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  Introduction



  



  The only thing I like better than telling stories is listening to them. There are eight million stories in this naked city of Bangkok. Or nine. Or seven. No one knows for sure. Over the last seven years, I’ve been lucky enough to listen to thousands of Bangkok people, distilling their stories down to the cross-section collection of this book.


  Businessmen, politicians, diplomats, movie stars, architects, builders, gem traders, boxers, go-go dancers, restaurant owners, hotel managers, street vendors, slum activists, yacht racers, fashion designers, taxi drivers, motorcycle taxi drivers, antique dealers, oil riggers, jazz musicians, labor leaders, catwalk models, slaughterhouse workers, doctors, textile tycoons, brewmasters, diamond cutters, silk dealers, tower crane operators, advertising executives, long distance truckers, army generals, computer wizards, drag queens and bungee jumpers—I interviewed them all. It was fun. People love to talk about their work.


  All of these profiles first appeared in Manager Magazine, except for “Street Wise,” Bangkok Metro’s first cover story (then titled “Street Savvy”). Manager, Thailand’s business and lifestyle monthly, was a great magazine. I joined as associate editor in June 1992, after 15 years on the beach in Songkhla. I came up to Bangkok as a wide-eyed yokel, speaking the Southern Thai dialect and knowing nothing, really, about this great sprawling rushing seething protean beast of a city.


  When I first joined Manager, the 1992 elections were coming up and I interviewed such political heavyweights as Chavalit Yongchaiyudh, Surin Pitsuwan and Prachuab Chaiyasan. They didn’t faze me in the slightest. But I broke into a cold sweat when I was assigned an interview with Nanthida Kaewbuasai. She’s my favorite singer ever. I’ve idolized her ever since she won her first talent show and I was petrified to meet her in person. I arrived an hour early for the interview and was squatting at the gate of her mansion like a beggar—a very nervous beggar—when Nathida’s brother ambled by and invited me in.


  Into the poolside pavilion where I waited miserably, rigid with stagefright, swept Nanthida. She took one look at me and asked, “What’s wrong?”


  “I’m scared.”


  She threw her head back and whooped with laughter. “Of what?”


  We had two very giggly hours of talk, and afterward Nanthida said, “Jim, this wasn’t like an interview. More like two friends chatting together.”


  I dined out on that comment for months. A year later, I ran into Nanthida at a rehearsal at the Queen Sirikit Convention Center. She gave me a warm welcome and looked me over. Life in the big city had added thirty pounds to my frame and turned my skin white.


  “Jim, you’ve changed,” she said solemnly.


  “Yeah,” I admitted, shamefaced. “I’m fat now.”


  “Nooo. You’re more handsome than ever.”


  I’m still dining out on that remark.


  Aside from Nanthida, the most important person I met in Bangkok was Peter Mittmann, someone I’d been dreaming of meeting since I first arrived in Thailand. Peter Mittmann is the brewmaster for Singha Beer. Reverently, I entered his office and approached the throne. I wanted to drop to my knees and kiss his hand. Peter, the soul of affability, put me at ease. He gave me a tour of the Boonrawd Brewery and afterward we retired to a private Bavarian tavern beside his office and sampled the day’s brew. As a Serious Journalist, I had to plunge into the heart of my investigation of the beer industry. Peter helped me and together we demolished fourteen big bottles. It’s a tough job being a journalist but somebody has to do it.


  Of all the people I interviewed—from the highest reaches of society like Nanthida and Peter to the lowest depths like hookers and lawyers—no one has ever been rude to me. This is a Thai trait that even the harshest abrasions of Bangkok have failed to alter. People have been patient in the slow task of educating this dumb journalist, and quick with anecdotes and laughter. I want to thank them all.


  Manager folded in July 1997, a victim of the Great Bust. During the hard times that followed, friends clothed my nakedness, gave food for my hunger and beer for my thirst. My thanks to Nate Thayer, Carol Bean, Michael Hayes, Collin Piprell, David Sutton, Ross Stevenson, Bill Page, Pat DeVito, Phil and Mui Blenkinsop, Duang Saengsawang, Brad Martin, Prangtip Daorueng, Santad Atthaseree, Carol Livingston, Colin Hastings, Greg and Gai Mollers, and my gimlet-eyed editor Richard Baker. John McDermott, Jonathan Taylor and the evil Phil Blenkinsop contributed their images to this book. My groveling thanks to the three ace photographers and boon companions.


  The Bust changed more lives than mine so I have appended a where-are-they-now epilogue about some of the people profiled here.


  



  Bangkok, 1999


  The Magus of Bangkok



  The Magician—Dr. Penguin
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  Twenty-five years ago in Afghanistan, the Too Much Brothers—Dr. Himali and Count Bruno the Terrible—put on magic shows in dusty market squares. Top-hatted Dr. Himali would ask a villager to pick a card, any card. Count Bruno spreads out the deck on a table. Brandishing a dagger, Dr. Himali stabs a card from the fanned-out deck, and holds it up to a bemused villager. “Is this your card?” he asks.


  “No.”


  “No? Um . . . is this your card?”


  “No.”


  “No?”


  In a blind fury, Dr. Himali jams the dagger down through the hand of Count Bruno who screams in pain. Dr. Himali snatches up the hand to reveal another card impaled on the bloody palm. “Is this your card?” he roars.


  “Yes!”


  The crowd goes wild.


  



  ***


  



  “We were the bad boys of magic,” Dr. Himali chuckles at the memory.


  A decade later, in Thailand, Dr. Himali became Dr. Penguin, but let him tell the story. He starts in the middle:


  “When I graduated from college in Santa Cruz, with a degree in magic, my girlfriend and I planned to travel for six months in Europe. The night before we left California, we were robbed at gunpoint in my apartment. We still had our air tickets, but we arrived at Heathrow Airport with all of 27 dollars. In London, I put on top hat and tails and did my magic act in the street. I collected 100 pounds.


  “A few months later, in Zurich, I met up with a pair of German street clowns—Otto and Benelli—who’d been jailed in their own country. We were doing a show in a Zurich plaza and the police were after us again, but our audience locked arms and wouldn’t let them through to arrest us. We brought the crowd into a beer hall and spent all the cash we’d collected—we were never interested in money—and even invited the police to join us. They refused, so we sent beers out to them.


  “In Marrakech, at the huge Djma’a el Fna bazaar, it was like traveling back in time to medieval days: story-tellers, jugglers, acrobats, magicians, snake-charmers. I did magic with Berbers, Arabs and nomad Tuaregs. I was on Banana Beach in Morocco when a big red Mercedes fire engine drove up, and out fell a dozen long-haired freaks with bells in their beards. Their leader was a mime artist and one-man-band—an Austrian gypsy named Count Bruno the Terrible.


  “We met up again in Goa and became the Too Much Brothers. By that time, I’d traveled overland from Istanbul, doing magic in village squares, staying in people’s homes, and picking up a mini-circus of misfits—belly dancers, clowns, flame-swallowers and knife-throwers—along the way.”


  The Too Much Brothers were on the road for five years—in India, Sri Lanka, Afghanistan, Bhutan—but they spent the longest time in Nepal, where they learned the language, dressed as Nepali magicians, and played their own songs on a mandolin and a bamboo-and-coconut-shell violin. Their song, “Saili, Ra Maili Hong Kong Caye Chan,” was a national hit. The lyrics tell of two unsuspecting travelers who are invited to dinner by a pair of female gold smugglers. The two girls slip out of the house, leaving the travelers to face the wrath of their father, who chases them all over Nepal seeking to cut off their noses.


  In Singapore, Dr. Penguin did magic shows at Jurong Bird Park and Singapore Zoo, which led to a weekly TV program called, “What’s New at the Zoo?” and a comedy radio series, “Dr. Penguin’s Magic Children’s Show.” He married his girlfriend Kyoto, a well-known journalist, and was soon the father of baby daughter, Tashi.


  Was the Doctor turning respectable?


  Not according to the Singaporean police.


  Though supported by the local Arts Council and the Tourist Bureau, Dr. Penguin had to fight in court for the rights of visiting performers to the 1987 Singapore Arts Festival. The police required that visiting troupes depart immediately after their performances, and also demanded advance scripts for every act—including the Royal Canadian Mime Troupe.


  Dr. Penguin won his case, but his troubles had only begun. Hosting a clown and magic show at the open-air Piranha Club on Orchard Road, the Doctor was confronted by police claiming that the clown shows were too loud. The fine was S$2,000. The next night, the club staged a musical show. Police slapped them with another S$2,000 fine: the band was too loud. The third night was a mime show. Another S$2,000 fine: the audience was laughing too loud.


  Finally, Dr. Penguin stepped over the line. At a stand-up comedy club, he told a political joke about Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew.


  “A delegation from the ruling PAP (People’s Action Party) told me I had 24 hours to get out of the country,” Dr. Penguin recalls. “No charges were filed, and much later, there was some sort of apology. But I took them seriously enough to pack up my car and drive across the causeway with Kyoto and Tashi. We wound up in Phuket, but there wasn’t much work there, so we flew on to Hong Kong.”


  In the colony, Dr. Penguin wandered amid the posh Duddell’s restaurant appearing to smash Rolex watches and burn holes in Armani shirts. Michael Jackson was supposed to visit Duddell’s after a concert in Tokyo, but his security chief was worried. If there was a mob of press waiting for him at Kai Tak Airport, Michael Jackson swore he would get right back on the plane.


  “I told the security chief, ‘Leave it to me,’” Dr. Penguin recalls with an evil gleam in his eye. “I grabbed Peggy Johnson—a black Canadian singer—and took her up to my apartment, where Kyoto and I dressed her up as Michael Jackson, complete with black slouch hat.


  We drove off to the airport. The arrival lounge was packed with photographers and suddenly I shout, ‘MICHAEL, WHERE’S THE LIMO? QUICK, MICHAEL! RUN! TAXI! TAXI!’ We jump into a cab and the press mob is all around us, pounding on the windows and pulling at the doors. ‘Michael’s never coming back to Hong Kong!’ I yelled at them. We took off on a high-speed car chase and lost them downtown. Minutes later, the real Michael Jackson arrived to an empty airport.


  “I broke the hoax the next day to a reporter friend at the South China Morning Post. A rival newspaper claimed I was an impostor with no connection to Michael Jackson, but the next day, the Post ran a big photo of me grinning behind him on the Ocean Park roller-coaster. We had a ball.”


  But there was not much work in Hong Kong either—“A small town, really,” the Doctor says—and with an infant son in tow, the family moved to Bangkok in 1988.


  Dr. Penguin became the official magician at the Oriental Hotel, and performed three daily shows at Safari World. On behalf of Safari World, he traveled to Papua New Guinea to recruit a 22-member dance troupe.


  “For three months, wandering from island to island—New Britain, New Ireland, the Trobriands—it was just like the old days, doing shows in schools and villages,” Dr. Penguin remembers fondly. “You walk for three hours over a mountain range and you’re back 10,000 years. Those people took their magic seriously. I pulled a 100 kina note out of one guy’s ear and his friends jumped all over him trying to pull money out of his other ear.”


  Back in Bangkok, Dr. Penguin opened the state-of-the-art Imagica Show at The Mall 6’s open-air arena. He hosted the “Dr. Penguin Radio Show,” and six hours of comedy on Sundays—“The Magic Mystery Tour.” During the May events of 1992, he stayed on the air—despite the NPKC junta’s broadcast censors—playing topical favorites like “A Boy Named Sue,” “Hit the Road, Jack,” “Power to the People,” and “Take the Money and Run.”


  Dr. Penguin has also been on trips to perform in Laos, Zimbabwe and, most recently, Australia. In Sydney, magician friends took him to a club to meet a famous stripper named Veronica. The next night, he returned to her club. “I fanned out a deck of cards and said, ‘Veronica, last night I dreamed you picked a card and I wrote your name on it, but now I can’t remember which card it was. Do you remember?’ She picked the two of diamonds and, of course, her name was written across it. She loved that trick. She gave me a signed poster of herself in return.”


  The poster is the newest of many treasures in Dr. Penguin’s Bangkok apartment. There are ancestor spirit masks from Papua New Guinea, Sarawak, Zimbabwe, Sri Lanka; thigh-bone whistles and an ancient magic wand from Tibet; bookshelves of classic magic texts by Thomas Nelson Downs, Dai Vernon, Henry Hay and Hoffmann; professional magician magazines like Genii, Tops, Magic and Tannin’s Magic Manuscript; esoteria like an Indian pamphlet entitled How to Pick a Pocket; and a trunkload of props including pulls, false thumbs, explosive devices, hoops, cups-and-balls, collapsing ketchup bottles, disappearing spiders, and a rubber chicken named Ute.


  “All magicians are crazy about collecting,” Dr. Penguin comments. “As their wives will tell you.” He holds up a pair of red, foam rubber balls. “This is a favorite of Stevie Wonder. I showed him this when we did a show in Taiwan.”


  He puts the balls in my hands and says, “Now squeeze. Turn your hands over and open them up. Still one ball in each palm, right? But one’s heavier, do you feel it?”


  He squeezes my two hands shut and turns them over again. “Okay, now open them.”


  I open my hands and one palm is empty. From the other pops two red balls.


  Dr. Penguin does have a real name. He was born Chedly Saheb-Ettaba, forty-odd years ago, in Tangier. His father was a Moroccan linguist and his mother an American writer, part of an expatriate circle that included Paul Bowles and William Burroughs. When he was six, his father died and he returned to the US with his mother. Two years later, he was accepted into St. Paul’s Cathedral Choir in London. Along with schoolboy pranks, he took up the study of magic. A close family friend was the famous comic magician, Tommy Cooper.


  “On my eleventh birthday, I put on a magic show. Uncle Tommy was drunk. ‘You stink,’ he told me. ‘You have to get out on the street if you want to do magic.’ So I did. I was gone three weeks before the police caught me doing a show in front of Lincoln Cathedral.”


  At 13, he rejoined his mother in San Francisco, but he hated American high school. The schoolboy pranks grew more outrageous, and the study of magic more serious. He was practicing card tricks four and five hours a night. San Francisco was the place to be for a magician. It was the home of the great masters, Dai Vernon and Charlie Miller. Young Chedley hung out in magic stores, made his debut at the Magic Cellar Club, and performed on the plazas of Ghiridelli Square and the Cannery.


  “Out in the street, the audience surrounds you on all sides and you have to be excellent,” Dr. Penguin says. “Established nightclub magicians despised us long-haired freaks, but in time, they recognized our artistry. We were doing magic for love of the art, not for money. And you’re always learning. The older you get, the better you get. The art goes all the way back to ancient Egypt. At the King Tutankhamoun exhibit, I saw magic tools we still use today—except these were made of gold.


  “Magic is a definition for what we don’t understand. Deja vu is real. We just don’t know how to describe it by the normal laws of physics. In my travels I saw spirit possession and exorcism—the Wassadessa devil dancers of Sri Lanka, for example. There’s much more out there than can be understood by science.”


  But the Doctor soon veers off this serious vein and launches into another prank anecdote. “In Kathmandu, Count Bruno fell off his motorcycle and was in the hospital under sedation. So I went down to Meat Street and bought up all these livers and kidneys and intestines. Then I put on a white coat and snuck into the hospital. . . .”


  The Making of an MP



  The Candidate—Orathai Karnchanachusak


  [image: BP2]



  June 22nd:


  

  Dressed in a school uniform, Orathai Karnchanachusak could easily pass for a university student. Instead, she is addressing an auditorium of 800 Chulalongkorn undergrads, urging them to turn out to vote her into parliament.


  “I’m a Chula graduate myself, 28 years old, and I stand for a new generation of politicians,” Orathai tells the students. “I need your help in this election.”


  In 11 days, voters in her Bangkok Constituency 2—Bangrak, Pathumwan, Phra Nakhon, Samphan Thawong and Pom Prap—will go to the polls. Palang Dhama candidate Orathai is running 15 points behind Murat Bunnag, veteran Democrat MP and House Speaker. If she is daunted by the odds, she does not show it. She is calm, poised and relaxed, with a resonant speaking voice.


  In an interview outside the auditorium, Orathai explains that she registered with the Palang Dhama party in 1992. “I was attracted by their honesty, their competence, and their concern for poor people who’ve been left out of the country’s development.”


  After winning a municipal council seat 18 months ago, she was picked by party leader Taksin Shinawatra to run on his ticket in Constituency 2. The area includes Yaowarat —Chinatown—where Orathai’s family has long been prominent. Her Chinese immigrant grandfather made his fortune in tapioca trading; her father, Song, is a famous boxing promoter of champions in both Thai and international arenas. Orathai naturally followed into the family business before jumping into politics. Relatives and neighbors form the bulk of her twenty-something campaign staff.


  From Chulalongkorn, Orathai races to City Hall on the pillion of a motorcycle ridden by campaign aide, Wanchai Kiatchaiyawuth. The motorcycle is rigged up with a loudspeaker, and clutching a microphone, Orathai broadcasts a rolling speech about the horrors of Bangkok traffic and her party’s determination to crack the problem. People on the sidewalk grin and wave.


  In the parking lot of City Hall, Orathai meets up with running mate Suranand Vejjajiva; party founder, Chamlong Srimuang; and a dozen placard-bearing volunteers who form a flying picket line as Chamlong plunges past a row of shops and into a warren of slum alleyways. Here is where the votes are. An old hand at shoe-leather politics, Chamlong sets a blistering pace. Orathai and Suranand scurry to keep up. Introducing themselves to people in their shops and homes, they wai and ask voters to pull the levers for numbers four, five and six (Taksin, Orathai and Suranand). Orathai leaves behind a trail of admiring comments: “She’s so young!” “She’s so cute!” “She’s so tiny!”


  In one courtyard, Chamlong addresses an impromptu crowd through a bullhorn, making the pitch for a new generation to tackle the traffic and economy problems. He jokes that the only qualification Orathai lacks is height (she’s barely five foot).


  They canvass cafes, noodle shops, gas stations, and a giant outdoor market. Orathai lingers to talk to vendors, then sprints to catch up to Chamlong, windmilling her arms like a boxer. They race door to door through wooden slums tucked behind temple walls, and then break out into the wide spaces of Rajadamnern Road. Orathai puts her arm around a wilting teenage volunteer.


  “I’ve lost five kilos so far,” Orathai confides, swigging water like a marathon runner. “We’ve been campaigning for nearly a month. I’m lucky to get four hours of sleep a night. Our rivals are out in the street too, but I don’t think for as long and as hard as we are.”


  After three hours, they are on Khao San Road, being greeted ecstatically by Indian tailors and coffee shop waitresses. An aging American hippie leaps to his feet to shake Chamlong’s hand. “I seen you in the papers, man!” he cries. “You’re too good!”


  “You’re too bad,” Chamlong smiles back. The freaks in the coffee shop stand and applaud.


  Down Chakraband Road to New World Department Store, the pavement is thronged with shoppers. Orathai and Suranand dash in and out of stores, and Chamlong introduces them to sidewalk crowds. Around a corner, they come upon a school van packed with children in uniform. Orathai gives them all hugs. “Tell your parents to vote for Uncle Chamlong’s party,” she laughs. “Remember numbers four, five, six. What are those numbers?”


  “Four, five, six!” they chorus gleefully.


  

  June 27th:


  

  At 7:30 a.m., Orathai and Suranand meet at Suan Lum Market and begin working the Pathumwan district. They linger longer with family groups in this unfamiliar neighborhood of grimy machine shops and low, wood shophouses. Wanchai, on his motorcycle, is the advance man, looking like a fighter pilot with headphones over his helmet. Orathai’s sister, Nui, and her secretary, Wan, lead volunteers in passing out party pamphlets. At 1:30, they break for a hurried lunch of khao man gai. Sifting through a stack of newspapers, the candidates are cheerful, but show signs of strain. Orathai’s eyes are heavy-lidded and her voice is slightly hoarse; Suranand’s features are drawn.


  A friend picks up Orathai for her next appointment, a talk at the Debsirin High School. “The kids can’t vote but their parents can,” she explains, stretching out in the front seat of the car.


  “How many hours did you sleep last night?”


  “Three.”


  “What will you do after the election?”


  “There’s no plan for a vacation. We have a lot of business to take care of. But I do hope for some time to sleep.”


  At Debsirin School’s closed-circuit TV studio, Orathai gives an extemporaneous talk on education that is broadcast to 4,600 students in 100 classrooms. She takes softball questions from a half dozen students and concludes with a pep talk on the elections. “Talk to your parents. You are responsible for your government too, even if you can’t vote.”


  Afterward, she is mobbed in the corridor by students, poses for photos with teachers, and escapes on the motorcycle with Wanchai. Next stop is Chula Apartments—a low-income public housing project. Four bare-concrete blocks, five stories tall, house 770 families, and all but seventy are registered to vote. The Democrat and Nam Thai candidates have already been through here, leaving behind their wall stickers. As Orathai and Suranand climb to the top floor and work their way down from flat to flat, their reception is less than rapturous. This portion of the over-proselytized urban poor appears jaded by politicians. A group of guitar players stare back with blank faces as Orathai makes her pitch. Only one returns her wai.


  “This is better than the Klong Toey projects last night,” comments Orathai’s sister, Nui. “There are five buildings, twelve stories tall, and of course the elevators don’t work.”


  The team breaks for dinner, then heads to Yaowarat to work the shopping crowds. Orathai will get four hours sleep tonight.


  

  June 28th:


  

  At 6:30 a.m., Orathai and Suranand meet up with Taksin Shinawatra to canvass the huge Chulalongkorn Medical Center. A hyper-voluble nursing instructor leads Taksin into a cavernous cafeteria, where he dutifully hands out election cards to nurses and doctors coming off duty. Stiff in public, Taksin lacks the running patter and charisma of Chamlong. Orathai lags behind to work the cafeteria tables, chatting with hospital staff and visitors.


  An hour later, Taksin departs in his BMW limo. Orathai and Suranand stay to talk and wai their way up seven floors of the hospital. The ranked chairs in the waiting areas serve as a perfect theater for Orathai to stand and introduce herself to patients. At 8:30, she is on her way home to the family complex at Thanon Song Wat. In the office of her father’s tapioca company, she eats breakfast with her inner circle and city councilman, Adul Laohaveranit. The latest newspaper polls show her running four points ahead of Marut Bunnag. “I don’t believe in polls,” Adul tells Orathai. “But from what I can see on the street, you’re looking good.”


  Behind the office, huge warehouses of tapioca lead down to the Chao Praya and a riverside boxing camp. A shophouse serves as Orathai’s campaign office, where a half dozen burly boxers are busy folding pamphlets. At 10 a.m., the team—Orathai, Suranand, Adul, Wanchai, Wan, Nui and a dozen teenage volunteers—are ready to hit the streets again. “We’ll be moving fast today,” Orathai says. “This is my own neighborhood.”


  With Orathai in the lead, they move at a brisk clip down riverside streets lined with tiny offices in front of warehouses stacked with rice, peanuts, peppers, garlic and cooking oil. People leap up from behind their desks to greet her with smiles and hugs. Orathai is definitely the favorite daughter. She is Jack Kennedy in a Boston Irish ward.


  They turn down Thanon Rachawong in the heart of Yaowarat. Orathai enters the local Bangkok Bank and makes a short speech. Bank tellers stand up and applaud. Crossing the street again, Orathai hands out pamphlets to motorcycle riders, bus passengers, and a bemused traffic cop. They work the back alleys down to the river again, through warrens of tiny, wooden, 100-year-old Chinese shophouses. Ancestor shrines glow red in each house. Ornate spirit houses overlook the river. To the elderly immigrants, Orathai says numbers four, five and six in Chinese.


  At 12:30 p.m., the volunteers break for kway tiao, but Orathai, Suranand and Adul make one more turn around a block of porcelain vendors before devouring a quick lunch. They hop in a van and are whisked off to the Pan Pacific Hotel on Rama IV Road. From century-old slums, they are suddenly in the rooftop garden of Bangkok’s newest luxury hotel, where Taksin is hosting a lunch for business tycoons. Orathai is a star here too. Men and women crane their necks to catch a glimpse of her as she wais from table to table. She gives a quick speech on her usual theme of a new generation in politics, and is off again on Wanchai’s motorcycle, tearing through the lunch hour traffic to meet Chamlong at Yaowarat’s Old Siam Shopping Center.


  They set off at a gallop past the cloth shops of Burapa Road. Shopkeepers lean forward on counters, ready to greet the rolling show. Chamlong darts down a narrow alley and suddenly they are in India. Here the shops sell Indian spices, incense, clothing, videos and cassettes. Indians are packed tightly in hole-in-the-wall tea shops. The alley debouches into a huge open-air market where Chamlong gathers a crowd


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  More From DCO Books



  (Available at all leading ebook retailers)


  



  Boat People by James Eckardt
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  Boat People is a panoramic novel of greed and compassion, violence and family love, desperation and hope. It is September 1981, the high tide of boat people flight from Vietnam. From the Mekong Delta port of Rach Gia, one boat, crammed with fishermen, farmers, political refugees, and urban hustlers, runs a 300-mile gauntlet of pirates and storms for the safe haven of Songkhla Refugee Camp. Here the survivors meet the West in the form of religious idealists and burnt-out aid workers. Some boat people are drawn to black market gangs; others to public service or official corruption. Factions plot against each other and grapple for advantage.


  



  Covering the refugee beat for the American Consulate, Dan Swartz is torn between being a cynical observer and a reluctant participant in the drama of the camp. Nguyen Xuan Tong is torn too, between loyalty to his gang and his love for Le Thuy Linh. Her protector, the beautiful Huynh Thuc Quan, plays her would-be lover Fred Butterworth against gang leader Huyan Anh.


  



  As tensions in the camp flash into violence, both Dan Swartz and Nguyen Xuan Tong are forced to make a painful moral choice: in a snake's nest of deception and counterplot, where do they stand?


  



  Running with the Sharks
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  Running with the Sharks is a novel of stark human conflict set in the lawless isolation of an uninhabited island off Thailand’s Andaman coast.


  



  Tony DeLupo, alias “Loopy da Loop”, is a man with a past. On an around-the-world orgy of spearfishing — “I enjoy killing things. And then eating them.” — he retreats to the coral world of Koh Adang in the Andaman Sea, but, instead of finding the solitude he seeks, meets up with a group of marine biologists from Hat Yai’s Prince of Songkhla University. Thai, British and American, the group includes Anna Briggs who is attracted to Tony and Terry Weeks who is jealous.


  



  Montri Xuto, alias “Hassan bin Khalid”, is also a man with a past, a heroin smuggler who is trying to disappear from Phuket and retire gracefully to Australia. He washes up on Koh Adang with two ex-pirates, two Burmese crewmen, a .38, an M-16 and two ruckascks of Double Uoglobe #4 heroin.


  



  The clash between the two groups leads to swift violence, devious power plays, painful moral choices, shifting allegiances — and the Adang Island Massacre.


  



  Pool and its Role in Asian Communism


  by Colin Cotterill
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  A funny and moving tale set during the secret war in Laos


  



  The Year is 1970. Waldo Monk is 65 years old, a widower, and two months away from retirement after a lifetime at Roundly's pool-ball factory in Mattfield, Indiana. Enter Saifon, a twenty-something Lao-American girl with an attitude, who has come to the US under mysterious circumstances. She's just arrived at Roundly's, and it's Waldo's task to train her up for his job as pool-ball quality controller.


  



  Saifon hates just about everyone, and even though Waldo is tempted to strangle her at first, a friendship grows between them. Two personal disasters in Waldo's life lead to him 'adopting' Saifon instead. But Saifon's mission at the factory is to make enough money, by hook or by crook, to get back to Laos - for she has sworn to discover the truth about her past.


  



  Jasmine Nights by S. P. Somtow


  



  [image: jasmine-nights-150]



  



  At twelve years old, Little Frog has a richly fantastic and sustaining inner life. It is 1963, his parents have disappeared, and he lives with his maiden aunts, known affectionately as the Three Fates, on a family estate in Bangkok. But, fed by a steam of books and accompanied by his pet chameleon, Little Frog refuses to accept that he is Thai; eats English food; speaks only English; and answers to the name Justin.


  



  Into Justin's eclectically fashioned, whirling fantasy world steps Virgil, a black American boy, and together they embark on a glorious spree of magic and growing up, in which sex, adult confusions, comedy, farce, politics, and the voices of the East and West are fused into a voyage of exhilarating discovery.


  



  "Entertaining, irresistible, gleefully absurd. How encouraging that a literary novel can be so much fun." The Washington Post


  



  PostScript: Forgotten But Not Gone


  by Roger Crutchley
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  PostScript: Forgotten But Not Gone. For many years Roger was the sports editor of the Bangkok Post and still has a regular Sunday column called Post Script.


  



  After his last book, PostScript, many thought Crutch would do the decent thing and consent to being put out to pasture without little more than a whimper. But you can't keep an old dog down and he kept on and on and on with his Sunday column in the Outlook section of the Bangkok Post. Well, it does good paper bag material after all.


  



  There was some talk of him being dispatched to the knacker's yard, but the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Aging Hacks reportedly intervened so he is still with us.


  



  Unlike his first book which was thought by some as "too frivolous" in "PostScript: Forgotten But Not Gone" Crutch discusses matters of substance such as rogue potholes, squashed lizards, naked teachers and dancing policemen. And we must not forget Ms Yasothon's eating habits.


  



  You have been warned.


  



  The Vampire of Siam by Jim Newport
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  Wealthy expat Martin Larue has made Bangkok his home. Jaded and bored, he dabbles in journalism. After his editor sends him on a “ride along” with the police, Martin uncovers evidence of a serial killer in the City of Angels. His subsequent article is front-page news, and leads to a visit from the murderer himself, a 150 year old charming vampire – Ramonne Delacroix.


  



  Ramonne is sophisticated and worldly. In Martin he finds a kindred spirit, and an unlikely bond is formed. Intoxicated by the vampire's powers, Martin is on the verge of crossing to the dark side himself. Ultimately he learns a lesson in the preciousness of life's every moment - from a most unlikely source – a vampire.


  



  "A blood curling tale loaded with humor and first-hand insights mining the hidden crypts of Bangkok." Christopher G. Moore, author of the award winning Thailand crime series: The Land of Smiles trilogy.


  



  What’s Your Name I’m Fine Thank You


  by Roger Beaumont
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  I found the entrance by mistake. That could well have been the intention because, although the arrangement seemed secure, the address was decidedly vague - hidden, as it was, amid a dark labyrinth of back sois that gurgled with mischief and neon glitz. Nevertheless, I was greeted by a smiling dwarf with a metal leg. Venue? Bangkok snooker club. Time? About 9.30 p.m.. Temperature? Rising. Corruption? About 80%.


  



  These finely-crafted stories and articles were originally published in Bangkok Metro magazine and The Nation newspaper. Written between 1994 and 1998, they appeared in Metro under the column title "Mugged by Reality" and in The Nation as "Slightly Out of Focus". Factually sweetened, slightly surreal, occasionally critical, but always biting and hilarious, they are guaranteed to make you laugh out loud. Take a trip inside for further enlightenment on life in Bangkok and life in general...


  



  "Roger Beaumont is one of a rare breed of writers who can make you laugh and cry at the same time. He takes delight at the absurd things in life and shares them with us in his unique style. A thoroughly entertaining read." Roger Crutchley, Bangkok Post
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