. I tell her big Buddha is very special to Thai people, and tourists like to see it, too. I tell her since the time I was one monk, I want to see the big Buddha of old Sukhothai. I tell her in Bangkok I have many farang friends, and I show them Bangkok, but here I am the tourist. I laugh when I say this. I stay in Ratanasiri Guest House. Which guesthouse does she stay? I smile and laugh. I tell her this very fast while she picks up her bicycle, because I want her to know that I am one international Thai man, one backpacker like her. She says she stays in Sukhothai Guest House. I tell her that one seems not very peaceful, and I ask her which guesthouse does she prefer in Bangkok. She says she doesn’t remember the name, and then she asks me something.

“Is that an English book you’re reading?”

I tell her yes, I like to read English books. “I’m always studying English,” I say, “but some words I don’t understand.” I pick up my book from the ground. “Can you tell me the meaning of this?” I am standing now, and I go near her, pointing to some words: incipient conspiracy.

“Hmm. Incipient conspiracy.” She says this soft, then talks louder. “A conspiracy is a plan to betray, or trick or harm or get away with. You understand?” She looks at my eyes. Her eyes are not brown, not like Thai people. Not blue like the sea at Ko Samui and the eyes of the nurse there. “Or maybe it means the group who tries to do that.” She looks away and wrinkles her face. “Let me see the sentence.” I stand closer to her, and she stands with her bicycle. My thumb is underneath the sentence, and my hair touches with some of her hairs, the small ones floating away from her pink-brown face. I think I can feel this—I want to-but how can I feel two hairs touching?

She reads to me one sentence from the book: Standing across the room, she watched Michael lean over Leta, and she sensed an incipient conspiracy.  She wrinkles her face again. “Well, I guess here it means a plan. She thinks these people are going to make a plan against her, maybe. Incipient means, I don’t know, maybe something like a new one. I think it means a  new one. Something just starting. You understand?” She moves her head. Her hair is gone. I laugh.

“Now I understand. This one is exciting. Inipent conspircy,” I say to her. “Do I say this right?”

“In-sip-e-ent con-spir-a-cy,” she says. She smiles. Some small lines on her skin are white from wrinkling her face too much in the sun.

“Incipient conspiracy,” I say. We’re both smiling now, and we say it together, at one time: “Incipient conspiracy.” It makes us laugh.

“Thank you, miss, for one English lesson,” I say. I put my hands together and wai her, like to one teacher, my lips closed but smiling, like one funny joke. When I rise I tell her that if she likes, we can go together to Wat Si Chum.

We go together to Wat Si Chum, Wat Phra Pai Luang, Wat Sang Khawat. After, we walk on one buffalo path to the river and we talk. Her name is Robin. She tells me Robin is one kind of bird in America.

“Robin is one bird, so in Thailand I call you Nok, Thai nickname for you meaning one bird.” She says she likes to have one Thai nickname. I teach her more Thai words. I teach her how to say beginning one plan in Thai.

“How long you travel?” I ask her. Near the river it’s cool. We sit on the cool ground, under some bamboo.

“Six months. I’m going to run out of credit, I think, if I don’t start being more careful. But I wish I could keep traveling forever, just keep going and going.”

“Why not? I think it’s cheap for you in Thailand.”

“Oh, yeah, in Thailand. That’s one of the great things about it. But cheap’s not enough. Someday you have to earn money, right?” NokRobin picks one flower, looks very hard at this one. It’s some weed flower, not beautiful. She sticks her finger in the hair of its white scrub head, pulls it to pieces. Then she turns to me, smiling. Her eyes are something like the river-not brown, not green, but pretty, sure, that’s what she wants me to think, and I do. “I want the world to be my oyster. You understand that?” Her eyebrows fly like one small bird, lifting. “The world is my oyster. It’s an American expression. Understand?”

Certain kind of farang, certain kind of backpacker, they don’t want to go home; they stay away too long and they get afraid. Maybe they don’t remember how to work, how to make money. Maybe they  don’t remember their friends, how to sleep in one clean bed, same one every night, and get up from that to do the same thing every day. I know. I know this is how they’re feeling, because now I’m living like one backpacker, and I’m afraid to do something else, I forget how. But I’m not like these farang, because I don’t forget how to make money. The reason I’m moving is to remember about that.

“Yes, even when you’re moving, it’s very important to remember how to make money.”

She smiles at me and says making money is not the only important thing, and that’s why she doesn’t want to go home—that’s what she is afraid of, life at home where everyone only cares about making money. She says she was like that when she worked selling cars. She made too much money, but she wasn’t happy.

“Believe me, I know money’s important,” she says. “Before the cars I worked in an art gallery. I was around art all day. Should be great, right? But being broke was no fun at all, which I should have known from when I was a kid. You have to somehow combine it. Money and the thing you love and the kind of person you are.” She pulls apart another scrub flower when she says this. Around her legs, on the grass, the pieces from the other one turn brown already. Then she stops pulling. “What do you love?” she asks me. “What are you planning to do?”

Around us, some small wind makes the bamboo start singing. “Shh, listen,” I say. “You know what that is?” Maybe someone who never heard bamboo can think that one beautiful waterfall pours in the distance, or many special birds join in long and sad cry, or some ghosts walk above on the magic floor, singing. That sound makes the world seem big and small both. NokRobin looks at me like she’s confused. “Bamboo,” I tell her. She still looks confused, so I tell her again, “That sound: Bamboo.” Now that she knows the sound, I stay quiet so she can hear it.

“NokRobin,” I say, when the bamboo stands still again. “You love to travel, you love it in my country, so I think there is way for you to make money here. Sure.”

“What’s the way?” she asks me. She wants to know this. Then she says the answer her voice tells me she doesn’t want: “Oh, you mean teaching English?”

“Teach English? Maybe in Korea, Japan, that’s one way to make money, but in Thailand, money for that is small. No. I think for you there’s something different, something like the plan I’m making for myself.” I nod at her.

“What plan? Tell me.”

“I’m always thinking about this,” I say. I look at the river. It’s not too big now, not too small, because in the cool dry season everything is balanced.

“This woman I was with in Bangkok, she’s a buyer for designers back home. They pay all her travel expenses. She just has to go around Asia and buy stuff for them to look at. But that’s a dream job. Not something you can just pick up and do. I’ve met people who import, buy stuff here to sell back home. Is that something like you mean?”

“Let me think some more about this,” I say.

NokRobin looks at me. I smile at her, but I say nothing. “What?” she says to me again, but then we sit quiet, without talking. When I start walking, she follows me. I know that some man in my situation—one pretty girl, the feeling is sweet, and already there is possibility-he feels excited, heart is bumping. But for me, what I feel is some very smooth peace. I don’t think of Abu, I don’t think of Bangkok, of Star Hotel. I don’t think of anything. My mind is empty. When we walk on that path, the bamboo sings.






Chapter 4

It had taken the bus four hours to cover the sixty miles of pocked and mountainous road that twined from Chiang Mai to Pai. Shaken, dusty, Robin and Piv blinked as they stepped down into the sun-baked lot that served as a station, and they grinned at each other when they realized that no rushing touts were lying in wait. The bus rumbled off, leaving their ears ringing with quiet. Robin hoisted Piv’s rucksack onto her back. He carried hers, because it was heavier. They made their way to Riverside Lodge, which Robin had been told was the cool place to stay. It was run by a Scotswoman and her Flemish husband, and the bungalows on short stilts rented for the equivalent of three dollars a night. By the time Piv and Robin emerged from the one they let, the palmed hills to the west glowed russet, and a misty chill settled in with a familiarity that explained the mildewed smell of the quilts and futon they had found in their lodging. Some lodgers sat around a campfire, and Robin and Piv joined them for a while before leaving to eat at another word-of-mouth hot spot, The Black Canyon Café.

They walked up a slight rise toward the night market, where vendors prepared foods and others lingered to eat under low-watt bare bulbs. The air was smooth and cool as lake water, and Piv took Robin’s hand. In Chiang Mai, Robin had been always reaching for his as an extension of the intimacy they were sharing in bed, and her feelings had been hurt when he’d repeatedly shied. Finally, he had told her that Thai people didn’t approve of public displays of romantic affection, and Robin tried harder to control her constant itch to touch him. She interpreted his gesture now, still furtive, as a signal to her of some kind, and his dry palm and thin fingers felt special in hers.

The Black Canyon Café was a stablelike building, open-fronted and thatch-roofed, glowing red on the far edge of town. Thai-style, Piv and Robin took their shoes off and padded thick-stockinged to a low table nestled in rough wool carpets and lumpy pillows. They ate their  rice soup and wheat noodles alone, cupping their hands around the red glass globe that held a candle, and when they were through, their waiter shyly asked them if they would like to join the only other people present, a handful laughing quietly at a large table where a Thai man stroked a guitar.

The waiter joined the table, too. He was one of the three owner-brothers sitting round, all of them young and smiling and handsome with thick straight hair in identical ponytails and skin creamier than Piv’s.

“Welcome,” said the brother without the guitar. With the confidence of an eldest son, he poured Mekong whiskey into two glasses and topped them with Coke. “Please. I’m sorry that we have no ice.” He introduced the others: a hang glider from France, a Swiss man who was in the country to study copper foundries, and a German woman, beaming celestially, who did relief work in the hill tribe villages to the north.

“That’s great!” Robin said to the woman, liking the sound of the assignment, the philanthropic mission made glamorous by the variegated embroidery and silver ornamentation connoted by the words hill tribe. “How long have you been doing that? Where do you stay?”

“I stay here, with Yhan.” The woman met the eyes of their waiter, whom she sat beside, and the two of them grinned. “I meet Yhan one year and a half ago when I visit my friend then working in Thailand, and we fall in love.” Their eyes melted together again. “I have to go back to Germany, but I try and try to return to here. Finally I find this agricultural project. I specialize in minimal impact agriculture at the university. It’s hard for me to explain in English, but this is perfect for me in all ways.”

“She came back to me!” Yhan drew her closer to him.

“Oh, lucky!” said Piv. “They say they will come again, but most times, never.”

“A toast to true love!” the Frenchman said. Everyone clinked glasses.

The drink was lukewarm and syrupy, and the warmth of it spread through Robin. She saw domestic details she had missed before: toothbrushes in a jar near the sink, hand cream and flowered bath towels on shelves, bedrolls propped between the beams of the low slanting ceiling. She tried to imagine living here, rolling out blankets  and snuggling in them to drive away the mountain chill, making love silently, in the darkest corners, so the other brothers wouldn’t hear, then, in the daytime, working for sustainable agriculture. She took Piv’s hand underneath the table.

The musician brother grew more definite in his strumming. He was playing a John Denver song, “Country Roads,” and Robin watched as everyone-hang glider, aid worker, copper man, brothers-began singing quietly and certainly, not stumbling on any words. She felt a hard stab of mocking nostalgia. She’d sung “Country Roads” in Girl Scouts; not even Lite FM radio still played it at home.

The Swiss man reached across the table during the second verse and nudged her. “But you must know this song, yes? This is your song.” She smiled at him indulgently, but then saw the German woman and Yhan leaning together, swaying, singing, their bright faces the wick of global goodwill, and she joined in the chorus.

 

Country roads  
take me home  
to the place  
I belong  
West Virginia ...

 

Robin’s voice grew hesitant at the verse, but the others knew the words, and the candles’ glow nestled in her chest. Maybe they were all experiencing a Buddhist transcendence here, in this simple place. She’d ask Piv to tell her more about what that might mean. At the next chorus, she made her voice strong. They all did.

 

... to the place  
I belong  
Pai, Thailand she sang out  
mountain momma  
Country roads  
Take me home

 

At the end, they broke into applause for one another and raised their drinks in sticky salutes.

A hush fell when the guitar player started fingering the first fervent bars of “Hotel California,” but when he reached the verse only Yhan and his girlfriend whisper-sang along.

“Do you get many tourists here?” Piv asked the older brother. “In all seasons, do they come?”

“Sure. So more and more tourist businesses come, too.” He shrugged. He said there were days and weeks with little business, but they had always lived in Pai; they liked its quiet life. A commercial group from Bangkok had begun construction on a resort, and rumor had it that their influence was going to get the road improved, get an airstrip put in, but who knew? “Maybe there is enough change already for the people of Pai. Fifteen years ago, it took two days to get to Chiang Mai. You had to go on foot. Our mother went there, walking, only twice each year. But if the airplane comes now,” he shrugged again. “Okay, maybe it’s good for business.”

Robin wondered whether she and Piv could do something here in this little town, start some mellow business. Not just selling hill tribe stuff—Pai’s couple of streets were lined with places already doing that, their owners sitting deep in lawn chairs or idly dusting. And not sustainable agriculture; that just wasn’t her thing-although maybe she could help out occasionally by organizing a hill tribe craft fair or recruiting volunteers or acting as a liaison between the villages and a connoisseur like Zella ...

By the time they traded tipsy good-byes with their hosts and left the Black Canyon, the chirping night was downright cold, and Robin huddled appreciatively next to Piv. She felt properly coupled with him now, alive to their long-term potential, and when they turned their bodies toward each other on the pallet of the soft-floored bungalow, she felt the fever-scratch esctacy he’d given her since the night they met deepen into something like nourishment.

 

That sense of union ebbed and flowed only slightly during the two more weeks that they spent in the North. When Robin realized, sitting on the bed in a Mae Hong Son guesthouse on their twenty-third evening together, that her visa was expiring in a week and that since she had already renewed once, she had to leave the country in order to renew again, she felt more shock than panic. She looked at Piv blank and wide-eyed,  the tissuey receipts, dull metallic credit cards, and grime-edged passport from her gutted money belt scattered around her.

“I have enough cash to get us to Bangkok. But then what, Piv? I don’t want to leave Thailand, but I have to. At least for a while.”

Piv sat on the edge of the other bed in the room. It was their sleeping bed, laid with a black, red, and brown Burmese blanket that Robin had bought when they’d arrived. They called the bed that Robin sat on their business bed, because in lieu of a desk or a table, that’s where they counted their money and where Robin counted the days until her credit card payments were due. Piv had wanted to assign the beds separate purposes, because he didn’t like how Robin’s feet would end up any which way when she was lounging around smoothing bills or studying her purchases. He didn’t want to sleep where her toes had touched the pillow. But Robin wasn’t surprised when she saw Piv break his own rule and stand up on the sleeping bed. She watched with a sense of déjà vu, of fateful certainty, as he swept the Burmese blanket up with him, held an edge in each hand and spread his arms wide as wings. With one long step he bridged the distance between the beds. His second leg joined the first on the business side of the divide, the springs of the old mattress squeaking, the coins she had stacked sliding clinkily askew. Then he squatted down in front of her and put his arms around her, his rich, rough cloak encasing them both.

“I think we leave my country together,” Piv whispered.

A thrill went through Robin. “Yes,” she whispered back.

“This is my plan that I have been thinking-for you, for myself. To be happy, to make money. We go to Indonesia for jewelry. You pick the good pieces, like your friend.”

“Yes.”

“Then we come back here. You have visa, we have jewelry, we sell that, make some profit. Sure. Then we find things here. Better things, more special. And then we can go somewhere else, always together, over the world, and sell them for more.”

As he spoke, the flower bloomed: This was it. This was what was supposed to be happening. Finally, her life. “Yes! Yes! What will we find? Where will we go?”

“Right now, silver. Then maybe some small thing carved from jade. Some ruby. We go to Hong Kong, Australia, Germany, North America.” He kissed her.

“Borneo, India, New York. With our beautiful things.” She kissed him back.

“It’s simple for you to leave my country to get more visa. Then, anywhere. New York City. Everywhere.”

They kissed again, falling together onto their sides, the money and documents crumbling beneath them, one bill sticking to their blanket as Piv rolled on top. His black waves of hair rushed down toward Robin, met her caramel strands on the bed, and she stretched her arm up luxuriously and ran her fingers through the mingling textures, hers thinner, his thicker, both cool in her hand.

 

They flew from Mae Hong Son to Chiang Mai—they were in a hurry, so the forty-dollar flight was no contest over the eight-hour bus trip-but more air travel was out of the question. Robin didn’t want to press her luck with the credit cards. At the Chiang Mai train station she smoothed out a five hundred baht bill and a one hundred and gave them to Piv, then asked if he needed any money for snacks. He went to get the tickets while she sat with their bags at her feet and the high yellow ceiling arching overhead. Piv had tied up his hair in a low bun, and she could see his T-shirt gently billow from the valley between his shoulder blades as he stood in line. The sight of him pleased her for the dozenth time that day. Air moved loosely through the station. She didn’t mind watching her money closely as long as she had some to watch. In fact, counting and budgeting made her feel capable and situated, and she went over the next few days’ expenses again in her mind. No problem.

There had been a problem back in New York, where she’d gone after college. It didn’t take long before previous months’ bills claimed whole paychecks with the current month’s already due—when change for laundry, let alone dry-cleaning, was so scarce that perspiring in an overheated building gave her cause to curse; when she contrived every action to wheedle or scam trial-sized packets of designer soap or train fare or an evening’s electricity on someone else’s utility bill. She’d been working as a gallery assistant for six dollars an hour then—a gig she’d been lucky to get and believed that she needed to keep, even as her nerves screeched like a field mouse’s from the pressures of supporting herself on low pay in the proximity of such gorgeous wealth. Most of her friends and her boyfriend from college had similarly low-paying, culturally cool  gigs if they were working at all, but they also had allowances or trust funds and they often lived in the extra apartments their parents had lying around like extra pairs of slippers, and this difference isolated Robin from them even as she moved in their pack. She’d spent those two years unable to plan, only able to react, disappearing into the bathroom when it was her turn to buy the next round and growing more and more skittish as she waited in there.

But that being broke made her anxious was no surprise. The strange thing was how she felt after she’d given up that job and hit a stride selling Nissans at a New Jersey dealership owned by a friend’s father. She paid for that opportunity in the cool she’d been collecting, but there was cash now, lots of it. Money rushed in and poured out with the thunderous push-pull of the tide, and it unhinged her. There were back bills, expenses she’d been putting off, a car to get, the grungy shared walk-up to get out of, and a whole slew of deferred desires to attend to-and then another huge paycheck, unless it had been a slow month. Instead of stealing someone else’s trial sizes, now she could walk away from a department store makeup counter with three hundred dollars in product. She sent some face lotion back home, and the next time she called down there her mom had spoken in an awed, hurt whisper. “Sixtyfive dollars just for some night cream, honey?” And Robin had been ashamed of herself, and ashamed that she regularly spent five dollars on a loaf of bread, and ashamed, too, that when she did her stomach still clutched. She felt like she was caught in some white water rapid that moved downstream more violently as the numbers went up. She dated a man who made much more than she did, and he squired her around. He once spent six thousand dollars on a painting at a storefront gallery because she said it was good, but he didn’t care if it was; he couldn’t even see it, and she grew to loathe him. When she’d finally paid off her credit cards and caught up on her student loan, she didn’t even wait to save up more than a couple thousand dollars before she quit the dealership, got her vaccinations, and lit off for a trip around the world, hoping to start fresh.

And now maybe she had found it, she reminded herself: the something possible, the potential fresh. She turned away from the train’s window toward Piv, who had taken the aisle seat, and asked him what kind of car he would like, if he could have anything. They were pulling  into a rural station, and women and kids ran alongside the slowing train, their knees bent under the weight of aluminum cooling boxes and buckets brimming with chicken satay. Piv smiled and shook his head.

“I don’t care about the car. Some Thai people want the new one, from Germany or Japan. It’s their dream. But where can one car take me?”

“Come on, just imagine,” she said. “What if you had to pick?”

“I pick you, and now you’re here. We’re going to fly. We don’t need the car.”

“You’re sweet,” she said, but she didn’t quite believe him. “You’re so sweet I want to give you a car. What should I give you?”

“Give me ten baht.”

Robin laughed and handed him the coin, and Piv called to one of the hawkers moving down the aisle. A girl, not more than ten, pushed toward him, already pouring a thick green liquid into a clear plastic bag. She stuck a straw into the drink and twirled the bag around its stem, tying the plastic off in a knot. By the time she took Piv’s money the train was chugging forward, and she had to run toward the door, hand her thermos to someone on the ground, and jump after it as the engine picked up speed. Robin watched her, worried and pitying, but also admiring. Had Piv lived a life where even dreaming of a car was absurd? She started to ask him—if not that, then something-but at her intake of breath he gently placed the straw into her mouth.

“See?” he murmured. “So sweet.”
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