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What is the most important thing in the world?

 


It is the people,

It is the people,

It is the people.

 


-- A Maori saying


 The Author

 


Pira Sudham grew up in rural Thailand, helping his
parents in the paddy-fields as well as tending the family’s herd of
buffaloes, until he went to Bangkok at the age of 14. In the
capital, he became a servant to Buddhist monks at a monastery,
where he was also admitted to a secondary school. To support
himself through high school and the first year at the Faculty of
Arts, Chulalongkorn University, he sold souvenirs to tourists until
he won a scholarship to read English at The University of Auckland
and later at Victoria University, Wellington.

His literary works have appeared in New Zealand,
Australia, USA, Hong Kong and in Thailand before his first book,
Siamese Drama, was published in 1983, followed by People
of Esarn (1987), Monsoon Country (1988), Tales of
Thailand, a revised edition of Siamese Drama, in 1996,
and The Force of Karma (2002).

In 2004 the author combined Monsoon Country,
with its sequel, The Force of Karma, into one volume under
the title Shadowed Country.

He has lived in Australia, Hong Kong and in the U.K.
where he wrote poems, short stories and novels.

 


“Pira Sudham’s works are not the sort of books
one can put down. There is sophistication robed in simplicity which
I found very effective. There is delicacy as well as good taste
even when the subject matter is painful or gross. However, much as
I enjoyed the technique of his writing, his art, it was the subject
matter which stays in the mind.” - Prof. Dr. John R. Lyon-Bowes
Bernard

 


“Foreign writers writing about the Thai people
look at Thailand from the outside, but Pira Sudham writes about his
people and country as seen from the inside. This is what makes them
so fascinating.” - Prof. Dr. Walter G. Langlois

 


“Writing in English, Pira Sudham gives the
English reader insights into Thai life. At the same time he renders
significance to the lives of the poor so that they do not come into
this world to merely exist, suffer and die in vain.” - Dr. Noel
Rowe

 


“Never have I read books such as these that paint
complex pictures of the lifestyle and spirits of the people – the
joy and sorrow, the crushing poverty and soaring emotion, the
eternal struggle for survival and dignity.” - Chris Dunlop
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 Two Women of Bangkok

 


The first protagonist to appear on the scene was
Salee Boonpan, known in the neighbourhood as mianoi, a minor
wife. Some neighbours referred to her as ‘that rent girl’. ‘Rent’
was applied to women of Salee’s profession when some American
military men, stationed in Thailand during the Vietnam War, had
spent millions on miachow, rent women.

When her man did not come to ravish her, Salee
endured her solitary life in the small wooden house at the end of
the lane. The fact that the young lady rented the house meant that
she had not managed to own a property out of the deal. As for her
man, he usually came in a taxi. This fact caused the neighbors to
believe that he was not rich enough to afford a car. Furthermore,
these days the keeper rarely visited the kept woman.

In this regard, Salee might be losing his favour,
and would soon be abandoned.

These facts were useful to the shopkeepers, whose
calculating minds had a lot to do with profit-making while
preventing any losses through ‘non-performance’ credits.

Meanwhile, some neighbours were keen for things that
Salee might sell. The landlord too would make sure that the little
woman promptly paid the rent.

It was only fair that these good people took such
measures.

To them, if the girls worked in nightclubs or bars,
it would be wise to find out the status of their work places,
whether they were in dock areas or in lucrative red light
districts, mostly frequented by foreign residents and tourists.

As for our leading lady, there was very little that
she could use to make a quick sale. Things she had recently sold
were a television set and a transistor radio. These days the lovely
little thing hardly left the house. Many believed that the poor
soul had already been discarded.

 


The second lady was Nipa Soawarop. Her letter to
Salee preceded her arrival.

 


My dearest,

I miss you so very much. I am most concerned with
your welfare. I shall visit you next week to see with my own eyes
how you’re getting on. Is he still good to you?

I look forward to seeing you.

With much love,

Ni

 


Salee grimaced at the thought of Nipa and the past,
shifting ideas back and forth regarding the role she would play
during Nipa’s visit.

Contemplating her alluring features in the mirror
while combing her long black hair, Salee saw once more that it was
her beauty that had caused her to fall from grace. The fall
occurred when a well-dressed dame from Bangkok visited her village,
purportedly looking for a few young girls to work as maids.

Susceptible to promises and the lure of city life
and earning income, Salee’s parents had allowed their daughter to
be taken away.

Contemplating her past, Salee longed for something
piquant or sweet. To be presentable to the outside world, she
powdered her face and applied lipstick.

The thought of going out of the sweltering house
gave her a sense of purpose. Mentally she added to her shopping
list a copy of the most popular newspaper in which gruesome
murders, horrible accidents, photos of film stars and parties were
usually featured. Should there be another coup d’etat,
whether it was bloodless or bloody, a shopkeeper’s radio would be
broadcasting draconian decrees, awesome warnings and patriotic
vows.

But then Nipa arrived.

Seeing the former collaborator, the visitor
flustered:

“Sa! Dearest! I’m so glad to find you looking so
well!”

There were tears as well.

At a glance, Nipa managed to sum up her colleague’s
wealth.

“Haven’t you got a ring?” Nipa scowled.

The younger and more winsome woman did not quite
understand.

“A ring! Ring on your finger!” Nipa screeched and
then sucked her teeth with displeasure.

“I don’t like wearing jewelry.”

The ageing procurer put aside her handbag, hissed
and bared her teeth.

“It doesn’t matter whether you like wearing jewels
or not. You should have got at least a ring out of him. What a
stupid girl you are. You allow the miser to keep you this long and
you don’t even get a ring out of him! Get something! A ring, for
instance, and it should be diamond too.”

“Why diamond?”

“Stupid!” Ms Soawarop snapped.

It was utterly hopeless to educate this silly Isan
girl.

While Nipa roamed the room, Salee saw not only the
visitor but also a horde of brothel owners, pimps, murderers,
thieves, drug traffickers, extortionists and uniform-wearing men
who had lived off her flesh. She also recalled the hands and feet
that struck her and pinned her down. During those excruciating
years, there were countless times when she had desperately wanted
to escape and return to her village in Isan. However, that was not
possible. Later they removed her from the front line, replacing her
with teenagers from some northern provinces of the kingdom.

Thereafter, Ms Boonpan had been permitted to walk
the street with Ms Soawarop, the minder.

However, Nipa Soawarop had secretly entertained the
thought of setting up a house of her own. To make such longing a
reality, she paid for Salee Boonpan’s freedom.

Having successfully secured the sale, Nipa garnished
the deal with soothing words. “I’ll take good care of you, Sa.
You’re still young and beautiful.”

But for the price of freedom, the enterprising aunt
had in mind to own the beautiful little thing for life. Salee was
not completely worn out. With admirable tenacity, shameless, guile
and experiences, Nipa believed that the dream enterprise would be a
soaring success.

 


Now, Salee recalled another episode in her life.

The two adorable ladies had spent over an hour in
one of the beauty parlours in preparation for the New Year eve.
Stalking their prey, Nipa would not let a solitary man out her
sight. At an appropriate time, she zoomed in.

“Is there a restaurant that serves Isan cuisine
around here?”

The fish was nibbling at the alluring bait, saying
that he intended to dine locally, and since they were similarly
inclined, wouldn’t the charming ladies be his guests?

Once seated in the eating house of his choice, the
pair of perfumed prostitutes felt certain that the fish could be
easily hooked.

“My niece has just arrived from Isan,” Nipa minced
her words, each of which was expertly coated with honey. Also, she
bent slightly towards the man to arouse intimacy and
confidence.

Taking the hint, the girl from a remote Isan village
adopted the role of a meek, naïve peasant. When she spoke, her Lao
tongue sounded authentic.

However, the oily fish proved rather slippery. It
took the dexterous fisherwoman almost two weeks to clinch the deal.
Since he wanted to keep a mistress, Nipa had to change her mind
about setting up her own house. If he wanted a mianoi, he
should have one. But then Nipa, endowed with shrewdness and a keen
instinct for survival, wanted to make a huge profit out of it.

Ms Saowarop had helped Ms Boonpan set up a house in
a quiet lane in a suburb. The rewards included the kickback
shopkeepers bestowed on her for purchasing the furniture and
kitchenware and various household items.

Then Nipa embarked on a new venture.

She left Bangkok for Pattaya, well-known for being
the present-day Sodom and Gomorrah of the exotic East.

 


“This is not much of a home now, is it?” Nipa was
saying.

“I’m quite happy as it is.”

“Is he still under your spell, my dear?”

“He’s still very much in love with me, and I love
him.”

Nipa screamed: “You talk of love and loyalty? I’d
rather see a diamond ring, a car, an air-conditioner, a
refrigerator, an electric fan and a television set. Now where is
the television set? Have you sold it?”

Salee played mute.

Nipa pouted.

“These are expensive items I bought for you before I
left. Perhaps your love and loyalty have got the better of you. And
you told him the real rent. My dearest, you’re too young and pretty
to get stuck with a mean little man in an empty house!”

But then Nipa remembered why she came.

Reaching out for the younger woman, she cooed.

“Listen. I’ve Plan A as well as Plan B. If I didn’t
love you like my own niece, I’d never have helped you. Next time
the bastard comes, tell him you had a letter from home. Your mother
is very ill.”

“But my mother can neither read nor write.”

“I’ll write the letter myself in case he wants to
see it. Then you come to me,” Nipa smiled the famous Thai smile.
“Now tell me, are you going to ask him for anything?”

For the life of her, Salee did not know what to
say.

“A big amount of money for the poor ailing mother,
for the fare and…” Nipa prompted.

“Of course!”

“And a ring,” Nipa added breathlessly.

“A ring?” Salee sounded perfectly innocent.

“I told you before, it’s a capital gain! Get it out
of him. Use the opportunity! Tell him you need it to prove to your
people that you’re legally married. What a twit you are!”

Then Nipa decidedly disclosed Plan A.

“O my poor little one,” Ms Soawarop sighed, stroking
Ms Boonpan’s shoulder. “If I could be with you all the time, taking
good care of you, no man could take advantage of you.”

The caring aunt seemed absolutely sure of the
success that Plan A would bring. If not, Plan B was at the
ready.

As expected, Plan A was a shining success.

Salee arrived at Nipa’s squalid one-bedroom
apartment in a high-rise block in Pattaya.

“How much?” Nipa breathlessly squawked.

“What?”

“Money, of course!”

“Enough.”

“And?”

“And what?”

“A ring!”

Salee unpacked and produced a small plastic box.

“Diamond!”

Nipa’s beady eyes gleamed. Her breasts heaved and
the pores on her squatted nose glistened. But the ring the protégé
had bought to pacify the greedy guardian merely bore a small piece
of zircon.

“Damn him!” Nipa’s predatory eyes suddenly faded at
the discovery.

“How would I know? He told me it was valuable, said
he inherited it from his late mother.”

“Swine!” Nipa spat, believing that she had been
cheated.

But towards the evening, her baleful mood
changed.

“You’re still very beautiful,” Nipa repeated,
speaking truthfully for once.

The sight of sex-crazed foreign visitors -- their
wallets bulging with cash and credit cards -- instigated Nipa to
persist in her efforts to snatch a fair share from the lucrative
beach resort. Though she had become less attractive, she hoped to
make money out of the vibrant sex tourism. Sadly she had not been
enriched by the Vietnam War while tens of thousands of people had
gained great fortunes. That war ended in 1975 and the mighty US air
bases in Thailand had been abandoned after 57,000 American soldiers
had died in combat. So then she pitched her stake in Pattaya where
Euro-rich Germans, strong-pound British and fat cat Russian
godfathers were colonizing the resort.

Often one heard of people striking gold and that
dealing with the Europeans was far more profitable than with the
Americans. Besides, most Americans merely rented their women while
innumerable Europeans including the British had taken their
adorable native women home with them.

Nipa determined to hang on.

I’ll snatch what I can for my own was her
motto.

The woman had all the rights in the world to believe
in this determination, sharing the same tenacity as those who held
ministerial posts.

That night the two hopeful ladies strolled along the
crowded streets of South Pattaya. The newcomer was amazed to see so
many foreigners in bars, beer gardens and restaurants. At a beer
bar, Nipa darted inside and attached herself to a gigantic man.

“You see Hot?”

She meant Horst.

The burly beer-bellied European shook his head,
avoiding eye contact. As if the woman did not exist, the sex
tourist resumed gulping down another mouthful of beer.

“He no come?” Nipa persisted.

The hazel-eyed big boy shook his handsome head more
vigorously.

Defiance, not disappointment, became Nipa’s
tool.

“Swine!” she swore venomously.

Returning to her collaborator, she vented her
displeasure.

“Just to think that I spoke to it so
nicely.”

It was quite normal for some Thais to dehumanize
white men to ‘it’.

Against thousands of women with the same
inclination, our protagonists decidedly took a plunge. Gays and con
men prowled among drug peddlers, pickpockets, procurers,
transvestites, hawkers, German proprietors, Russian godfathers and
British hooligans.

Among these the duo felt quite at ease.

But they could not find Horst.

The two women slept in the next day.

At noon they went out to tuck in some piquant papa
salad and MSG-spiked noodles. In the evening they dressed, painted
their faces and applied cheap perfume. That night they were in
luck, finding Horst in one of the roadside bars.

Immediately Nipa clung to him.

Because Horst was huge, the five-foot procuress had
to stretch herself up to the host’s hairy, expansive chest to
cajole.

“You like? She number one!”

Salee acted her part, parting her lips slightly to
look prim, demure and alluring. But her well-rehearsed histrionic
act seemed to have gone to waste when Herr Horst turned to face the
bar manager.

“No freelancers here!”

“These are my friends!” Horst bluffed.

“They’re freelancers! I’ve over a hundred women
working here. You can have any of them, but no freelancers walk in
here!”

The visitor from Hamburg and the Thai pimp scowled
at each other for a brief moment. In the end Horst relented,
leading his women out of the bar.

 


A day later Nipa said to Salee: “You’d do much
better here than in Bangkok. Here, I can take care of you, and
between you and me, we’ll make money!”

Salee seemed unenthusiastic.

“Look! The whole place is booming! Everyone is
rushing in!”

“As you know, Auntie Ni, I still have my man to
serve.”

But the old girl had another Plan A in readiness and
another Plan B up her sleeve.

“You go back to that mean bastard. Don’t worry my
pet, it’ll work.”

The following morning Salee returned to Bangkok.

Day after day the mianoi patiently awaited
her keeper. When he came, she endured his arduous demands. An hour
later, the man looked around.

“How did you get these foreign bank notes?”

The sight of an unsightly middle-aged man of a
Mongolian extraction fingering Euro notes brought, as a sheer
contrast, the image of Horst’s hairy hunk to her mind. Yet,
outwardly Salee remained calm, combing her long silky hair at the
dressing table.

Averting her face from the repulsive sight, Salee
voiced Nipa’s line.

“I fancy them.”

Some seconds ticked away.

“Whose gold hair is this?”

That was exactly what Auntie Ni believed he would
say.

“What hair?”

Having uttered such a challenge, the beguiling
little darling tightened her lips in anticipation, sensing that the
tempo was dramatically changing from adagio to presto.

“Look!”

Salee could not see any hair in his fingers.

The leading lady of the drama dared to ignore the
little man.

How childishly he worked himself up into a rage! And
Presto! He launched a verbal attack.

“You whoring bitch!”

It was a line that Nipa did not anticipate.

“For beauty’s sake put your clothes on. You look
disgusting!”

But her courage failed to ad lib further that hefty
Horst was her heart’s desire now that she had biblically known him
and begat a bundle of Euro notes in return.

“You have been screwing farangs, haven’t you?
How do you like the big apes? Big enough for you?”

Seeing in her mind’s eye her huge and hairy Horst
showing off his blessed prowess, Salee belittled the raging bag of
bones with a vulgar remark.

As a result, he smashed her face.

Salee simulated a loud cry, but the pain was
real.

Having dressed, the departing host spat out his
disgust, saying she had disgraced the women of her race, having
been defiled by some gorillas.

“Don’t expect to see me again!”

The wooden house shook when the little mongoloid
banged the door.

No more play-acting was required.

Thus the sordid episode of Salee’s Bangkok life came
to an abrupt end.

Pattaya became her new hunting ground.

 


Once more the two resourceful women lived together.
One determined to make money while the going was good; the other
was blessed with beauty and an enticing body. The latter had also
learned how to fabricate tales to arouse sympathy so as to milk her
gullible clients. To some customers, she had two children to keep
in school and an ailing mother for whom she fended. Her folks often
became ill, and there was an undying ambition to run a beauty
parlour of her own.

To Horst, Salee wanted to open a restaurant in which
he should invest. Her dramatic life and longings took on more
vibrant colours and unfathomable depths with Nipa’s dexterity and
the progress Salee made in English.

Meanwhile the mysteries surrounding European males
became less mystifying and their gargantuan and peculiar physiques,
which inspired anxiety at the beginning, had now been made familiar
through very close contact. She was fascinated by their rite of
sunbathing. So she became involved in it, rubbing sun lotion on her
hosts, sensing also how such a simple act could increase intimacy.
As time went by, she could walk into first-class hotels and flaunt
her gorgeous, bikini-clad body by the swimming pool of the hotel in
which her man stayed.

It was all very well for the hotel staff to pretend
that they did not see her as long as the hotel guest paid extra
cash for an all-night entertainment in the room.

Tens of thousands of women like Salee had the right
to be proud since they had become one of the pivotal attractions
that had been beckoning men in their thousands from all over the
world to flock to Pattaya each year.

Naturally she had been enjoying a fair share of
them.

For instance, Klaus kept her for several days and
once took her to an island where they made a lurid performance in
front of a video camera. Salee remembered the pleasurable boat
ride, the lunch that the hotel provided in boxes, and her host’s
skin that turned reddish after only half a day in the sun.

Emil walked the length of Jomtian Beach with her. At
one point he attempted to pull her into the water.

“I want to do it in the Gulf of Thailand,” said
he.

But she would not go into the water.

“I’m not stupid,” she told him. “Only tourists, who
don’t know that the sea is dreadfully polluted, swim in it. All the
untreated sewage from hotels and shop-houses go into the sea, my
dear. I won’t even dip my toes in it.”

Nevertheless she yielded, hoping that the tip would
be an extra large one. As a result he and she suffered awfully from
skin rashes, and had to see a doctor. While being treated at one of
Pattaya’s hospitals, they had to have their blood checked as
well.

Derek stood out in her memory. ‘Dilek’, which she
uttered as if it was a Thai name, would not touch her, not even
once.

He’s an English gentleman, she recalled.

All Derek wanted was to talk with her, asking her
all sorts of questions, taking photos which later appeared in a
national British daily.

“We talk, talk, talk. Not do what men usually do.
Talk cheap. Yes?”

There was hardly any money in talking. At best a
meal at a roadside eatery might be thrown in. Sadly, Derek was an
unrequited desire, not so much for his body, mind you, but for his
pale delicate skin and rosy cheeks, the peculiar product of the
English climate.

If only I had Dilek’s complexion! Salee
remembered well another longing of hers.

Nils was more or less like Horst but more gentle and
without so much hair on the body, but what a body! His sheer size
made her moan and groan. Yet, Nils believed that Salee simulated
this to urge him on.

Jonas was a queer fish, but she yielded all the same
to his outlandish ways. “Hitler liked it,” said Jonas at one point.
For such weird performances, she made a killing according to her
simple calculation.

Then Horst returned the following season.

Salee was happy to be his woman for three weeks!

No, Salee did not mind the contempt from the hotel
guests. But it was a sense of permanence that she dreaded. After 21
days with the same man who said he wanted to marry her and take her
to Germany, she feared that certainty was threatening her.

Indeed the little woman could not laugh off the
prospect.

Before leaving for Germany, Horst gave her a
considerable sum of money. Nipa demanded a fifty per cent cut and
suggested that her niece should go over to the hotel and demand a
commission from the extra Horst had already paid for three
weeks.

“But that’s the commission the hotel made from us.
It’s like pimping, you know. You can’t take commission from
pimps.”

She also intended to stop walking the streets while
waiting for Horst to come back and marry her.

Nipa sneered.

“Just because you spent three weeks in a luxurious
hotel, now you want to behave like a madam for the rest of your
life!”

It bothered Salee that Horst would actually take her
to his country far away from her birthplace in Isan. It was a
transience with which she could cope. In her professional life, men
came and went, and she moved on, working for the next meal, the
next man, attaching no importance or value or sentiment to
encounters.

But then why did this big bear called Herr Horst
wanted to marry her? Could it be a fashion in Germany for a man to
have a Thai wife?

Strangely enough Salee felt something towards Horst.
This something bothered her. Could it be the money he gave
her? Was it the way he behaved decently towards her? Could he
actually love her? When he was by her side, the pretty
little woman could endure the contempt from those who considered
themselves more decent than she.

“This is a first-class family hotel. You can’t allow
this type among our children,” some wives complained to the hotel
manager.

Those hotel guests did not know that the hotel had
already pocketed the extra cash charged per night to have her stay
all night in the room.

When Nipa’s fifty per cent share ran out, she
pestered Salee for more, and pressed her to return to the streets
rather than waiting for Horst who might not return.

“He will,” Salee sounded confident.

“Damn it! Don’t talk to me about love and loyalty.
We’re free people. Thai means free. Free! Free! Free! You hear? Why
should you be faithful to a foreigner? It isn’t your
father!”

Whenever Nipa wanted more money for gambling, she
staked household items. Salee tried to end this practice. As a
result the two women argued hotly. Eventually the altercation
culminated in a fight.

It was only then that Nipa discovered Salee’s
strength and determination.

Retreating to the far end of the corridor of the
mean block of the hovel, Nipa screamed to air her pain.

“I picked her up from the gutter, looked after her
and cared for her like she was my own niece. How ungrateful can she
be! Hear me well! She is an animal. She is vile and low and stupid
at that. She is stupid enough to believe that a German wants to
marry her just because he fed her for a few weeks. I tell you,
it won’t come back to marry her. We’ll see who’ll be
starving.”

Salee continued waiting for Horst. Her loyalty and
faithfulness to him was measured by the length of time his money
lasted. After it was all spent, she considered that she was free
again.

Yes, Thai means freedom.

 


Often Ms Boonpan wondered why Herr Horst did not
return. The poor girl had no way of knowing that her man had
perished in the Lauda crash 35 minutes after the aircraft had left
Bangkok International Airport.

 


A year later, after Salee had returned to her home
in Isan, Nipa unexpectedly turned up.

The lady’s arrival caused quite a stir.

It happened one June afternoon when a jalopy halted
in front of a shabby shop where several urchins were playing. A few
old men sitting on their haunches under a mango tree nearby warily
eyed the stranger.

Seeing the sedentary elders, Nipa went to them.

“It’s Nong Bua Village, isn’t it?”

Her audience remained silent, being intimidated by
the sight of the opulent-looking female in trousers. Her city
clothes, the Thai tongue, jewels, pouting red lips and paunchy
abdomen made her look menacing.

An octogenarian coughed and nodded.

“Do you know Sa, Salee Boonpan? She used to work for
me.”

Surmising that the woman must be influential,
representing the power of the Masters, the gathering lapsed into
submissiveness that peasants normally adopted when confronted with
bureaucrats or dapper city people.

“Children! Take the lady to Sa’s house,” a
septuagenarian shouted.

One daring, half-naked child took hold of Nipa’s bag
and began to lead. Among the throng of jabbering boys, Madam
carried herself with the air and grace of the high born as dogs
yelped and chickens squawked out of their way.

When Salee returned from the fields with a buffalo,
she betrayed no obvious pleasure at seeing Nipa, already quite at
home amongst her admirers, young and old.

Salee’s mother sat humbly on the wooden floor in the
presence of the grand dame who was presently presiding over the
ragged, malnourished tillers of the earth.

Nipa oozed.

“Dearest Sa, here I am.”

Salee did not return the greeting. She pulled hard
at the animal, forcing it into the pen under the hut. The family’s
treasure, startled by the unusual congregation, refused to budge.
So Salee hit it with a bamboo twig. Only then did she express
anger, and the brutal exertion produced a result.

Finally she penned the buffalo.

She took time, wiping the perspiration from her
brow.

Salee had not expected Nipa to turn up in the
village. Now she was dumb-founded, trying to cope with the
situation.

Observing Salee’s features and healthy complexion,
Nipa could see that the recycle had turned the former colleague
back to rustication. Yet, the reformed sex slave could still be
seen as young and attractive, just a little too much suntan for the
present.

“Dearest Sa, you have been slaving in the sun!” Nipa
sibilantly said with a feint surprise.

Turning to her attentive audience, she bewailed.

“I could never understand why Sa left me. The work
was nothing. Many young girls would have envied her if they had
known.”

Several wizened women simultaneously remarked on
Salee’s lost city life. What a tragedy to return to drudgery on the
dying earth of Isan.

“I hope that she would return with me to be happy
again in Bangkok, the Heavenly City of Angels,” Nipa minced her
words while Salee came up to the hut and sat nearby.

Patting her former protégé on the back, the
procuress continued.

“You good people may not know that I have adopted
Sa.”

Old Mrs Boonpan tremblingly struggled within herself
to voice words of gratitude for such kindness since it was so rare
that a peasant girl would have had that kind of chance. The
motherly crone shook with an effort to express an appreciation that
would be acceptable to the lady from the Divine City.

Meanwhile, Nipa prattled.

“Did Sa ever talk of our house in Bangkok?
Never?”

Salee endured the pain within, forcing a smile.

Later, she made an excuse and went into the cooking
part of the hut. There she sat on the floor and blew onto the
embers, trying to revive the fire in the stove. A flame flickered
whilst the smoke and soot brought tears to her eyes.

After dinner, the day’s work did not make her weary.
The darkness was not comforting. So she fretted frightfully, lying
by Nipa’s side pretending to sleep soundly.

Now, the peaceful rural life had vanished. Her
sordid past had reared it heinous head so horrible to behold.
Horrid memories -- names, faces, words and deeds either committed
in desperation or under duress, in daylight or darkness -- assailed
her mind.

To Salee, it did not matter providing that her
mother and the inhabitants of Lotus Swamp Village knew nothing of
her times in the capital and in Pattaya.

No, I don’t want to return to the gutter,
Salee assured herself.

She said as much to her former colleague the next
day, sweetened the negative expatiation.

“My parents, as you can see, are now old and ailing.
My uncles and aunts are hopeless. I’d like to be married to a man
who could help me with the work in the paddy-fields.”

Salee feigned a laugh, arching her graceful neck.
The idea of trying to hook a husband seemed to have made her
girlishly coy.

“Oh well! Suit yourself!” Nipa huffed. “But, having
come all this way, I may as well take one or two girls back with
me. Won’t you help me convince some pretty faces that there are
good jobs and a home waiting for them in Bangkok?”

“You can try,” Salee did not succeed in attempting
to hide her agitation.

Somehow the remark seemed a challenge to the tough
old pro.

Early in the morning, Nipa set off, going from hut
to hut. By mid-day her catch amounted to one teenager and a
reluctant beauty. The reluctance was simply because the rice
planting would soon begin. All the help the family could have would
be much needed. But Nipa dexterously brushed aside this obstacle.
She had only to paint a glowing picture of the Heavenly City,
gentle living and the allusion to financial rewards.

The mere mention of divine Bangkok had a fantastic
effect. It had always been the home of affluence, attracting
adventurers and landless peasants alike, to seek fortunes and
employment – their share of the nation’s wealth within its limited
radius.

The two lovely lasses were to leave for the
Celestial City the next day. The dwellers of Nong Bua Village
believed it was indeed their good luck, merits accumulated from
past-lives. Their reward was the chance the grand dame offered to
take them away from the quagmire of impoverished Isan.

To send the two lucky girls off in style, the
village elders organized a sookwan, a soul bonding rite.
Several old men and women sat solemnly, mumbling words of
blessing.

Witnessing the ceremony, Salee became more wretched.
The knowledge of the life that awaited the two girls in Pattaya
made her wince. Despair drove her out of the village to brood under
a banyan tree by a sluice. Above her, darkening skies seemed
ominous. Squatting on the tree’s gnarled root, she snapped a fallen
branch and flicked the pieces at a dragonfly that was hovering over
the water.

“Would I dare?”

A crow circled and then arched its wings to land,
screeching: “Ga! Ga! Ga!”

It sounded like Courage! Courage!
Courage!

Salee froze, statuesque while trying to decide.

At the water’s edge, small mud crabs rushed to and
fro. Frogs watched her tensely from their hiding places. The
creatures were quite relieved when the tense, troubled woman rose
and trundled away.

The crow heightened its encouragement with further
cries.

Back in the hut, Salee told Aunt Ni that another
beauty from a nearby village wished to be included in the departing
party.

Greed flashed across Nipa’s face.

“I think you should see the girl before you agree to
accept her,” Salee suggested. “You mightn’t want her. She’s over
twenty, but stunningly beautiful. Yes, beautiful and petite. If we
leave now, we could be back before darkness falls.”

“Thanks for helping your old chum, darling.”

Many witnesses saw the two women leave the
village.

Late that night the inhabitants of Lotus Swamp
Village were in the throes of fright when they heard that bandits
had killed the lady from Bangkok.

Death, particularly a gruesome one, made fertile
ground for gossips. Men and women gathered during the following
days to talk of the robbery and murder. Some said that Salee ran
wildly into the
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