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hymn to the dead

‘Live? Our servants will do that for us.’

Axel’s Castle, Edmund Wilson



 There’s a sound coming out from deep inside my cranium, coming out from the horizon deep inside my cranium and floating down over the parched, rubblestrewn open fields deep inside my cranium. This sound is a faint, husky, nagging voice. This voice says You’ve got to do it. This voice says Dawn is still far away, thus you must do it. This voice sometimes trails away, but sometimes it is clear and it grows increasingly clear during the night, because during the night I can’t sleep, because during the night my mind is restless and jumbled, because it is during the night that I’m fully awake. Thus I’ve decided to confess. I have no choice. Maybe you don’t understand, but if you were me you’d understand. It’s most necessary that you do it. This voice goes on and on, refusing to abate or hide away. Time passes and passes and passes still. I don’t know what to do with time. Time is in short supply. I don’t know how much time I’ve got left in this world. I’m weak. I’ve decided to confess. It’s dusk already; darkness is here again. It’s dark and quiet and cold. Darkness and quiet have come quickly but cold is always here, a biting cold sometimes, and now it’s biting and the further into the night the further it’ll bite. Here it’s dusk already, past eight already. There’s no electricity and I had to light the lamp. Nothing like in Bangkok. This here is a village of the rural North, remote and forlorn. The house I live in is a deserted house, close to the cremation site and very far from the other houses of the village. It’s the house that suits me best – or that’s how I feel, I don’t know why: a vacant dilapidated house for someone like me with a vacant dilapidated life. I’ve decided to confess: I’ve slept with Khwan – Khwan your bosom friend. Only four hours ago I slept with her and then I walked her to the village because she’d left her van there and I came back here and went to sleep and now I’ve just woken up. I must have slept for a little over three hours, but here I am awake again, grappling with a never-ending night, a sleepless night of fear and torment, a night similar to every other night. But for all that, night is what suits someone like me best – or that’s how I feel, I don’t know why. Three months already that I haven’t done anything valid. In the daytime I sleep; at night I lie with eyes wide open in the dark or in the mean lamplight like now, and whether in the daytime or at night I do nothing valid. What’s the date today? I only know this is the end of February, the twenty-sixth or twenty-seventh of February. The cold wind still blows hard and the air is chilly as is only natural by the end of the cold season. And this is my funeral, I’ve decided. Kangsadarn, I’m talking to you as a dead man. I’ve arranged my funeral quietly and simply without ceremony. I’ve died quietly and simply without ceremony. Only a few people have come to take part in my funeral. You’re one of them. The atmosphere of my funeral is forlorn. There’s no religious ritual. I shouldn’t have slept with Khwan, I know, but I wanted to. I knew that if I did I’d be sad, disturbed, anxious and ashamed – ashamed because I’m not a man worth her sleeping with, ashamed because I’ve deceived her, ashamed because, if truth be told, I don’t love her but I made as if I did and behaved well enough for her to accept to sleep with me. But sooner or later she’ll know the truth and she’ll feel bad and sorry and disappointed and one day or another or one night or another or at one point or another, when she recalls this she’ll be sad, disturbed, anxious and ashamed. I suppose I slept quite a long time and I’ve just woken up. I’d like every waking of mine to be like the awakening of a baby opening its eyes to the world. I’d like every waking of mine to be like a new birth, having done nothing beforehand but lie still in my mother’s womb, curled up in the matrix of ignorance. I wouldn’t like to wake up to find myself confronted by all kinds of memories roaming around in darkness like a pack of wolves with glittering eyes, smirking chops baring fangs, and snarls of deliberate evil. I love you. Welcome to my funeral. And here I am, see, this corpse feigning cheeriness, chattering away with fake delight. I love you. For a long time I’ve been lying every night thinking This will be the last night of my life. But even though I’ve been thinking like this for a long time, I still have gone to the trouble of sleeping with Khwan and Khwan happens to be a decent person, a respectable woman, not a sex adventuress. I don’t want to hurt respectable people. Hurting them will only make it more difficult for me to find sleep. She’s come to see me here many times, but she told me that tomorrow she may not come. She told me she’d let me be on my own, let me get on with my writing. Fancy that! She hasn’t got a clue. She’s still hoping I’m going to write. You yourself may still be expecting me to get on with my writing. Let me tell you right now it’s most unlikely. You must be mad at me to be looking for trouble. I’ve slept with Khwan though Itthee’s death is still very recent. You must be curious about Itthee Phoowadon’s suicide, but we won’t talk about this, at least not now; maybe we’ll talk about it later or else I’ll keep this a secret I’ll take with me to the grave. I didn’t rape Khwan, all right? I didn’t rape her, I didn’t trick her in any way. She was willing enough; she must have felt lonely. She’s been away from Bangkok for ages and she goes back there once in a blue moon, so she must have felt lonely. As for me I was just back from Bangkok so I had many things to tell her, many good books to lend her, and I had many good songs on tape for her to borrow and listen to. So she and I became close real quick. Actually if you’d told her I was your lover she probably wouldn’t have dared to get close to me; she’d have been careful to keep me at a distance. But there you were, unwilling to tell her so yourself. To the contrary, you told her you and I were just friends, there was nothing serious between us. You must have further explained that as a friend you were worried for me because I’d received severe psychological shocks. You asked her to take good care of me, didn’t you? And then what happened? I am a romantic barbarian of feral disposition, so she became mine as a matter of course. She doesn’t mind that I’m a starving hack. Her salary as usaid interpreter is more than comfortable so that she hardly knows what to do with her money. Here, the town is very small, there are no cinemas, theatres or shopping arcades as in Bangkok. She bought this deserted house in the middle of an orchard with her own money and left it like that – actually she only wanted the patch of land but this haunted house happened to sit on it and she has yet to have it pulled down. She doesn’t mind the scar on my face either, but you do: every time you see it, you hold your breath. But Khwan doesn’t; she’s even kissed it. She even asked me how I managed to get such an ugly wound. I told her we weren’t going to talk about it – at least not now, or else I’d keep this a secret I’d take with me to the grave. I didn’t tell her either that in the past you and I used to be lovers and we’ve made love thousands of times. I didn’t let on any of this, I kept it secret. There’s only you and I who know we made love thousands of times. Khwan asked me if I’d dare marry her… share life together… work in tandem. The way she talks is straightforward and naive, but with a trace of daydreaming as well – the daydreaming of a young woman in love. When she asked me that, we were lying naked under the same blanket. How could I say no? To say no would have spoilt the whole act. Leave this deserted house and move in with her… She’s presuming too much. She knows me very little. She doesn’t realise that maybe tomorrow I’ll run away from her. Don’t make such a face, darling. Pull yourself together. This is my funeral, you know, and you’re my guest of honour. But she does know me very little. One could almost say she doesn’t know me at all. She doesn’t know how rundown I am, how putrid I am, how tormented I am, how vulgar I am. She merely thinks I’m a weird fellow endowed with uncommonly sound mental health. The bloody idiot! Women are a great and bloody stupid sex. Love doesn’t simply turn you blind; it also grows pimples all over your face. Sex is a good sleeping drug, but sex, once you’re through with it, leaves you weary and sad. It’s superb but it’s sad as well. My mother entered my dreams several days ago. My mother’s long been dead. I hadn’t dreamt of her in ages and, in the dream, she told me she’d be sorry if I slept with Khwan even though she never met her. She didn’t tell me this in words. She expressed herself through silence: my mother comes from the heart of silence. She merely looked at me with hostile, sad and hateful eyes. In the dream, my mother held out a white jasmine garland from the nether world for me to hang round my neck, but I stared deep into her eyes and shook my head in absolute refusal for I knew that to receive that garland and put it round my neck meant accepting to commit suicide. My mother was furious and left as quietly as she’d come. That dream haunted my thoughts for a long while and prevented me from going back to sleep. I’d like to fall asleep fast and sleep until dawn. Maybe tonight I’ll go back to taking sleeping pills. Nights here are scary. For me, all nights are scary enough no matter where, but nights in this deserted house are even scarier. Powerful sleeping pills might be the best way out. I hate sleeping pills, barbiturates, antiseptics, analgesics and what have you. I don’t want them to trespass into my life. But the last time I went into town I told fibs to the chemist to get all the drugs I needed, forbidden drugs all. If I die, don’t put yourself out for me: cremate my crummy body any which way as a corpse no relatives will ever claim. I’m again making life difficult for you. I know I disgust you, bother you, shock you and make you feel pity. I’ve seen you looking increasingly estranged. From now on you’ll never see me again, you’ll never hear from me again. If I happen to talk to you, it’ll only be in my head. There are many things I’d like to tell you, I’d like to confess, I’d like to explain. I can’t take it any longer. And there are many other things I don’t want to tell you, don’t want to confess, don’t want to explain. I can’t take it any longer. Death moves around me. The particles of mental turmoil float around me. Life gives out a feeble light like the lousy candle in my cranium. I love you. I know that I love you. I know that, in the darkness and silence, death is staring at me. At times death moves, at times death stays still, at times death lies low, at times death howls in loneliness like the Sphinx baying at the moon in the desert, at times death flutters like a cloud of butterflies, but death stares at me without flinching. This old rundown deserted house alone amid an orchard long left to a careless state of neglect, it’s been more than three months that I’ve lived in it all by myself, cooking for myself, washing my own clothes, reading, listening to pure music and writing, trying to gather my wits, trying to block the way to the mob that rouses the animal in me – and here I am sleeping with Khwan your friend. I don’t know how many years you’ve known each other. I only know you both work at usaid, except that you are stuck in the main office in Bangkok whereas Khwan has been sent to do field work here as interpreter to an old American civil engineer. She stays rent-free in a small detached house painted white on the project grounds that boasts the magnificent and protected view of a water reservoir. You figured that as time went on the more I degenerated, like a pedigree dog gone mad on the street. So you contacted Khwan to find a house for me to rent and grabbed hold of me and chucked me into the train that brought me here. At the terminal, Khwan was waiting for me. She came straight at me and greeted me as if she’d always known me. You must have explained to her with a luxury of details in your letter that the bloke with the mixed-up, sad, scruffy, mercurial looks was me with a scar on his face easy to spot. She took me to a house up for rent, but when I learned she had a deserted house in an orchard just as deserted half a dozen miles or so out of town, I thought I’d scrape a bit and with due respect asked her, if she had no objection and it was no trouble, to let me stay in that house, and this is how I find myself here as I wished. The end result is that, besides saving a bit of money, I am left with my heart in my mouth. I never sent a letter to you. I merely wrote to you many times in my head. You must be thinking I’m staying in a rented house in town. I myself had never thought I’d end up in this haunted place. But if I came here it was because of the romantic mood that grabbed me on the spot. This cursed hovel is damn scary and I can’t do any writing, I the sorry poetaster, I so true to myself, I the expert in yoni meditation. Why! She was the one who let me focus on it, you know. Slowly, in a roundabout way, she let me focus on it. So of course I did. Well, I’m only human, aren’t I? So what? Insofar as she made no bones about me focusing on it like that, you’d like me to turn my back on her and run away, would you? Don’t be angry: I’m just pretending to take it as a joke whereas in fact I feel ashamed and guilty. Itthee has just well and truly died. O women! Women! Women! Women already dead and women still alive! I even forgot myself, calling Khwan Itthee several times. I can’t take it any longer, Kangsadarn. All that’s happened is too much. I keep doing all that’s forbidden. Sleeping with Khwan is the latest offence to date and I can’t take it any longer. I used to dream I’d be a stout-hearted Spartan, a Stoic without equal. I used to dream I could walk through a hail of meteorites without flinching. But now I’m weak and lethargic. I’ve aged ten years in no time. I can’t take it any longer. It’s time for me to put a stop to this state of degeneration. My hair is tousled and tangled up like algae in a slimy gutter. My beard is tousled and tangled up like algae in a slimy gutter. The wrinkles of melancholy and anxiety make deep, stark furrows across my forehead and at the corner of my eyes. The scar that stretches from my left eye via my cheekbone down to my jaw is more obvious than ever. You’d be hard put recognising me. Daen himself almost didn’t. The last time we met, he said he didn’t recognise me. That meeting between him and me was so frigging cool – the encounter of a failed rhymester and a crippled warrior. We hadn’t met in years, but he probably never thought I’d let myself go to such an extent. Do you still remember him? You never met him, but I spoke to you about him a few times. I left him when I was a teenager and he must have hoped to find me in better shape than this – at any rate not like the human wreck that I am. But he himself is in an even sorrier state. Daen Chartiya-wan… He stepped into my life as in a dream and from the very bottom of my unconscious I’d like him to vanish out of my life as in a dream. For years I’ve been trying to chase him out of my thoughts. I’ve told myself I’ve many things to see to, to care for, to deal with. I’m always coldly rejecting him but he keeps waiting for me. I’m his hope! He doesn’t know that I’m not worth the wait, too worthless to be anyone’s hope, too worthless, wicked, vicious, vile, a bastard without qualities that nothing but negative epithets can qualify. I was ashamed. I didn’t want to meet him. I didn’t know where to put myself. He himself had many things to tell me, to reveal to me. He pleaded and threatened for me to do what he wanted. He wanted me to go back to Phraek Narm Daeng! Phraek Narm Daeng, that accursed village! Phraek Narm Daeng, the village where I was born. The way he talked, it sounded like the last wish of a dying man. The way he behaved, I felt compelled to pay back a debt while I’m penniless. And I truly am in his debt. Not a debt of money but a debt of gratitude. An enormous one, actually. I’ve always tried to avoid any memories of Phraek Narm Daeng. But I’ll be damned if I didn’t go to Phraek Narm Daeng barely seven days ago, and it was exactly as I had always thought: that trip back did nothing but make everything worse. He wasn’t aware that he was pushing me into the vortex of madness. He wasn’t aware that returning to Phraek Narm Daeng made me use analgesics, antibiotics, barbiturates and sleeping drugs more than ever. Even now I dare not even pause to imagine how he has spent his days and nights since he lost his leg, dare not even pause to think how he has grappled with the whirlwind of memories that beats down on him mercilessly. I too have many things to ask him, if I’m free enough, if I’m in a good enough mood. His experience of war… Occasionally I’m in a mood to learn more about these things: blood, war and foolish courage, daft pride and honour, our hero confined to a wheelchair, our hero who must learn to walk anew with made-in-Thailand crutches and an artificial leg, the war he went through and out of… His life is radically different from yours or mine. He was my guardian in the past. He’s like my elder brother. He cleared the way to the future for me. He’s a decent man, but he’s a goddamn soldier. In the scope of his thoughts, the battlefield overshadows any other scene, with blood, with death, with booby-trapped pits and landmines, and caskets wrapped in the national flag, with male friendships, with off-duty booze-ups, with entertainment areas and their female sex workers and no holds barred brawls. Radically different from your way of life or mine. Vietnam, Laos and the southern border, the scenes of mega destruction when Long Chen fell, when the Plain of Jars had to be evacuated… the brothels of Vientiane… the fighting scenes in the field of his memories… There are demons on the prowl, the demons of the men of war, Alexander, Cesar and Napoleon, Patton and McArthur and Rommel. O soldiers! Soldiers! Soldiers! Sheep! Sheep! Sheep! These things are as far away from me as the stars at the far end of the sky. And now he’s crippled. He has to train to walk anew with made-in-Thailand crutches and an artificial leg. As a result, I feel like a snake beaten to a pulp here and now. Better be dead than live on as a loser. He’d better die for good. He should be dead for good. The woman he loved dumped him. He must’ve been reduced to masturbation. He’s an important character in my life. I used to think he should write. He’s a soldier, but he likes to read. Although it can’t be said he’s partial to literature, he does read. Quite a lot, actually. But it isn’t at all certain that even those that read a lot and are partial to literature can write well. You too are an important character in my life. If I say this, it’s because you like to read novels and you read too much, which may make you feel you’re very clever whereas in fact you’re merely old-fashioned and touchy. You’re someone decent and darn stupid. Right now, now that I lie curled up like an old foetus in this deserted house, you in your luxurious apartment in Bangkok, the foremost libido capital in the world, outdoing even Sodom, maybe you’re sitting quietly reading a novel, a highly civilised way of having a rest. Or maybe you’re reading poems while quietly swearing to yourself that One of these days I too shall write some. Well, go ahead! Welcome to the latest female poet of this fairyland. You should write, you know. I’d like you to. Thinking is peculiar to the gods; writing or dreaming of writing is peculiar to feeble-minded water buffaloes. I don’t write anymore. I don’t think or dream of writing anymore. I’ve asked myself thousands of times what it is that makes us write well and finally I’ve got the answer: blood and madness and villainy and death – thick blood and never dull madness and villainy of the darkest black like a panther in the dead of night or a flock of solitary crows in hell, and death that haunts you like a demon no sorcerer can ever exorcise. What I should do is kill someone or kill myself. According to the grammar of reality I should kill someone or kill myself. But let’s not talk about Daen Chartiya-wan, at least not now. He’s a cripple. Of his left leg only a short stump is left. His leg won’t grow back… His very own leg… It isn’t anybody else’s leg, it isn’t your leg, it isn’t my leg: it’s his leg and it won’t grow back. And he’s waiting for me to go back to see him and in the name of gratitude I should go back to see him. In the name of gratitude which keeps begging soundlessly on and on, I really should go back to see him. And in front of that lousy gratitude I have but empty hands and a screwed-up face. My hands make as if to blow smoke away from my eyes and I merely mutter uh-uh ah-ah uh uh ah ah. I’m at a loss for words to express my torment. My groans merely resound in my chest. They are the groans of Prometheus watching a flock of vultures across the sky. I don’t know why I feel like this but nonetheless I do feel this is the right formulation. I’m Prometheus. I’m Prometheus forever in chains. Therefore we won’t talk about Daen Chartiya-wan, at least not now. I’m like a berserk spider lost in its tattered web or like a pupa demonically busy spinning, plaiting, weaving, binding its own chrysalis corpse. We won’t talk about Daen Chartiya-wan, at least not for the time being, because his leg won’t grow back. A leg is neither a nail nor a strand of hair or beard. It isn’t your leg and it isn’t my leg. Here it’s dark, quiet and chilly. The babble of the brook down below is light and steady and sometimes smothered by the screech of insect wings or the raspy swish of leaves under brisk gusts of wintry wind. The mooing of a cow comes out of somewhere in the village far away and there’s a strange noise that comes interfering as well. It sounds like someone’s deep breathing. Someone or something. Can you hear it? The night is frightening. I told Khwan that I was worried stiff but it was by and large bearable. I didn’t want her to laugh at me behind my back. She told me I could always go back to the rented house she had selected for me at first or just as well move into her house at the project. I don’t know. No matter what, I like to live alone. But tell me now: if it were you, would you dare to live alone? Khwan told me she wouldn’t be surprised if all of a sudden I packed my rucksack and went because I’d come across something really weird. Several people in the village told me the same thing. Before I came, it used to be the dwelling of a Khmer witch doctor. The day I came here, Khwan merely dropped me off in the village, as she didn’t know me well enough and besides she said she had work to do at the office. By then, it was late afternoon. She wasn’t too happy with herself, though: she’d have liked to welcome a stranger like me properly. She said there was no electricity. She tried to talk me out of it by advancing all kinds of reasons, but I just listened without saying a word. The village here has only thirty houses or so, built at a distance from one another. The village itself is some three kilometres away from the main road. The red earth track leading to it is bumpy as hell. There are herds of cows, walls of bamboo wattle, chicken coops and simple country folk as in villages everywhere. From the mere glimpse I had of the village, I felt satisfied. Maybe it was because I had it up to here with Bangkok that I enjoyed finding myself in country surroundings like that. Khwan is popular. Everyone in the village knows her. But after she left steering her small, rattling, bouncing pickup van, I began to feel how much of an alien I was here. What was scruffy me with scruffy long hair and scruffy rucksack up to in a hole like this? The villagers were all friendly, but the village dogs were barking all-together-now. In the village’s little grocery store four or five fellows sat chewing the cud. When they knew I was to stay at the house, one of them told me in his northern twang I should buy incense and candles before I left to offer to the spirit of the place when I got here. I merely smiled at them. They smiled back. At the edge of the village there squats the slaughterhouse. It’s summarily built: a roof over a cement area without any walls. The place reeks of blood. This is where Mr Kho-khart works. He is an ordinary man, but his trade is peculiar. Beyond the slaughterhouse, the sandy earth footpath cuts through tall grass and scrubs, and I soon caught sight of the house, which stood gloomy and grey among trees. Not far beyond it is the cremation site. Nobody told me it was the cremation site; I’ve figured this out by myself since. This house is very old – close to a hundred years, I reckon. It stands in an orchard of about six acres. Khwan bought it for a mere fifty thousand baht. The former owner is none other than the local village chief. Khwan often has to travel around these parts and, as she got along well with the village chief, he sold her the plot. He sold it because he had a pressing need for cash. He has lots of property hereabouts; keeping this one would’ve been unprofitable. There had even been freeloaders who asked to stay there, such as that black magic practitioner of Khmer extraction. And it’s here, darling, that I live; it’s here, my love, that my soul is convalescing. The house is waiting for me like a wild beast awaits its prey. I have the impression that, even if I stay here until the end of my days, I’ll never get used to it. The patterns carved in the woodwork of the windows and air-duct panels are peculiar, reminiscent of Shan artistry. The floor which sags and squeaks under every footstep or even every time the wind blows a little hard is made of teakwood. The pillars too are of teakwood. On one side a wall has gone missing, but a panel of bamboo wattle has replaced it, roughly held in place by strings of rusty barbed wire. A flimsy, wobbly staircase tilts all the way up to an empty doorframe. Everything is covered with dust. Musty smells float all around – smells of all sorts of old things, smells of the shabby white roof tiles, the rust of iron chains, old rickety tables with drawers full of dust and refuse, old rickety chairs, dead leaves and chunks of bark, ancient blankets in tatters and striped mattresses that ooze kapok like wounds ooze pus, smell of the cobwebs that dangle down in clutters, smells of dog shit and dog piss… No matter how many times I clean the place, these stubborn smells remain, they simply won’t fade. The windows are as wide as my arm is long. One is facing north; out of the other, facing west, you can see the crematory and the mortuary pavilion. The house has two floors. On the first floor are the kitchen and the bathroom. The upper floor has only one room, with two sealed-up windows and a doorframe but no door. Everywhere else has been left empty and bare. That room has something mysterious even in broad daylight, as if it were the very heart of inauspiciousness, as if that place had been used by someone to commit a murder. I’ve gone into that room only a few times even though at first I thought I’d use it as my bedroom. All around the house there are only trees of various sizes. Discoloured thrusting branches, twigs and even treetops have sneaked in through crevices in the walls. Under the roof there’s a dense tangle of creepers whose names I don’t know, some dead, some still sappy. A huge teak tree has grown against the eastern side of the house and when, sitting at my writing desk, I look outside I see its enormous trunk and fork. It looks like a tree from the dawn of time. A strip of frayed, faded saffron monk robe is wrapped around the bottom part of the trunk. A little distance away stands a small spirit house crammed with clay figurines of servants, cows, buffaloes, elephants and horses, and stumps of incense sticks and candles. Dry flower petals are scattered all over like so many shards of dreams. Part of the foliage of that teak tree towers above the house as if to protect it from human invasion, but at the same time compels it to shrink upon itself with a power beyond grasp. I’ve known from the first time I ventured into the orchard that actually this deserted house is devoid only of human presence, because a pack of stray dogs dwells here and has taken over both the lower and upper floors. They do their business, eat, sleep and mate here freely. I met some of them as soon as I walked into the orchard. They growled, bared their fangs and pawed the ground in a display of enmity. Every night they gather below the house, on the stairs, on the outer platform, and in concert bark and howl as if they wanted to evict me. But on the nights when the slaughterer goes about his work, they go and mass around the circle of light of the pressure lantern, their eyes fixed on the three or four human beings busy quartering and cutting up cows, in the hope of getting some scraps. They yapped at my heels as I walked around surveying my new dwelling. I found four or five bottles of local moonshine at the foot of the stairs, as well as a twelve-chronicles prayer book with smudged torn covers and three or four small Buddha powder-amulets placed on the platform of a long-ago shrine. Bunched-up ceremonial thread lay on the ground near a plaster image of a panther with ears missing. On one of the walls, a charcoal-scrawled poem gushed ‘O how solicitous our love in the past / All too soon wilted and had us slain.’ I don’t know whose poem this is. But such is my abode. Such is the place where I find myself convalescing. Such is the place where I’ve decided to hold my own funeral. It’s redolent of the stench of fright and that fright keeps growing and exerting stifling pressure. At night I can’t sleep, tormented and restless alone in the darkness, the quiet and the cold amid sundry scary noises. Night after night I yearn for dawn and at times during that long wait I freak out. In the daytime there’s nothing to fear at all. This is but an ordinary deserted house. The funeral procession of villagers I once happened to see was an ordinary funeral procession, with an ordinary coffin on an ordinary cart. The people in the procession were ordinary people. The novice or monk I don’t know which who dedicated merit to the deceased was an ordinary monk or novice. The funeral pyre, though, was not ordinary. It was made of two thick layers of bricks supporting iron rods large enough to accommodate a coffin. Firewood was placed under the coffin and lit. But the smoke from the cremation was ordinary smoke. The downcast expression on the faces attending the funeral was an ordinary downcast expression. The teak tree whose branches creak against the roof here is also an ordinary teak tree. In the daytime the secluded and serene atmosphere here is most cheery. When you look outside you only see the green of the trees. Butterflies and dragonflies swarm over the gourd flowers and sunflowers. At the northern end of the orchard there’s a brook with crystal-clear waters. I wash and swim in it every day. Its bed is deep and its current strong. On either bank you find only the green of bushes and creepers, far away from humankind, giving me the impression of being the first or the last man on earth. I swim against the current pushing myself to the limit or else I float and rest my head against a rock or a root, turning my face away from the soft blond sunshine that percolates through the leaves. Sometimes I’ve even kept on lying thus until I almost drifted into sleep, feeling happy and safe, as if I’d never known any of the nightmares of life. In the orchard the grass grows thick and wild. The slaughterer tethers his cattle here for them to graze. He goes about the countryside buying cattle he’ll kill by and by. Those that aren’t yet scheduled for slaughter he must fatten. The slaughterer is a quiet fellow, but on some days he talks to me. On some days I go and talk to the cattle, talk to them before they are turned into carcasses. I cut the tender top branches of rain trees for them to chew, stroke their heads, and inquire about their health in a low voice. There are all sorts, young ones, old ones, calves and heifers, bullocks and cows, some hardly more than babies. Those in the prime of life and the old ones seem to know the fate that awaits them. These are sad cattle. Their sadness expresses itself mostly in their eyes. They behave as strangers to one another yet each endeavours to get to know the others, but as soon as the wind changes direction and brings to them the stench of blood from the slaughterhouse, they panic. Their tethers stretch to breaking point. Some of them even bellow, hopeless and lonely. The calves haven’t a clue and keep chomping and romping about. They like to tease their elders. They challenge them with their horns playfully. If the adult reacts, they can’t resist and must break away. Some good-sort bulls pretend to be defeated and the young calf at once swells with conceit and starts again, but as he butts him with his horns he suddenly pulls his head away and runs around the bullock and from behind throws his head between the hind legs. He must’ve thought he was playing with his mother, who, when he’s tired or hungry, has milk to give him; he thinks the bullock he’s just challenged with his horns has udders. These calves are the soul of innocence. They really haven’t a clue. When they see the cattle panic at the smell of blood, they’re puzzled, roll their big eyes in all directions and feel restless. In the daytime I often talk to these cows, stroke their heads, stroke the skull between their horns, where the slaughterer will with all his might hurl down his sledgehammer that weighs I don’t know how many pounds. But I’ve got nothing against the slaughterer. Killing is his job and those nights that he kills cows are nights during which I’m not scared. Looking towards the slaughterhouse, I see the light of the pressure lantern; I see Mr Kho-khart and his two or three assistants bustling about in that light. At times I hear their voices faintly. I don’t feel lonely any longer. In the silence and the darkness I hear the sharp blows of the sledgehammer against the skulls, sometimes three or four times when some strong cow refuses to die without fuss. I hear the cow’s hooves kicking the cement floor, sometimes repeatedly and persistently. The animal being killed must be a strong cow that refuses to die without fuss even though it’s already collapsed under the blows. On those nights of slaughter, I’m not afraid. I don’t feel lonely any longer. The killing starts around three in the morning and the quartering comes to an end at the break of day. I actually wait until three in the morning so that I can no longer feel lonely. On slaughtering nights, the dogs don’t howl. They wait for the time to form a ring at the rim of the funnel of light of the lantern. I’ve got nothing against Mr Kho-khart. One morning, he even brought me a casserole full of boiled veal. It had a milky smell, or was it just my imagination? Once he had left, I threw the chunks of meat to the dogs. I never dream of Itthee Phoowadon. I can’t get her out of my mind, but when I sleep I never dream about her. And I never dream of Nart. I can’t get him out of my mind, but when I sleep I never dream about him. Do you still remember Nart Itsara, that friend of mine who used to draw portraits to order in the streets? And I never dream about you. I can’t get you out of my mind, but when I sleep I never dream about you. For me, you’re a solitary white flower, a solitary white swan, a solitary white star in the dark. Nartaya too was a solitary white star in the dark, but she’s exploded and scattered and fallen out of the sky, has slowly and painfully exploded and fallen back slowly and painfully. Nartaya was a solitary white star, a solitary white virgin, a solitary white goddess, but she’s exploded and scattered and fallen out of the sky. You don’t know Nartaya Phisutworrakhun. I’ve never talked to you about her. And you don’t know Darreit. I’ve never talked to you about her. Darreit is a plastic goddess, a plastic woman. Darreit Waeojan seems to have been synthesised in some lab somewhere. Since I’ve been here, I haven’t written to you. Actually, I did write, but I never finished and never sent you anything. But you keep writing to me, keep sending me books, sending me tapes, which you address to Khwan and Khwan brings them to me. Your letters and gifts make Khwan visit me often. She must park her pickup van in the village and walk across the woody grassland to come to me, beating the tufts of grass with a branch all the way – she is scared stiff of snakes. She’s a good driver, impressively so. She drives fast and spunky. Same thing riding a motorbike – fast and spunky. She wears jeans, a shirt with rolled-up sleeves, and ankle-high boots. But lately she’s been bringing me flowers – I mean, since we’ve become close. Yet we never talk about love. I’m too hard-nosed to talk about love and she is too reluctant to talk about love, because she’s aloof very much like a man. But she’s invited me to go and stay with her. I kept quiet. I neither accept nor refuse anything when women are in a sensitive and incoherent mood. I know her very little. She knows me very little. She listens and seems to understand when I say slowly and cautiously I only came here to write poetry. She listens and seems not to understand when I say slowly and cautiously writing poetry is a painful profession and so far as I know the Buddha in his cycle of reincarnations never made it as a poet. He reincarnated himself as an elephant, a bird, a tiger, a cow, a monkey and even a frigging monitor lizard, but never as a poet. She is no white swan, no white flower and no white star either. I still don’t know what she is. Maybe it’ll be only when I’ve left her that I’ll know what she is. I’ve told her frankly that every so often I’d merge into solitude and hold lengthy monologues with the sky and the trees and the cows and the birds. She listened and said she understood, even though she didn’t look like she did. She doesn’t know that in my shoulder bag there is a haunted knife. She doesn’t know that my whole being was born out of pain. She doesn’t have a clue that I’m a romantic barbarian. She merely thinks I’m a strange man. She doesn’t know that I subscribe fully to Nietzsche’s idea that writings of quality must be written with blood. I don’t understand women and I don’t try to understand them. I don’t think Shakespeare understood women when he wrote Ah, woman, your name is fickleness. Have I ever tried to understand you? Have I ever tried to understand Itthee? I don’t know. But maybe tonight I’ll try. Very well. I’ve made up my mind: I shall try. It’s necessary. If you were me, you’d know it’s necessary. Tonight the wind isn’t very strong. The cold is increasingly keen, so that for several days now I’ve had to light the fire after taking a bath. Dusk comes quickly and I can no longer linger in the water. When I go back to the house the first thing I do is light the paraffin lamp, the only instrument here that gives out light. Its glass panes are black with soot I’m too lazy to wipe out. On the antique writing desk by the eastern-side window the manuscripts of my poems are piled up. They are old manuscripts, all mouldy, born of a filthy imagination. I’ve never worked hard enough.

It’s been a long time since I’ve had a new idea. The light from the paraffin lamp is never bright enough. It only gives out a dim wobbly light that often threatens to go out. I can’t write at all when there’s a strong wind. I always write well when the sky is clear. Can you see them? To the west, over the treetops, the evening star shines brightly, and to the east the moon is rising from behind the black bar of the mountain. For years I’ve been sleeping in the daytime and working through the nights or at least always going to sleep very late, around three or four in the morning. Sometimes I go to sleep at dawn when the others are waking up but sometimes I go out for a walk. The nights spent without doing anything are a torment for me. These days the cold makes my hands go numb. Outside, the thin haze is thickening into fog. The later into the night, the thicker the dew, and even though there’s no wind, the cold becomes unbearable. Here people go to bed early. In the moonlight, the houses in the village are blurred shadows like hunched-up prehistoric beasts asleep in the nipping fog. From one house or another you might see a flutter of light, but it soon goes out. One night I stood watching such companionable lights when all of a sudden a dog went on a protracted yowl that tore the silence apart as if it had seen ghosts. The lights in the village went out. I had gooseflesh all over because the dog stood howling at the top of the stairs. All the dogs here consider this house to be theirs. Every night they bark and howl at me to chase me away. I’ll never succeed in making friends with them. Do you see my shadow, Kangsadarn? One part stretched out across the floor, the other projected against a wall. I’m now grappling with the night, grappling with myself, with you, with everything that happens in life. At the very moment I woke up I thought I was already dead. But in reality not yet. I always keep thinking I’m dead. I’ve thought like this for a long time, thousands, tens of thousands of times. I wish to die, but maybe that wish isn’t sincere. I wish to keep on living, but maybe that wish isn’t sincere either. Do I exist for sure? Aren’t I my own invention in the same way a novelist invents characters out of his own musings? It might well be that I’m but an invention, a ready-made being I’m merely packing with my feelings and thoughts. Then what about my feelings and thoughts? To what extent are they real? I don’t know. Sometimes I forget even my own name. It might seem I’m pretending, but I’m not. It’s more likely a matter of mental drift. I woke up in a state of exhaustion and now I’m still not entirely freed from the poison of drowsiness. Maybe I’m still sleeping and merely mumbling in my sleep. Right now, maybe I’m only awake in a dream and merely talking in my sleep with myself, with you, with whomever. Sleep-talking sleep-talking sleep-talking… mumbling mumbling mumbling… My words become weary doleful echoes, reeling languidly like the footprints of a man lost in a desert about to collapse and die, mixed with moans, sighs, sobs, roars and laughs, sounding like the inner thoughts of a madman, mostly without meaning, nothing but uh-uh ah-ah up and down the vocal scale, uh-uh ah-ah in the imagination. My words become letters in tatters, deliquescent, shabby, faint, wobbly, staggering letters that float on the page of emptiness, that are near and clear, that are distant and blurred, rather irregular, and will eventually disappear. I am thinking, dreaming, talking in my sleep and maybe dying or already dead or none of the above. I don’t know. I only feel very weak, physically and mentally. If I’m not already dead, I’ll kill myself, though I’d rather die peacefully of old age than kill myself. I don’t even want to ask myself if committing suicide is a sin or not. I no longer worry either whether it is cowardice or courage. If I haven’t killed myself yet it’s only because I’m too lazy, too lazy to even figure out if this answer is sincere or not, lazy to the point I don’t even want to move a finger to find a cigarette, stretch my legs to relieve stiffness or change posture, or even bat an eyelid or run my tongue over my dry lips. But nonetheless I’m still able to feel and think. When I say I feel very weak physically and mentally, I’m not trying to be pitied. You know me well enough to know I’m not the wheedling type. I’m not begging for your sympathy. So you think I’m wheedling, do you? You scatterbrain! I said I feel very weak physically and mentally because it’s the truth. I once happened to faint right in an agony of pain. That time I’d been stabbed and my aggressor had run away. I collapsed, writhing and thrashing. Acute pain burst out, obliterating all other feelings, and spread like firework on a festive day, burst out and spread and, woops, curtain! A near-death experience. I passed out just like that but then, spoow, I came to just like in a film run backwards. I came to in hospital. My olfactory nerves were still working properly because I became aware of a smell of medicine or should I say a smell of hospital, a distinctive smell which I perceived as soon as I came to, making me realise afterwards that that time wasn’t the closest I’d been to death. Right then, my optic nerves were still working normally. I could see the ceiling of the hospital room, white, see the walls, white, see the nurse on call, white. She sat reading a book. The book wasn’t white. But I still didn’t know who she was and didn’t know I was in hospital, still didn’t know it even when I saw the blood pouch hanging by the bed. I must’ve lost a lot of blood and it was being replaced. But it was only when I became conscious of that medicinal smell that I told myself Well, well! A hospital, what else? Someone must have taken you to hospital. And I went back to sleep, free from worry because I thought I was out of danger. At the time I was much younger and stronger than now. I was in the last term of my first year at university. I missed courses for several days. When I resumed them I was white as a sheet, I still had to walk slowly, still had to eat bland food. But now I’ve almost forgotten that stabbing, even though I still bear the scar of the wound, which was carefully sewn up. I thought at the time it was an experience I’d never forget and it’d stay forever vivid in my memory… I was stabbed because of a woman – a young woman I’d given too much importance to, although to tell the truth she was but a conceited girl in search of foolish excitement and fun from one day to the next. After that stabbing, she disappeared from my life. When I was a teenager I had a friend and we were very close. We’d eat from the same plate, sleep under the same mosquito net and smoke grass together, but then I never saw him again. None of those who knew him ever saw him again. There was a rumour the cops had bumped him off. He was a wicked lad. He had very effeminate features that had girls wetting their pants. A pretty boy for sure, but wicked. And he disappeared without trace. As did the skipper of Theiwee Samut No 9 disappear from my life. I had gone to the fishing pier in Phuket and recklessly got myself hired as crewman on board that trawler. At the time I was just out of junior high and didn’t think about continuing my studies. But then I left Theiwee Samut No 9 without taking leave of the skipper. I left the boat on the sly when I realised the hot season was almost over and the new term was starting. Typical hotheaded behaviour. The skipper, I remember, was a taciturn man but in his reserve I knew that he loved me. His concern for me was the concern of a grownup stranger for a teenage stranger. He’d once retrieved me from one of those ganja dives that abound along the harbour. He’d gone looking for me and when he found me with a nod motioned me to get out. He didn’t say a word. And I shook my head listlessly like one just emerging from a dream, ganja smoke coming out of my nostrils and mouth, and I walked out after him, feeling sorry about myself rather than guilty. I drifted a little as I walked, but was conscious enough to know what was what. It was very late by then. On the pier there were but the two of us. The sea breeze came in gusts. The sky glistened with stars. I said nothing but felt upset. At the time the future was all darkness and uncertainty. He stood looking sadly at me as I threw up into the sea. I remember I’d stopped walking because I felt giddy and then I threw up. I doubled up and threw up the sweetmeats that went with grass I’d stuffed myself with, threw up the drunken dreams, drunken laughs and drunken prattle of the ganja gathering. He didn’t get near to help me or comfort me but stood still and straight as a ramrod. He was small but stocky, wore an expensive shirt and cheap fisherman’s trousers. The cost of his shirt may well have bought a dozen such trousers. And he went barefoot like fishermen everywhere. At sea he looked like a marine animal of some kind. It was only inside the boat or on land that he looked like a human being. It was him who taught me the use of various fishing implements and how to look after them. But here I am now unable to remember his name. Actually I forgot his name long ago, maybe in the first week or first month after I turned my back to the sea, and I know perfectly well there’s no way I’ll ever remember it. He himself must have forgotten my name. He used to call me Borstal Boy. I’m among those that have disappeared from his life and he’s among those that have disappeared from my life. Same thing with the girl that got me stabbed. She cast herself adrift. She and I used to live together. We slept together a great deal but in the end drifted apart. She was a pretty woman. I like pretty women. The prettier they are, the more secret, and I’m forever craving to blow their secret. Since I got stabbed, however, sometimes when I look at a woman I start to shake out of intractable dread. But only in some cases, mind you. What I dread rather is the sharp flash of that blade that night. No! Don’t! I yelled in my chest and yelled truly out of shock and misgiving, taken with pity and worry for the man with the knife meaning to hurt me. We should’ve come to terms nicely. My yell sounded like the yell of a medium going into a trance. He rushed at me. I should’ve fled, but nothing doing. I was shocked, sorry for him and for me. We should never have gone to such extremes. I was holding a cigarette in my hand at that moment. It must have been flung away when I was stabbed. Then I passed out. Just before I lost consciousness, I saw everything blurred, double and triple. By then it was early evening. When I came to, it was dark. I had no idea what time it was. I only knew my wound hurt. I only knew my eyesight was back to normal. I knew it slowly and confusedly then gradually and more firmly, but I was dizzy. Closing my eyes I felt better. Same as now. My eyes don’t want to open again. I’m ailing and weary, but I don’t feel dizzy. The moon’s climbed up further, a dark red disk almost like the sun at dawn. This isn’t a full moon though, rather the second or third night of waning moon. It must be great to die under the moonlight. For me death is no big deal, but as it happens I’m still able to make a choice. It doesn’t help at all that tonight the moon is beautiful. It has nothing to do with me, though. Moonlight slants through the windows. Moonlight is awesome. I should write a letter to you. I’ve written many letters to you which I haven’t sent. There are many other letters I must write, something like twenty or thirty, but I haven’t written them, or maybe I have but haven’t sent them. In other words, I’ve never written to anyone. I’m not ready to contact anyone. Like that pact with death I’ve already signed. I feel drained. I’m too damn lazy. For months and months I’ve hardly done anything at all and debts are beginning to pile up and bury me as if the earth was sucking me up and little by little steeping me into hot lava. I know well enough how to protect myself in the presence of evil, but protecting myself amounts to arousing myself as well. It had been three full months that I hadn’t satisfied myself by doing something evil. So, late this afternoon, I committed evil once again, tired to the bone. Khwan, ‘soul knot’: a name so beautiful as to make you rave in your sleep. I’ve slept with her because of her name. Itthee’s death appears to be the main reason of my physical and mental lack of strength. From the moment she died, I thought I no longer had what it takes to sleep with a woman, but then I don’t know where I found the extra energy I expended in our wild and torrid mating. Gone now are inhibitions and procrastinations. She’d brought me a letter from you. We found ourselves alone here, in this deserted house, in a haze of fog, in the heat of sunshine, going berserk. I often take sleeping drugs and barbiturates, and death haunts my thoughts. I was totally misled when I thought death was within reach. That was an utterly wrong assessment. I shouldn’t have slept with her, not that I’m afraid of dying but because I knew it wasn’t right to do so. But on the other hand, I’d like to die while making love. Die of a heart attack. Die out of pleasure. But I’m not dead, merely dead tired, sad, spacey and anxious. I wanted to sleep with her because I knew it was taboo and I was in a mood to defy all taboos. I wanted to jeer, I wanted to defy, misbehave again and again, misbehave in a mega way, spatter the sky, the moon and the stars, commit a blackness that would plunge the universe into mourning, misbehave again and again. For all I know, she may love me. We met many times and talked many times. She’s got it wrong if she thinks I’m a gentle man. As a matter of fact I’m gentle with women and all the gentler with those women I want to sleep with. I know how to talk nice to them when I want to. I know how to talk funny with them when I want to. I’m able to make them believe I thoroughly master the art of conversation when I want to. I can behave like a good suitor when I want to. We went out for a stroll in the fields and then came back here in the deserted, quiet house. It was unbelievably cold. She lay down on my bed because it’s the only place that isn’t too dirty. Her palms perspired from the pounding of her heart. We were very far away from the rest of the world. We were truly one-to-one. She took a book and started to read while I sat smoking quietly at my writing desk, looking at the slanted sunrays seeping through the cracks in the walls and casting a pale blond, diffuse light. I’ve occasionally found myself alone with a young woman in a room without anything sexual being involved – several women, several times. Just lying down, tormented, but at times resigned: nights without sex once past are so beautiful! Just good friends or like brother and sister. Khwan may have sort of felt like sleeping with me, but that must’ve been just a passing mood. To be fair, I shouldn’t have taken advantage of the situation. This is truly what I think, you know. But outside darkness was beginning to take shape quietly; the sun was absconding behind the mountain. In the house there was only the fading glow of dusk. I looked at her. She was sleeping or at least had closed her eyes, the book opened flat on her chest, her body stretched the whole length. Why wasn’t she lying on her side or with one leg folded, given that she was still a young woman and a pretty one? Didn’t she realise I wasn’t in a normal state? The particles of raving madness in my mind could merge into a whirlwind any time. Had she never suspected that for all of the past three months she’d gone out for walks with a madman, she’d grown intimate with a madman, and now was lying on a madman’s bed in a deserted house where she and he found themselves alone? In the course of the past three months had she never noticed the signs of drifting and absence in my eyes? Didn’t she ask herself questions about my behaviour and my comments? Or was it I always controlled myself perfectly in her presence? Her chest is too big to be really beautiful. She gave out a mixture of sweat and perfume. Her heart beat strongly. I kept still, listening to her heartbeats for so long I almost forgot about doing anything else. I even told her her heart was beating too loud, as if this was a fact that elicited suspicion. And then the game played itself out. It was desire pure and simple, once again without love. I actually thought I was sexually impotent but she undertook to prove me wrong. I keep worrying about suffering from this or that disease. What do you call this in clinical terms? I can’t remember. I used to, though, but I can’t think of the term right now, and maybe I never will. You know, when there’s something a little wrong with you and you get really worked up about it? Maybe I am a bit sexually deficient but here I was thinking I was impotent. Still, she and I should never have slept together. She cried. I myself felt guilty. She’s your friend. Itthee has just died. Hence my feeling of guilt. You’ve always tried to be patient with me ever since we met. You’ve always tried to find excuses for me. You went to Itthee’s funeral; I didn’t go. Her funeral at Thartthong temple, a readymade funeral. You went there even though you didn’t have to. I didn’t go even though I should have. I’d been sloshed from dawn to dusk ever since she died. I’d called Itthee’s parents to tell them to come and fetch the body and do what had to be done. I’d fled. I was drunk. There was nothing I could do to help. She’d killed herself. Beer and sleeping pills. Mouth full of blood, mouth full of foam, rigid fingers, rigid arms and legs, rigid body. Her parents know it well: it had nothing to do with me. Her funeral was forlorn. What did you want me to do? Forlorn readymade funerals, there are thousands of them every year in Bangkok, spread over the various temples, except that people don’t pay much attention to them. In Bangkok, people are only interested in traffic jams, worried about being unable to travel easily. After Itthee’s death, I switched off. Switched off for good. Absent and adrift. That’s when you caught hold of me and put me in the train that brought me here, and you commissioned Khwan to find me a house to rent. Furthermore you write to me often, at least once a week. So Khwan has to take it upon herself to bring me your letters often. Sometimes she merely drops by to hear how I’m getting on out of good manners but with that boyish brusqueness of hers. She’s but a woman who feels lonely, and as you know, I’m but a bastard who feels lonely, so we began to get close. She was surprised I once was a usaid interpreter, though not for long. But it made our conversation that much easier and she often laughed when I began to explain what the Americans were about. She really enjoyed it when I said the Americans were armchair humanists and they were mistaken to think that if God exists, God must be American. She parks her Japanese pickup in the village and from there sometimes walks over to see me here, sometimes borrows a bicycle from a villager and rides over, then pushes it across the tall grass of the orchard, rings its bell and shouts out What are you doing? Dress decently for once, okay? You’ve got a female visitor. Sometimes she puts on a Northern accent for fun, which makes me feel she’s damn cute. It wasn’t long before she came to see me almost every day, in the evening after work. I’ve become so used to it that on the days she doesn’t come I feel oddly at a loss and empty. Sometimes when she won’t come in the evening she comes in the morning merely to tell me she can’t make it later. I hardly know anything about her background, except that she has a house in Bangkok and is still recovering from her break-up with her former boyfriend about a year ago, which has turned her into a coitus-refugee dwelling here with no plans yet to go back to Bangkok in the near future. Three months of the cold season, ninety-seven, ninety-eight days since she and I met: long enough for a friendly relationship to take a new turn, maybe because of the loneliness and remoteness, the sky, mountain, jungle, brook and the haze at dusk. This new outlook of life is so far from the daily life I led when I was still in Bangkok. She once invited me to go for a ride and I, in a mood to please her, said Okay. She borrowed a motorcycle from a villager. Where do you want to go? she asked. To the river, I answered. It’d been a long time since I last sat quietly watching water flow by. I’d long wanted to tell someone how much I love a river. She directed me to a riverbank as we rode through the chilly air, she riding pillion pressed tight against my back. The cold gave me a cold. That was during the twelfth lunar month, and the water was flush with the banks. At the time we hadn’t yet slept together. She has a lovely skin, light, neat and springy. She wears her hair cut short, which makes her face look mischievous. What was on her ex’s mind to have ditched her like that? The river isn’t beautiful, but dirty and furious, a river of death. At the time I hadn’t quite been thinking of sleeping with her. At least, I had made no such plans. I was confused, all taken with my cogitations over death. I wished to remain alone to delve into myself. The cremation site is a good place for me. The cremation site is the place where before long I’ll go to rest, as a corpse without relations, as a corpse without name. The cremation site – not some psychiatric hospital or jail. No, no. Abnormal moods shift deep within me. I’m capable of killing. She doesn’t know that. She doesn’t even know I thought of killing someone in the past and I still think so now and still will think so in the future. I’ve never killed anyone but I’d like to. I’d like to know how it feels to be a murderer. But I carefully keep this impulse locked up. To kill would make me shake with fear, the fear of killing. But under the old rain tree by the riverside, I came to think differently. A young woman and me… To hell with her past! I felt like a young stud. Flowers in full bloom, a clear sky, the bracing air of late morning in early winter and the wind from the lapping river slapping my face and dishevelling my locks. And a woman, a real woman, not a caricature of a woman, a real woman, beaming and radiant, talkative and prompt to laugh… With a woman like this life could begin anew. Death, suicide and other mental illnesses should be banished from my thoughts, but after contemplating the river for a while, I was still morose and started mulling over death again. The footprints of death hadn’t faded out of my memory. The river wasn’t beautiful. I don’t know, maybe because the spot where we stood wasn’t the right one. We stood by the edge of a longan orchard. On the other bank stretched fields of maize, tobacco and red millet, probably under the supervision of the Agricultural Extension Department, as well as a field of young sweet tamarinds a little taller than a person. From there, the river wasn’t beautiful. The water was flush with the banks and ran heavy, fast and turbid, brown red. Maybe it’d look better seen from a distance, under moonlight or in twilight. But I didn’t ask her to take me to another spot along the river. We remained standing there quietly like a couple of novice lovers. I didn’t know what she was thinking, maybe of her former boyfriend. From there, we went into town, a small godforsaken town, stopped by a small bookshop and a godforsaken coffee shop. It was a newfangled coffee shop as you can see everywhere in Bangkok, except it lacked custom and was quiet. There was a choice of delicious cakes. I felt happy sitting in the coffee shop like that, with the good smells of coffee and pastry and the silence as well. My cigarette tasted good. In places like that I’ve often written pretty good poems or at times had pretty good thoughts for future writing. She sat with her legs stretched out and her back leaning against the seat casually and she was reading a book and at times smoothing her hair backwards with her hand. Her posture was natural and attractive. As she sat on the bike on the way back, she still held me tight, her cheek against my shoulder. Her straight boy-like hair needled through the material of my shirt and tickled my skin. I almost deliberately ran the bike into the ditch several times or into the big trees by the roadside or into the lorries and villagers’ carts coming at us. I didn’t want to be too happy. Every time I’m too happy I want to kill myself. It seems I’m under a spell that forbids all access to happiness. It seems I’m more aware than anyone else in the world that happiness is brittle. The golden sunlight of the late afternoon bathed the fields, the orchards, the huddled houses and huts, bathed me and bathed her, bathed the asphalt of the road, the electricity poles, the kilometre markers and the bridges and the watercourses, but the sunshine has never made anyone immortal, nor has the moonlight, nor crude neon light. She was holding me tight, in part because I drove fast. I don’t like to keep seated all stiff on a bike saddle for too long. I’m soon fed up. I’d like to just try and collide into something or jump off a bridge to end it all. What’s the idea of remaining seated stiff with cramp, controlling this, watching over that, eyes and hands and feet always busy? Having an accident wouldn’t be all that bad. I’d like to have an accident to change the course of things, just to know what’s going to change and how. If I decided to sleep with her maybe it was only to see how the relationship between us was going to change, and if I decide to ditch her maybe it’ll only be to see how the relationship between us is going to change. She trusts me because I’m your friend and she must think I’m a fine person like you. Actually, I don’t want to create any more problems. There have been more than enough as it is. I’ve had to rely on analgesics, antibiotics, barbiturates and sleeping pills more than enough as it is. But sleeping with Khwan is the latest complication to date. What if she wants something stupid like marriage or a child? I’m not fit to spend my life with anyone, not fit to have a child. I know this from experience. I’m bankrupt, morally bankrupt. No doubt it’ll be very difficult for me to recover from illness. If I succeed, maybe I’ll manage to work a little. That’s what I hope. A little is better than nothing. But I have yet to do anything worthwhile of any kind and I take the money you send me every month. Oh, I’m fed up having to flee once again. I think all the same I’m going to leave, go away as I’ve done before, wander about aimlessly here and there, stay overnight with this or that friend, travel by bus or by train. Sometimes travelling for too long leaves me exhausted and weak, but I like it. Or maybe I’ll flee into permanent drunkenness, day after day, night after night. You’re afraid I’m going crazy. You told me that as far as you were concerned you could no longer bear to see me live like this, and when I accepted to come here as you wished, I made a mess of things here too. My old debts remain outstanding, besides what I owe you, I mean. Golly! It’s amazing how much fucking credit I’m given: all told, it’s tens of thousands of baht I owe, and I’ve yet to do anything, besides turning increasingly insane as days go by. Khwan is unlucky. It’s because of me that Itthee fell into hell and it’s the reason why I fell into hell as well. Khwan is falling into hell and that’s the reason why I too will fall into hell again at a time when I was scrambling up towards the light. Why are there so many lonely hearts? The meanest son-of-a-gun in Bangkok feels lonely and is looking for someone. Coming here, I found it again: a lonely heart looking for someone. Maybe it’s because I played the part of the nice, gentle man (a part lots of others play much better than I) each time I met her. So she didn’t realise she was coupling with a wild beast. Never mind her! To hell with her! Will she be one of those women you lead by the halter to a clinic for an abortion? To hell with her! The night has fallen. Maybe ten or twelve sleeping pills will do the deed. This is my night. Welcome to my last night. And dawn tomorrow will doubtless be my last dawn. I was born at dawn. That’s what my mother told me. When I was born all of my body and all of my face were covered with hairs sticky with blood. My mouth was wide open, all fangs, and in a greedy grin I said I bloody want… I’m damn hungry… No, I’m joking. What’s true is that I was born at dawn. I was born romantic in a June dawn, under the Gemini sign, the sign of copulation. Thanks to the expertise of a midwife, someone like me managed to be born romantic, on a threshing bamboo basket, under torchlight and lamplight, as rain glistened outside. The place where I was born is a great village, Phraek Narm Daeng. I won’t hide I wish myself a splendid death, except that if possible at all I wish it won’t be too awful, as life is awful enough as it is. But if I must die in an awful way, so be it, because I won’t be alone in the Elysian Fields given that there are lots of people that die in an awful way every day of the year. If only you paid a little more attention to crime reports in the newspapers, you’d see there are awful deaths every day. We human beings die every day. Everybody dies. The right to death is the imprescriptible right of one and all. The Buddha too died after eating rotten pork and before he died said O my disciples, do not be careless! Cesar was stabbed repeatedly to death and before he died said Et tu Brute? Beethoven nailed to his bed on a stormy night brusquely sat up, pointed at the lightning and on the rebound dropped dead. It is said that before he died the great philosopher Voltaire had lost his mind to the point of eating his own excreta. Good thing he didn’t request other people’s excreta! The great thinker Schopenhauer was dead when stomach gases expelled his denture from his mouth, spooking the disciples gathered around the body no end. Jesus died on the cross. Were you there too when Jesus was crucified? Such were the deaths of great men… One day you’ll die, I’ll die. One day everybody will be dead just as one day in the past no one was yet born. The world before mankind… the world after mankind… I’d like to see the world before man was born and the world after the human breed has died out. No one cares about this but me and a few archaeologists from outer space. Have I ever told you my mother killed herself? I don’t think I did or if I did it must have been only in my mind. I’m not at all impressed when someone tells me his mother killed herself and he too is about to kill himself. Sure, go ahead! It’s the last way out but it’s too popular. Same thing with songs: some songs are beautiful but they’re too popular, so they become deplorable rather than admirable: they turn commonplace, they turn ordinary. The same goes for suicide. It may well be that I’ll elect to live. Life is so weird. What the heck am I going to do with myself and the others? At a given time, in a given place, that’s all there is: life. There is me and my self. There’s me and the others. I’m rather indifferent to the relation between me and my self. I don’t really give a damn about it. I’m a mercurial tyrant with myself. I’m Ivan the Terrible with myself. With the others I try to avoid them. But one can’t live alone. That’s a depressing fact. In one’s relations to others one must control oneself a lot. The ability to coexist with others is taken as a yardstick of excellence. It’s something that must be learned. There are plenty of teachings on that score, from philosophy, politics, religion and customs down to table manners. I’m fed up with myself being so slow learning these things. I’d like to be free. I’d like to be one of the very first Homo sapiens in the world, cover my body with tattered animal hides, eat raw meat, surrounded by a hound of scruffy dogs, and a free soul. But after that warning from my mother in my dream I decided to sleep with your friend, maybe because I wanted to hurt my mother. Every time you asked me about my mother, I dodged your questions by talking about something else or by remaining stubbornly silent, which made you say Let’s not talk about it if it upsets you; we’ll talk about it when you’re relaxed. But I’ve never been relaxed enough to talk to you about my mother. What you wanted to know wasn’t about my mother only, but about my father and my childhood as well. You said it’d make you understand me better and if you wanted to understand me better, it was because you were my lover then, nothing else. But I’ve never been relaxed enough to talk to you about my mother, my father and my childhood. I met my father seven days ago in Phraek Narm Daeng. He’s aged a lot and turned more taciturn than ever, like a black, looming watchtower bearing myriad signs of decrepitude and a breath of dilapidation intoxicating barn owls and bats galore. It seems that to him I’m but an utterly destroyed man among utterly destroyed men, as utterly destroyed as he once was. He behaved with me benignly and looked at me commiseratively. I’d like him to die but he still carries on living in the way he considers to be the best, safest, least inconvenient for others and most useful for himself and others. He’s a monk, an old bhikkhu. He’s found the way to a peaceful existence, but I keep walking along the cluttered and eerie path of life. He knows nothing of my woes and I’d rather he didn’t either. I’ve no intention to meet him along any path or have anything to do with him. I merely paid him a visit as an old-time acquaintance. I went back to see him because that’s what Daen wanted. He wasn’t angry with me for some reason or other, just as I was no longer angry with him for some reason or other. I used to hate him, but the hate I had for him has entirely evaporated with time. He even hinted in a roundabout way that I should take the cloth, but all monks talk like this, especially old monks, just like salesmen. Even though they know full well you won’t buy their stuff, they can’t help giving you the sales pitch and prodding you. I’d like him to die just as I’d like to die. Go ahead, try it out! I’d like to talk to him like that, with absolute authority. Just to know what would happen once he’s dead. If he were a character in the story I’m writing, I’d have him die. If my mother was still alive today, I’d like her to die. Luckily, she’s long been dead, which doesn’t prevent me from cursing her and wishing her dead time and time again, cursing her to die within death. I still haven’t got over the shock of seeing her in my dream. I’ve just met my father but I don’t dream about him. Supposing she appeared in my dream as a representative of my sense of right and wrong, my father would do just as well. He’d handle that task just as satisfactorily. I wonder if Khwan is going to be pregnant. She isn’t in the safe period. I met my father, which means I’m back from Phraek Narm Daeng. I must’ve talked to you of Phraek Narm Daeng occasionally. Phraek Narm Daeng, that accursed village! Phraek Narm Daeng, my native village, where I hadn’t gone back for fourteen or fifteen years. I’ve travelled just about everywhere, I’ve gone miles from anywhere, but I’d never gone back to Phraek Narm Daeng until a week ago. Actually, I should be still there, not here. It’s there I should be carrying on my spiritual convalescence. But you don’t need to know right now why I couldn’t stay there. Let’s not talk about Phraek Narm Daeng any longer, at least not now. I’m tired. I’m too depressed. I’ve burnt down Phraek Narm Daeng thousands of times in my head. Its arid crackled fields, its rows of sugar palm trees, its grapes of houses and huts, its herds of scrawny cows have gone up in smoke thousands of times in my head. I’m cold. Here the cold is fiendish. I’m too delicate for such an intense cold. I could do with a sense of humour. My sense of humour must have shrivelled, humour-made as well as humour-scenery. In our time together I used to make you laugh all the time. In those days we were still bright. In those days life was beautiful still. We laughed non-stop. At any rate a lot more than now. I mean when we began to be close to each other, including when we were friends and we began to love each other. I mean when I had yet to misuse time by sleeping by day and working by night. Everything considered this house isn’t too bad, especially in the daytime. My routine during the day in an ordinary routine. I cook myself simple dishes or eat precooked meals and do the washing-up at the brook. I scour the kettle and the rice cooking pot every day with sand from the bank. Every day the fish are waiting to eat the scraps – snakehead, climbing perch and barbel and many others whose names I don’t know. The barbel are more beautiful than the others. They’re partial to parsley and bean sprouts. If I were fishing I’d catch several every day. Parsley and bean sprouts; finely cut parsley and bean sprouts without their stems. Dragonflies abound. They’d make great bait. Have you ever caught dragonflies? You must move stealthily to the back of them and pinch their tail between finger and thumb and if you fold their tail and bring it close to their beak they gobble it and it’s only when they realise they’re devouring themselves alive that they give up. They’re ferocious and beautiful insects. But I don’t catch dragonflies any longer. And I don’t fish any longer either. I don’t even feel like sweeping the cobwebs off the ceiling, not because I’m lazy but because I take pity on the spiders. Soon after the ceiling is swept clean, here they are weaving again and soon the place is as messy as before. Give inferior lives a chance: this is a principle I remember from I don’t know which book. May all books go to hell! To tell the truth, I don’t quite like those spiders. They’re fat and disgusting. Besides, they are venomous. They’re almost as big as mangrove crabs. And their body is almost the same, except that it’s more disgusting. Their webs are very beautiful, as beautiful as they are disgusting, and shaped like a top-notch architect’s dream, but they seem to be all of the same model. That’s their limitation. They say that a spider that beats its chest is a bad omen. How much noise that makes, I wonder. Here in the dead of night there are strange noises all the time, but not that of a spider beating its chest, let me assure you. On the other hand, gecko cries make your blood run cold. In the darkness and quiet and solitude, the repeated cries of the geckos make your blood run cold like the wails of dead babies. On some nights they come out of the hollow of a dead tree in the orchard, on some nights from below the roof, on some nights against one of the very feet of my bed. These cries give me the creeps. I make noises to chase the gecko away but it isn’t afraid. Besides, there isn’t just one: four or five or seven or eight of them there are! I don’t know for sure. Sometimes they stick to the window jambs. At night, I light the lamp and sit down and read or write. Lots of strange insects come to play around the lamp. I don’t know what kinds; I don’t know where they come from. The geckos stealthily come to gobble the insects, come without my realising it. When I look up I see them staring at me with their big bulging eyes. I stretch out my hand and knock on the wall to chase them away. They open their mouths as if to bite. But I don’t do anything further to them and leave them to themselves. I’d like to know all the same how close they’ll come to me, but I’m afraid, see. Geckos make me think of the supernatural. On some nights, in the sustained peaceful silence of the night, if they get real close and cry out, I’m very scared, so that sometimes I shout like they do. Don’t forget I live alone far away from it all. Gecko! Gecko! I shout, scared, and realise I take a perverse pleasure in it. The same shout, four or five times, my voice as croaking and tremulous as that of a doddery centuries-old gecko. I let myself down and stretch out on the floor. I creep on my belly in the dark. I shout out Gecko! Gecko! I travel into the oh so beautiful, so enthralling labyrinth of dementia. At times I’m afraid I won’t be able to get out of it but at times I feel I haven’t gone far enough yet. I no longer have any strength, any motivation. Nonetheless, I don’t get back up to do something, I mean start writing. But sleeping with Khwan has meant that the idea of suicide that haunts my musings has become a sham, and that’s unforgivable. You must be angry with me. You must feel frustrated. Itthee hasn’t been dead for six months and I’m totally responsible for her death. I caught hold of her life and dragged her over to hell and dumped her in there mercilessly. Actually, I should be in mourning right now. I should be wearing black for the rest of my life. But I’m not even as sad as I should be. I got drunk. I clasped my sorrow like ballast to sink into drunkenness. But as far as you’re concerned, Itthee should never have killed herself. You think that every life is precious, even that of a slut or a whore or a killer. You think like that because you’re an unworldly idealist and someone decent and darn stupid. But as far as I’m concerned, she shouldn’t have lived even one more day. It’s good that she’s dead. Actually she took too long to die. I too am taking too long to die. Much too long. I should’ve died dozens of times, as often as I’ve wished for my mother to die. I should already be dead. I’m of no use in this world. The world will go on just the same without me, the world will go on drifting, will go on revolving. The world couldn’t care less. I’m no longer able to avoid the dark side of life. My collapse is total and unredeemable. You forbid me to think like this. In your letters you forbid me to think like this. In your letters you’re careful about what you write. Pure music is a good shelter, you tell me. In your letters you’re careful about what you write. You’re afraid I’ll dismiss your comments with sarcasm and see in them but cheap consolation. You yourself used to think like this. You yourself used to use pure music as a shelter. No need to console me. No consolation is necessary. I’m a bat. Can you see my wings? I’m a bat, an animal that thrives on darkness. I’m a demonic conductor. Do you want to listen to my symphony? I’m not foolishly going to kill myself. I’d like to find a quiet corner to listen to my symphony. I’m fed up with words and yet my symphony is composed of words.




death comes to the show

Il n’y a qu’un problème philosophique vraiment sérieux : c’est le suicide.
 Juger que la vie vaut ou ne vaut pas la peine d’être vécue,
 c’est répondre à la question fondamentale de la philosophie.

Albert Camus, Le Mythe de Sisyphe, « Un raisonnement absurde »



 Dark, quiet and cold. There’s only the buzz of insects, and a thin film of mist in the sky. Tomorrow will be a beautiful day. Tonight will be one more night you’ll spend lying quietly or sitting quietly or reclining quietly or sipping coffee quietly. You won’t read, won’t write, won’t listen to music. The bitter strong coffee will keep you wide-awake. You never can sleep at night. Maybe the woman who just left, the woman with whom you just slept, will come to see you in the morning. She’s pretty and neat and friendly and strong. She wears jeans and canvas shoes and a man’s shirt and her hair is cut short, but she’s a woman of great charm. Before she left, she invited you to make an offering to the monks. Before she left, the woman said Some morning when you’re free, how about going to the village with me to make an offering to the monks ? Sometimes she comes in the evening. She’s a lonely woman dressed businesslike like a man almost every time, but she’s lonely and cunningly hides loneliness in that cheeriness of hers. Sometimes the woman suggests the two of you go out and have dinner in town but you never go. Sometimes in the evening the woman helps with the cooking and keeps you company over dinner, but she’s never stayed the night. This woman must’ve slept with men before, but you’ve never asked. She must’ve slept with her lover many, many times, but you’ve never asked. She must’ve gone to see some other man in the morning to invite him to make an offering to the monks and help him with the cooking and keep him company over dinner and help with the washing-up and stay the night, but you’ve never asked. In any case, she’s a woman who’s got charm. She knows what such and such an expression on your face when you look at her means and you know what such and such an expression on her face when she looks at you means. She knows what such and such a sentence of yours means and you know what such and such a sentence of hers means, but you and she only slept together as all men and women are wont to sleep together under compelling circumstances. Three months – that was rather fast. But not so fast actually. With some women you’ve been faster than this and with some men she’s probably been faster than this too. You and she don’t talk about the future or about love. There’s no commitment, and just as well. She’s invited you to stay at her place: if you actually did, she’d fall right into hell. But before that your mother came to you in a dream. She told you Don’t do it. She expressed herself through silence. The woman comes often, almost every day, if not in the morning then in the evening. The woman sometimes asks you Are you afraid of ghosts? sometimes asks you How far has your writing gone? And you tell her that you are and that what you’ve done doesn’t amount to much. You wonder whether she’s pregnant, and if she is whether you’ll take her to get an abortion or run away from her. Seven days ago you went back to Phraek Narm Daeng. The woman watched you gather clothes and books into your shoulder bag without saying anything and drove you to the railway station and then she said I hope you won’t make yourself scarce forever, right? She must have thought you’d desert her for good. Deep down she must be worried. Gathering your things and running away: very bad, that. If she’s pregnant and you must take her to get an abortion or run away from her: very bad, that. Tomorrow morning if the woman comes and invites you to make an offering, maybe you’ll do it. Maybe you’ll want to cook the rice yourself and make simple dishes as alms to the monks, why not. You haven’t done so for ages, something like ten years. But if you don’t, it doesn’t matter. When you first came here, you meant to make offerings to monks, you meant to sleep soundly all night and get up before dawn – because of cockcrow, not because of an alarm-clock, mind you – and go out to give food to the monks, immaculate white rice sprinkled with jasmine petals you’d find somewhere, fragrant freshly cooked rice still steaming and redolent of jasmine as well. Fragrant! Fragrant! Fragrant! O so fragrant! Jasmine in its previous life must have been a Buddhist nun for sure and in the life before that a sarus crane and in the life before that a white swan and in the lives before those going backwards a mimusops, a tuberose, a gardenia and a mimusops again and before that a white lotus and a white virgin. At the end of its present existence, it’ll be reborn as a white fairy in heaven. Fragrant! Fragrant! Fragrant! O so fragrant! But if you don’t make an offering to the monks, it doesn’t matter. Going out for a stroll is just as well. Not far from here there’s a meadow. Every morning you go out for a stroll, your eyes dark red from lack of sleep. You look for the couple of forktails. You want to hear the song of the couple of forktails. There’s the couple of forktails. There’s another couple of forktails in the deserted orchard. Sounds like a primer for toddlers of yore. But when you were a toddler you didn’t learn from this book. You read it later when you were more grown up. What you learned was a b c. What you learned was The wind whooshes over the stormy sea, with a black-and-white picture of coconut trees flattened by gusts. What you learned was The owl rolled the bowl into a hole while the mole stored the gold, or something to that effect. For those two forktails, you put some rice on a banana leaf and placed it in the old spirit house which is so out of kilter it might collapse any day. You tried to get them used to you, you whistled in imitation. When you heard them sing you smiled quietly the smile of someone spaced out. Spaced out to where? You don’t know. Count your blessings you’re alone and certain no-one can see you. Nevertheless you’d better begin to be a little on your guard. And then the forktails come every day, along with other birds – starlings, bulbuls, fantails, pigeons and a few other pretty species whose names you don’t know. But all are wild and none will let you get close. They only peck about and sing. They don’t sing to thank you: they sing almost as if to warn of danger. They hop about and sway their necks and won’t let you come close. Even the pigeons won’t let you come close. You merely stand at a distance, spying on them from behind a copse. If they don’t let you come close, maybe it’s because you try to talk to them every day. You talk to them cautiously, deliberately, like someone trying to show his pure intentions in front of a phalanx of suspicious eyes. You silently beg them to understand you and you talk to them with a voice that resounds in your chest, Birds, I mean well. Birds, I’m not going to play tricks on you. Birds, I only want to talk to you. Birds! Birds! Birds! I’m not trying to deceive you by inviting you to the Red Cross fair… And you can’t think of what to say next. There are masses of birds here. If you could stand back and look at yourself, you’d see yourself like a scarecrow at first light trying to get in touch with birds. Every morning you go out for a walk in the orchard, across the brook and into the fields. Every morning the scarecrow strolls about aimlessly, gazing into space and feeling adrift in its happiness. Why adrift? You know not. It seems that the dawn is waiting for the scarecrow.

The dawn preens its hues to welcome the scarecrow. The dawn whispers See there, those snake gourds in full bloom; see there, those ivy gourds in full bloom; see there, those blue peas in full bloom; see there, those pumpkins in full bloom. The dawn says See there, the sun. The dawn says See there, the dew that speckles the leaves with light. The lonely scarecrow drifting far from humankind observes everything like a sleepwalker, sad and lonely amid late winter fog, sighs noiselessly, sighs at the sight of a nest of caterpillars, at the sight of clumsy paddyfield crabs that dribble slime the colour of soap bubbles, at the sight of a few stars still lingering in the sky, at the sight of the beauty and serenity of the world. The deep red sun casts its first rays above the jungle fleece. You’re happy and tell yourself that such an intense happiness is going to toughen your mind so that even the most devastating sorrow won’t rock or roil it and you’ll never again feel the bitterness that blackens your chest. You go on walking aimlessly. On some days you hear a temple bell ring out; some religious ceremony must be on. At times you surprise yourself muttering bits of prayers you still remember. At times you think about some songs or some poems or some young women. At times you think about nothing at all. At times you pick up juicy young rice stalks to eat them. You chew on their sweetness and spit out the fibres. You look and you see. You hear and you stop to listen. Ah, that’s the mowing of a cow in the village. Ah, that’s an age-old rain tree with its widespread, thick, shady foliage and a festoon of rust-red primeval mushrooms round its trunk. Ah, that’s a cobweb sprinkled with dewdrops. Ah, that’s a fantail. At times you only see and you know what’s going on. At times you only hear and you know what’s going on. At times you gather tapering shoots of swamp morning glory that grow by ricefield dykes or shoots of ivy gourds and of ipil-ipil by the fences to make your first meal of the next day. At times you look for shoots in the bamboo groves. Sometimes you find a climbing perch flapping frantically in a drying puddle by a dyke and you grab it and go and release it in the brook. The fish writhes in your clasped hand, a little life writhes in your clasped hand, your hand is soiled with mud, the fish is soiled with mud, but life isn’t soiled by mud. Nothing can soil real life, even if it’s the life of a murderer or of a prostitute. Life is pure. To destroy life is to destroy purity. Sometimes as you stroll by a snake springs up and rears its head ready to strike. What kind of snake it is you know not. It’s angry and you’re scared. You utter words of apology even though you’re still scared and awkward in the dumbness of your fright – sorry, sorry – and you slowly back out. Maybe it’s a poisonous snake, that’s what you always think and it gives a thrilling flavour to your fear. A poisonous snake… the life of a poisonous snake… It probably doesn’t want to have anything to do with you either. There are snakes all over, mostly pit vipers. When a pit viper bites you, you gradually go to sleep, gradually feel pleasantly drowsy and in great pain and gradually die pleasantly and in great pain. But there aren’t pit vipers only, but also bronzebacks and iridescent earth snakes and kukri snakes and cobras, or so the locals say, and you have to be careful wherever you go at night. The fields here aren’t large. Some have been turned into longan orchards, into rows of tobacco or sweet tamarind plants or into irrigated plots on which garlic is grown. Sometimes as you walk back to the house, the woman is waiting for you. She’s brought you white roses. Fragrant, fragrant roses, fragrant woman. Such a sweet, strong fragrance. Red roses are more beautiful than white roses but don’t smell as sweet. There are other women more beautiful than this woman but they don’t smell as sweet. The woman makes coffee or prepares simple dishes and asks about this and about that, asks about the past, asks about the future. Sometimes she tells you something and sometimes she softly laughs. The woman laughs. The laugh comes from her life as a woman. You sit there quietly, drinking coffee quietly, and looking up outside see flowers in bloom, butterflies flying gaily by the porch and you hear the forktails sing. There is warm sunlight flowing in through the window and the chatter and giggles of the woman, a young female hardly past her teens. The cold season, the season of love, the season when flowers are in bloom and women are pretty. She puts the house in order, arranges flowers in a vase and sometimes sings old love songs from bygone days, and late on this winter morning the sunlight is mild, the sky turns increasingly sky blue as the mist creeps away and the wind starts blowing and there are birdsongs in the deserted orchard and swarms of butterflies and dragonflies fly hither and thither, but you only sit dazed amid this flurry of colours and sounds as if you were just emerging from a dream. Sometimes the woman doesn’t quite want to go back; she says it’s her day off and she feels lonely. She asks you to go for a stroll and sometimes you do but sometimes don’t. She likes to read and sometimes she reads out to you. She reads The Song of Solomon, she reads Hojoki, she reads The Little Prince, she reads Gitanjali, she reads A portrait of the artist as a young man. She reads slowly as if reading to herself. The air is clean and brisk, the world quiet when birdsong stops to leave spaces for silence, brisk and clean, but you have no energy. There are masses of birds here. Birds are full of energy, unlike you. You merely look at them apathetically. Bless them. Sometimes a bird lands on the windowsill or on your writing desk, stretches its neck out to look around with curiosity, hops once, hops again, then stands firm and undertakes to wilfully preen its feathers and you stare at it without moving and smile at it absentmindedly. Sometimes a bird comes to peck at the ripe seeds of the ivy gourd that grows wild outside on a wall of the room. Ripe ivy gourd seeds are red, red as red can be, a kind of red man is probably unable to synthesise, red as the lips of a lass. You’re fascinated by colours, the colours of ripe fruit, of flowers, of leaves, the colours of the brook and the fields and the mountain. Look at the colour of a ripe papaya when you slit it in two. It’s ready to eat and you’re hungry and you’re going to cut it open with a finely sharpened knife and it’s going to give away its secret little by little. At first you eat it with your eyes as you would a drawing – eat it or drink it with your eyes, as you like – and then you eat it for real, perfumed, sweet and melting in the mouth. You take pleasure savouring it and you’d like to advise God to learn how to savour it too and you’d like to advise the devil likewise and you wonder whether the Eskimos know what it means to eat a ripe papaya. You’d like them to eat some, and custard apple too and mangosteen too and langsat too. One day a papaya tree rises out of the ground, grows, blooms and bears fruit. It doesn’t ask anything from you, not even to put its seeds back into the ground, even though there is life in those seeds. It’s amazing to think that life inhabits those little black seeds. And life is a marvellous and secretive thing. There’s life in the bird that comes and pecks at the ripe seeds of the ivy gourd growing on the wall outside and takes them in its beak to a pomegranate tree in the orchard where its mate or fledgling, I know not which, is waiting. It stands feeding its mate or fledgling, I know not which, and watches as it eats, then flies back to peck at the ripe seeds of the ivy gourd again and then flies back once more and this time eats the seeds itself. It doesn’t dare to take its mate or fledgling, I know not which, to eat by the wall no doubt because it distrusts human beings. You see the birds as you hear verses from The Song of Salomon and yet feel weak and lethargic. Sometimes the woman sleeps, on your bed of course. The woman sleeps, the book opened flat on her bosom. Tomorrow morning the weather will be fine and maybe the woman will come back to see you. She’s a daring and straightforward woman. Is she really a beautiful soul inhabited by noble and pure thoughts? Even the bitterest of women taste sweet. But your own soul is becoming impotent. You sneeze and this sneeze rattles your nerves. It’s been ninety-six or ninety-seven days that you’ve done nothing at all, that you’ve practically no contact with anyone apart from one woman. You’re stuck here, alone in too much silence, to the point of almost suffocating. That’s what prompted you to seek out some young woman’s bosom to fondle and slobber over without knowing what you were doing. Your perpetual pilgrimage, that was good, though – being a pilgrim of the twentieth century, sleeping here, sleeping there just as you pleased, calling only on those that were truly pleased to welcome you. But then you decided to settle down here with the idea of writing a novel – a most firm commitment during the first week, but which began to fray thereafter. Thinking about death all day long has made you very tense and fed the neurosis that threatens you. It has filled your cranium with demented bleakness, has deprived you of the will to live and, in order to revert that, you’d have to show great courage. Nonetheless, you know perfectly well that to kill oneself is a silly joke, but if you want to kill yourself, then go ahead right now and get it over with. You have a fairly good knowledge of sleeping drugs. You know perfectly well which dosage suits you best. Are you hungry? You haven’t eaten for hours. Here, eating is a dead-boring routine – canned fish, canned meat, canned vegetables, packaged soup, packaged precooked noodles, packaged broth powder, jam in jars, bottled seasoning – but if you really want to kill yourself, don’t eat anything, because it’d be a waste and makes a corpse look awful. You look awful enough as it is. Die slowly, die quietly, die smoothly and die easy. If you’re up to it, dive in and let yourself go slowly but surely down to bottomless and sublime bleakness. No, don’t dream of a civilised death or of a courteous death, that’s a dream beyond reach. You’re feeling cold. You cough hoarsely. The cough makes you a little more conscious. Listen to your coughing. Your coughing comes straight out of your lungs. How about a little sleeping pill? As smooth as walking over velvet, hey! But as soon as you’re asleep, your sleep is a tormented ramble of dreams, and when you wake up you’ll have a headache, you’ll feel as if your skull had swollen to the size of the very planet, you’ll be groggy, gloomy and horrified as if you were in a world of demons strewn with the corpses of books, pure music and the delirium of the past (grogginess, the condition of the urban animal) and you’ll feel you aren’t really awake but merely dreaming you’re awake. You’re no longer able to work hard. Since Itthee’s death you’re no longer able to work hard. You’re too weak to work well. Since Itthee’s death you haven’t stopped deteriorating, going to rack and ruin from the inside. But you still keep pretending to play the part of a comforter when someone haggard with despondence comes to see you. You’re particularly good at it with young women, whom you comfort half-heartedly. If it’s a man that comes to see you, you yawn, you pretend to be bored, you claim you’re very busy, but with young women you play the part of the man in perfect mental health always in the mood for jokes. And the more charming the young woman, the more brilliant your performance. In your loneliness, you dream only of her white naked body and before you decide to sleep with her, there’s a little encore to your show, which is that you horse around furiously with your conscience, grapple and tussle furiously with all your anaemic and feeble virtues, and each time you win unilaterally. That’s the most deadly boring part of your performance. To others, you show yourself Olympian, but deep down your neurosis is progressing. Your symptoms are getting worse and worse. You should try to chain yourself once again, or else you’ll end up chasing someone knife in hand to bump him off in broad daylight. Are you sure your madness is gone forever? You’re a mental case and yet you’ve chosen to treat yourself and shopped around for neurology books. You read them but understood nothing, yet you persevered in your reading. Arokaya phornma lappa: the absence of illness is a supreme godsend – that’s what the Buddha taught. When people are unable to cure themselves, that’s when physicians of all kinds puff up – that’s what Plato taught. You don’t like it when someone puffs up before you. You can’t stand it when someone comes to show you he knows your nervous system better than you do. Let him keep it to himself, his expertise in the nervous system! Let him keep it to himself, his expertise in the nervous system of the others! No way can he claim to be an expert of your nervous system. You saw yourself tied to a bed in a psychiatric ward, yelling and shaking your head in denial of all experts of the nervous system. You had to flee far away at all costs because you were absolutely convinced you knew all of your organs perfectly. You were convinced that if someone shoved a kidney in your face, you’d be able to tell at a glance whether it was yours or not. Yes sir, this is my kidney. And Yes sir, I’m positive this is my spleen. And That’s right, sir, this is my brain. No way could I ever confuse it with someone else’s. It wasn’t long before you began to rave episodically. You began to have a good time with absurd humour. You began to ask yourself, supposing a sleeping pill makes you sleep for three hours, how many pills would you need to wake up in the year 1999. You thought out of the blue that if you met a woman called Oy (sugar cane), you’d introduce yourself, poker-faced, And I’m Chang (elephant). You began to make lousy plays on words, punchy quips and jokey quibbles. You started to select your ten favourite dirty jokes. You laughed a lot over a gag that came to you just like that, which was that the more your memory decreases, the more your forgetfulness increases. You sang the love song of Crocodile Dundee which says If I give you my heart I’ll be heartless and you’ll always be between two hearts… You laughed deliriously for a while but soon the era of the vacant stare and of drifting resumed. You did your utmost to flee Bangkok. You claimed Bangkok was a city without butterflies. So you went on a quest for loans from friends. Be generous to children, women, old people and artists. You went to Samut Sakon and rented a room in a block of flats. Your neighbours were high school students, technical college students, petty health officials. The block of flats was pretty good, quiet, and close to the river. Your room was spacious and clean – all you needed to start writing a novel. But you couldn’t stay there for long. Your neighbours, all of them teenagers that had little time for school, were always gathering to smoke grass and listen to the radio at full blast, listen to tapes at full blast – Mega Stars 1 and Mega Stars 2, Eighteen Carats and Nopphakao and Kheereeboon and Rainbow and Sixth Sense and Forever night and day. You told yourself it wasn’t too bad but you turned pale in the face. One night they protested when you put on Paganini. It wasn’t that you enjoy him that much or that you wanted to be known as someone with refined taste. It was quite simply that you’d been told pure music helped relieve mental stress. So you endeavoured not to pay attention to the protests and pretended nothing was happening. On the following night, while you were enraptured in Chopin on Chulalongkorn Radio, someone threw a soiled tampon through the window of your room. It brushed past your head and fell on the bed. Bastards! Besides, the night was beautiful. There was soft moonlight and stars all over the sky. You were sitting at your desk by the wide-open window and you’d switched off the light. Moonlight coming through the window allowed you to see dimly the objects on your desk – lamp, flower-vase, lighter, cigarette pack, pen, coffee mug, manuscript – and the pure and fruited sound of the piano suffused the room like a perfume with a magic spell. But then, totally unexpectedly, that soiled sanitary towel thrown by an anonymous hand flew in and hardly missed your head. What you did was jump to close the window on the security of your shell. A long while later you got fearfully daring enough to switch on the lamp and throw the used tampon in the dustbin. What are you ? Kotex or Jip Joy, mm? you softly asked the sanitary towel. You felt a sanitary towel is of the female gender and you’re always gentle with women; that’s why you asked so politely. Actually, I tend to think it somehow serves you right, but when I hear such a question, I can’t help looking at you in wonder. You control yourself real well. While I was about to offer some compliment, you vouched in your distress you’d move out the next day, and you gathered your belongings into your shoulder bag, and you really did move out. A buffalo resigns itself to its fate as a buffalo. A trashy poet resigns himself to his fate as a trashy poet. You went back to the room at 41 Soi Thantawan, the room you used to rent with Itthee, the room that had become the graveyard of hopes and dreams of all kinds, the room that breathed vengeance and the most deviant delirium, the room that seemed still haunted by Itthee’s spectre. You were unable to stand the ill-omened atmosphere of the place. You were unable to stand the crushing weight of the past. You resumed your toing and froing from one friend to another. Your friends saddened you and you saddened your friends but these were two different kinds of sadness. Khampan Seenuea rented a house in the fields of the Nonthaburi suburb and its yard was crammed full of cages for fighting cocks. He wore wide indigo-dyed trousers and a short-sleeved indigo-dyed shirt and if not absolutely necessary wore no shoes as he likes his naked flat feet to stay in contact with the ground as much as possible. His hair was going grey. His eyes were calm and unruffled. He only associated with cock fighting fans, raised fighting cocks by profession and betted on cockfights. You were afraid of disturbing his fighting cocks and his cockfight-minded friends, so you spent only two nights at his place and went to see Thanit Sukkaseim at his flat in the Rachadaphisek area. But his work as a journalist was keeping him busy full time. Besides, he had a new girlfriend and he probably wished to be alone with her, even though he kept repeating you could stay with him for as long as you liked. So you turned to Marnit Seewa, who was by now a top-billing photographer. His house on Phathanakan Road was beginning to have the aura of the new generation that had made it in life, with all sorts of luxurious household appliances and an expensive car, but his wife had just given birth. Sanphat Phongkaseit was busy seeking a way to open a beer bar in Phuket. He had enough money to invest but he had to be cautious and you watched in wonder at the ease with which he used his pocket calculator. You chatted with him until late into the night and you watched in wonder as he slept with his pocket calculator still in his hand. Doam Wuthichai had become a true professional antique dealer, but the monthly instalments on his house and car were a real drain on his wallet. His daughter was to enter nursery school the next year and he had so many competitors in the antiques trade that he was rather disheartened. Feum Maya ran a team of motor-taxis in the Lam Sali area. He was thick as thieves with sinister-looking bike fiends. True, he was making money hand over fist, but he also had to grease the palms of the cops, who were the real local bosses. Jitti Phuaphisoot had made a name for himself in advertising, the kind of man that makes or breaks products such as Kwintex condoms (‘technology for love’) or Bai Pho toothpicks (‘sharp at both ends’) and he had little time for anyone. Somphong Thawee had opened a stall selling amulets in a shopping arcade and limited his passion strictly to amulets and he kept getting fatter and fatter little by little, slowly but surely. All of these mates you’d hung with from the time you were at university were all crazy about literature and only dreamed of writing, but now all of them had changed. There was only you who refused to change. All of them knew the famished-dog fate that was yours and the lot of them had come to your help untold numbers of times. They understood and sympathised, but they all had their own problems. All of them were ready to put you up, find you jobs and give you pocket money, but very few were ready to chat with you (at least that’s how you felt) and almost all of them couldn’t figure what you were talking about. Maybe because you’d taken too many barbiturates. Some of your friends had given you chapter and verse on that topic, but some merely looked at you without a word as if they disapproved. Something in the way they behaved showed they were now adults; they reasoned like adults and solved problems like adults. There was only you who refused to grow up, still reasoned like a child and solved problems the way a child does. In those days when we studied at university we met often at the cafeteria near the library and talked about Angkarn and Tagore and Jang Sae Tang and Joyce and Proust and Rimbaud and Ginsberg and Steinbeck as if they were gods1. Later we went our separate ways and the last time you saw him, Khampan Seenuea waxed eloquent on cock fighting, which according to him should be as popular as Thai boxing. With his calm and unruffled eyes and his hair laced with silver threads, the slow elocution that is peculiar to him made what he said fascinating. He talked to you about a capitalist who was going to invest for him to raise fighting cocks in a big way, because he already had several customers who came from Malaysia and Indonesia and opening a market for Thai fighting cocks in these two countries was theoretically possible. You merely listened without putting in a word. Thanit Sukkaseim spoke of sundry heroes of the capitalist era who had found fame and fortune as media moguls, of the restaurant where you find the best snakehead fish tom yam2, of his collection of rare stamps, of his latest paramour who, truth be told, is a Khmer princess… Marnit Seewa complained that these days women’s magazines are increasingly like nude mags. Doam Wutthichai spoke of old tables, old chairs, old books, old fans, old lunchboxes, old postcards, old film posters, and he said of himself that he was nothing these days but his daughter’s slave and he said that he knew all there was to know about the current doings of Marnee Maniwan, a blue movie star in the past. Feum Maya said he was utterly fed up with civilisation and had but one dream, that of going to live in Kula Rong Hai3, to import a camel bull and cow from the Near East to go into commercial breeding of dromedaries, and he also said he was happy these days and had finally made one of every Thai male’s ambitions come true: he now had his own mistress, given that previously he’d had the embarrassing experience of having to share one with others. Jitti Phuaphisoot suffered from atrocious bouts of migraine and he kept spitting profanity at all the customers at the agency where he worked and criticising the ads on TV one after the other, and he confided to you that he too was busy writing a text he intended to get published in the Marketing section of a business paper under the title ‘Shampoo: the war on your heads’. Sanphat Phongkaseit spoke of the number of tourists in Phuket, of why Thailand derives less income from tourism than Singapore and how Singapore is trying to destroy the beauty of Phuket by deceiving islanders into raising one pig per household that a Singapore investor will then purchase, at a good price actually. Somphong Thawee spoke of all manner of magic amulets with mellifluous names, of how the hell to go about losing weight once and for all, and of how at times he couldn’t help thinking about one of his exes, the one who always had a gun in her handbag because she had once been raped. None of them spoke of writing or dreamed of writing as in the bad old days. When you said you wanted to take a break in the country and write a novel, they all shut up and looked at you as if they’d seen a ghost from the past. There was sadness in their eyes. None of them protested but none of them encouraged you either. They all gave you money, some more, some less. You told them that as soon as you’d be in funds you’d hasten to reimburse them. They all had already kissed goodbye to such an eventuality but no-one said anything. That was taking place at the end of the rainy season and the beginning of the cold season. The tabebuia trees were beginning to put on pale mauve flowers. The mother-of-cocoa trees were beginning to shed their leaves to cover themselves entirely with buds. The swallows were beginning to fly away. The wind was beginning to reverse course and the sky was beginning to change colour. The gladioli and carnations sold in the markets were beginning to put on fuller shapes and more variegated hues. The children were beginning to wear motley sweaters over the shirts of their school uniforms. You worked out how much money you had and decided to flee Bangkok for Samet Island. Even at the time you were already starting to feel you were getting on a bit and you were scared of old age most of all. You were afraid old age would make you lose your memory. You were afraid old age would make you regress to childhood, that second childhood able to compel the old to whine for the moon or wet their beds. For all that, you kept indulging in what young men relish, a behaviour that can in no uncertain terms be qualified as mild debauchery. You went to wallow on seaside sand to write love poems. You slept in a fisherman’s hut with banana-leaf roofing but had the nerve to go and get drunk on beer in a resort for the well off. The money you’d taken pains to beg in order to write a novel melted like ice cream in the sun. After one month you went back to Bangkok, with inspiration galore and diminishing funds. Less than seven days later, your money was gone and your fire had gone out. Your writing which at first flowed freely had suddenly become befuddled before coming to a halt. You tried to start all over again, some ninety-seven or ninety-eight days ago, before realising that was a daft and blind way to proceed. But you were seeing red and you fought over problems in your work mulishly. The worst was that sometimes you wrote under the influence. You wrote and wrote and wrote while having absolutely no control over yourself. You were afraid of nothing, even if on those days when you were very drunk you couldn’t stay seated for more than one hour at a stretch. Keep lying down as you do now, that’s better. Your body needs to rest – your body and your mind. Your eyesight is getting poor and if you’re bright enough you aren’t going to strain it. But you mustn’t be scared of death or infirmity. Do you think the world cares whether you’re dead or alive? But, given that killing oneself is a silly joke and death but a dead-boring entertainment, I’m showing you a new way. Death is like a book you’ve read so often it has nothing to offer you any longer. The best is to stop reading it for some time; you can always start reading again later. What have years of meditating on death brought you? You merely figured out that Death is the absence of life. Hmm! Let’s say that’s quite deep. Reading too many books, you end up feeling miserable, you know. Each time you must force yourself to read instead of reading for pleasure. Music is an art that can be enjoyed more lazily, but music only provides emotions, it doesn’t provide thoughts. It’s the very opposite of reflection. You’re craving pure music. You look like an animal craving salt. You want to savour something pure because your life is filth. You crave purity. Crave is not the right word – unquenchable thirst is more like it. Pure music helps improve your mental health only a little. You’ve listened to it so much the tapes have gone slack, you got fed up with the stereo radio set whose batteries went flat long ago. All of your tapes a woman gave you. Ditto for the radio cassette player. Ditto for the money in your pocket – Kangsadarn Sakarwarat, professional saint. But music helps improve your mental health only a little. Actually, at present there’s no music. There’s only the drizzle of silence. There’s only the drizzle of moonlight and the babbling of the brook and the rustling of the yellowish dead leaves. The sound of water lipping the banks is most distinctive. Listen. Concentrate and listen. Quench your thirst with these noises, like the last few drops out of the gourd of the traveller about to die of thirst in the desert. When was the first time man knew how to kill himself? From the anthropological evidence, who was the first man to kill himself? Did the Peking man, the Java man, the Cro-Magnon man, the Neanderthal man already know about suicide? What was it that prompted the first Homo sapiens to commit suicide? A sense of sin? A sense of guilt? Despair? Or a broken heart? Man knew how to kill himself once he had invented hope, right? Let’s see: try to utter the word ‘hope’ in Swedish. Or else man knew how to kill himself once he had invented honour, right? Honour, indeed! ‘Honour’ is such a magnificent word. Which dictionary in which tongue wouldn’t have such a word? Let’s see: try to utter the word ‘honour’ in Swahili. Hmm! Not bad. Well then, let’s see: try to utter the word ‘honour’ in Tibetan and in – in Yiddish, while we’re at it. Hmm! Magnificent indeed. Well now, relax. No, don’t think about writing. You once wrote The rusty nails of indecision pin me down for all eternity – let this be your last sentence. It’s a good sentence. But now you must decide to do something, which is get across the abyss once again. It sounds like a phrase out of a cheap book on morals, but you’ll have to make do with it for the time being. Talk with the dead or talk as if you were already dead: it’s necessary to do it. It’s part of the game to be played with death. How do you feel? They’re already here. They’ve come without making a noise. All around you now there are both the dead that are already dead and the dead that are still alive. All of them have come to take part in your funeral. They’ve been waiting for such a night for a very long time. And there, look, Death itself has come and sits in the shadows like an old vulture. Greet it with a few words. It’s a game you’ve never played seriously up until now. Maybe it’ll be a very tense game that will drag on and on into boredom or maybe it’ll be a funny and exciting game like the clash between Zhang Fei and Ma Chao in the Romance of the Three Kingdoms, mysterious and magnificent as when you light a black candle to read a black poem in the black night, or else insipid and tedious like a verbal joust between Satan and a saint. Just before deciding to play, aren’t you wondering whether this game wasn’t conceived as a test for anyone postulating to the human condition? This entrance exam to the human condition is the same as a final exam. You’ve never prepared yourself for it and you’ve failed it year after year, and this time if you don’t pass you’ll be banished from the human condition or at the very least you’ll no longer be allowed to take the test again. Didn’t you get lost in a dream to think it’s a game everyone should play at least once in their lives, by any night of desolation or any day of abomination? One should play it seriously at least once in one’s life. Not for the others, of course, but for oneself. All in all, it’s like a show, a show where there is you and your self, you and the others, all those you’ve known in your life, both those that are already dead and those that are still alive, a show whose audience is Death, and as everybody knows Death is a finicky spectator and one hard to move. Death is watching your show for you, not for itself. At times it yawns; at times it sniggers in its silence at the naivety of your tricks. On several occasions, it ignores you and starts to noisily rustle the pages of a sports paper and sets about reading the sports news assiduously. Sometimes it goes to the toilet though actually it doesn’t need to pee and sometimes it goes out to smoke a cigarette, but no matter what, it’ll hold out until the end of the show. It’ll come to you, unless you go to it because it’s the last show. It doesn’t pay attention to what you display. The only thing of interest to it is to know if at the end of the show it’s you who’ll go to it or if it’ll have to come to you or if, better still, both you and it will meet each other halfway. And what is of utmost interest to it is to take you to its realm, you as the accused, it as the warden of the accused. Death is cool; it is a star. You aren’t cool; you’re just a bit player. Ah!

There it sits, in the icy atmosphere that surrounds it. If you look at it long enough it’ll turn into the spitting image of an old vulture. When you ask it Do you have the programme? it remains impassive. That’s why, during the show, you can curse the son of a bitch at will, point your foot at it, open your flies and wiggle your hips under its nose – you can do everything. It remains impassive. It doesn’t say a word, as if it were already dead. And you can be cutting with it if you so fancy with questions such as What’s your sex? Male, female or hermaphrodite? (Should you add Your Grace at the end of the sentence?) And let’s see: ask him what’s its matrimonial status, profession, monthly salary, favourite pastime, ambition in life. Let’s see: ask it if it’s Death by birth or from some later dubbing. Let’s see: ask it what the most exciting experience in its life is. You see? It doesn’t turn a hair. It remains tense to the extreme, braced against the frame of silence. It doesn’t watch your show as would a critic who must pen an article for some magazine or newspaper. It isn’t interested in this kind of lowly job, even if it’s acknowledged as the sharpest and most nuanced of critics. If you happen to be bored during the show, deride it. Don’t forget, every time you’re bored, that Death, which sits in the darkness of the house at the moment, isn’t ordinary death, but it’s your death exclusively, it’s the death that’s been especially reserved for you. That’s why, from a linguistic standpoint – and don’t ever forget it – Death is always in the singular. And it’s this very same Death, isn’t it, that finds men clothes in a public phone booth without knowing that they are Clark Kent’s before he turns himself into Superman! And it’s this very same Death that goes gossiping with the locals and pretends it’s interested in philosophy while stating that Plato is Belgian! And it’s this very same Death that likes to tell the story of Socrates and the Socrates in its story keeps quoting Shakespeare! And who is it if not it again that poses as an intellectual while discreetly sending back vouchers of all sorts of consumer goods to try and win raffle prizes. By the way, since you were born you’ve never tried to taste Death fried in batter. Hey there, waiter, one fried Death in batter, please! Crappy poets like to dress up Death to make it more solemn and sacred than it really is. In reality Death isn’t happy, not by a long chalk. It worries constantly that at the very end it won’t be able to avoid dying either. You’re feeling better, aren’t you? Talk to the dead that are still alive, talk to the living that are already dead, talk to Death, talk to it as a dead man. You must do it, it’s necessary. And over there, can you see? Yet another dead person, a woman. Actually, more of a young girl than a young woman. She died before her time because of you, but you pretend you don’t remember her. Open your eyes. It isn’t the moonlight that’s blurring your eyesight, but some aberrant phenomenon within your eyes – eyes that have contemplated death for too long, eyes that have contemplated the abyss for too long. Your heartbeats are slowing down. Your pulse too is weakening. Your head slumps onto your chest, compelled to go down under the staggering weight of memories. Your eyelids too are closing down as if you were about to sleep like worn-out worms that fall asleep or dead. A few fireflies rove over your mop of hair, a few more cling to your mop of hair. It isn’t nine thirty in the evening yet, but for here it’s very late. Reddish yellow moonlight flows in through the windows, at once ghastly and mild. The moon itself looks like a flame deep-frozen in white fog. You look asleep. You look dead. Can you hear the silent crackling of mist particles? Do you hear it, the silent crackling of mist particles? Further into the night you’ll probably become more alert. But in any case for the time being your thinking is most tenuous. The dim glow of your thoughts is faltering and flickering like the glow of a moribund firefly, faltering and flickering like the flame of a meagre stump of candle caught in the gusts of a wind from the far end of the sky that sweeps across burned fields littered with the ruins of your life. You can’t escape from her any longer. You can’t turn away from her any longer. In the dark sky of your cranium you see a white star. You see a white star’s face – nothing else but the darkness of the sky and the white star. A white face. A white body. Even the hair is white, white like the tusks of a mammoth, white like the tusks of a mastodon, white like the tusks of an elephant, out of which billiard balls used to be carved in the old days – billiards, the favourite game of the blue-blood in Europe, a luxury built upon cruelty to man and animal in the colonies. Elephant tusks from India, elephant tusks from the Belgian Congo, elephant tusks from the Ivory Coast. The ivory billiard balls you met in Flaubert’s Madame Bovary – Flaubert, the Master without equals. Of what must the billiard cues that go with the ivory balls be made if not ivory also? And the felt must be woven by a goddess’s hand. And the billiard table must be placed under the glass dome on the top floor of the ivory tower, obviously, and the games must take place under the light of the morning star, of course, but the white star hypnotises you with its ice-cold, vacant eyes, and you keep struggling to resist the power of this hypnosis, behaving at times like a retarded god and at times like a genius chimpanzee. Everything has its limitations and you’ve reached yours. So wake up. Stop sleeping. You’ve slept enough as it is. Your life is so empty as to be worthless. For how many years have you been pretending to be ill like this? Everything has completely failed. Your mind is steeped in the night of all sorts of bitterness. There is but pain, deception, shame and malignant revenge, and right now you’re exhausted. Isn’t it time for you to make something of yourself? It’s imperative that you do it. You’re at the end of your tether. For ninety-seven, ninety-eight days you’ve been here in the isolation you relish, in the silence that makes your hair rise from terror in a way you couldn’t imagine was possible. And in your panic here you’ve gone as far as trying to find a means to get in touch with the supernatural. What makes you think the supernatural really exists? The machine that churns out your cheap ratiocinations has overheated or what? Or has it turned turtle? On a whim, you told yourself you’d take enough sleeping pills to kill yourself. You thought of committing suicide, but it didn’t amount to anything tangible. You looked determined and strongly motivated, so that I told myself you were about to resume your trip toward death. The next moment, you take a U-turn and start thinking about the white naked body of a woman and take a nap and sink as if you’d lost consciousness. Every time you expend yourself too much physically through fornication, you sleep like the dead. But when you thought you were going to use sleeping pills, you were no longer hesitating. You’d thrown all of your doubts overboard. And you woke up groggy and realised you were still alive, the same old life as before, the same old torments as before, the same old memories as before and the same old death as before that was trying to find a way to you amid the same old flimsy obstacles. Crisis! Crisis! you told yourself. You’ve been saying this for a long time. But you didn’t try in the least to move in order to defend yourself. You’re tired, you’re lethargic, you sink deep every time. Slowly and surely. I must do something, I must do something, you kept telling yourself. But you did nothing, including before Itthee died and even after her death. Your life has deteriorated steadily, spoiled, gnawed. Pulverulent wounds that stink… Cancer of the soul… If you must be told in a beautiful and provocative way, a cancer is sponging off your soul. Such things as infirmities of the soul do exist, my friend! Even when you’re most self-confident, you aren’t sure you can win over the infirmities of your soul. You may well end up in jail. Your looks attract attention. Your behaviour attracts suspicion and it’s already in your nature, like the demeanour of a jumpy murderer. Here in this deserted house you thought you were going to write, but it then reached the stage where you had to summon all your courage to take your pen and come up with a sentence or a phrase, and you wrote at full speed, untidily, without proper forethought, ignoring all chronological order, all progression. I’m tormented, you wrote. Don’t worry, John, I already gave myself the baptism of blood. A flame is burning in my chest. I’m conscious of neither place nor time. I don’t know why I came on this planet. Don’t try to understand my emptiness. I stride along the roof of the sky all by myself. I only know that even the twenty-first century won’t be able to hold me captive. Tell Christ he can come down the cross: I’ll replace him there. These were obviously inane ramblings. What you wrote was a web of absurdities, time and again. So that you gave up writing. Before you came here you merely let your life go down the drain from day to day. You only trusted your instinct. You floated about, often drunk for days at a time, puking aplenty, sometimes puking blood. You sailed single-handed into the greyness of time. One night, very late, on New Phetchaburi Road, a police patrol stopped you. Around three in the morning there were few passersby and the few cars drove fast. The cops asked for your ID. It was during Crime Prevention Week or something of the kind, you don’t remember any longer. You only remember it was soon after Itthee’s death. The cop who drove stopped his bike. His colleague on the back seat got out to search you. He found nothing illegal. He didn’t find your ID either – the absence of ID being, as everybody knows, liable to conviction. He only found your manuscript in a sorry state. He only found the sentence Even the twenty-first century won’t be able to hold me captive, only found the sentences Don’t try to understand my emptiness. I stride along the roof of the sky all by myself – all of that squiggled like those graffiti high school students like to write on walls. He switched on the five-battery torch he held in his hand and began to read. Loony, that bloke, isn’t he? he said and stared at you. Loony, that bloke. Spaced out like this, and shoeless too. You nodded in approval. You mimicked his words in a low voice. Yes, loony, that bloke. Spaced out like this, and shoeless too. The cops left empty-handed. At the time, it had been days you hadn’t changed, hadn’t washed, hadn’t brushed your teeth, and it wasn’t only your hair that had dandruff but your beard and moustache also. At the time, Itthee had just died and you too had begun to die slowly and ineluctably. Slowly but not regularly, because at times you recovered. You went to lie down on the sand at Seeracha, on See Chang Island, on Samet Island, at Bang Lamung. You turned vagrant, staggering in every direction, putting up at some friend’s or other. Meanwhile you were still trying to write, but it came to nothing. For three months here you’ve gone without writing, even though writing may be the best cure for what ails you. You don’t take pleasure any longer in sitting down to your writing desk, looking through the window, drinking coffee, smoking or gazing at the flowers wilting in the vase, calm and patient, waiting for inspiration. The blank page doesn’t tempt you any longer. You leave it blank just like that. Sometimes you draw flowers, trees, houses, suns or female faces, but nothing written. At the same time your dreams have shattered one after the other, and the fangs of truth tear into you and grind you alive, shred by savoury shred. Wake up and get down to your last work in life. Dawn is still far away. You must do it. You must win over it or else accept defeat with sleeping pills – Polynon or Moganol as you wish. Altogether you’ve got more than forty pills. It’ll be the end once and for all. The tangled threads of life so difficult to untangle will be broken once and for all. You won’t have to worry any longer, you won’t be conscious of its presence any longer, you won’t be conscious of the way things are any longer. The Earth is but one star amid myriad stars, a tiny star drifting in the night of the boundless universe, and you’re but one small living thing on the surface of that star, a two-bit animal on a two-bit star of that universe. You’re a small living thing in the universe. This is one sentence you’re totally certain of. Remember it well. Keep it in mind always. Thinking about the origin of the universe will drive you mad. Thinking about the Big Bang theory will drive you mad. Thinking about the origin of life on Earth will drive you mad. Thinking about the origin of matter and of mind will drive you mad. It’s only when there’s a mind that mind can reflectively conceive of matter. You rotten son of a bitch! You’ve never been interested in anything except the mind, which has turned you into chronic melancholy. You were amazed when you began to think about the life of the very first cells on Earth, the evolution of living beings, the origin of instinct. Man is but an animal derived from a particular species of monkey. Man has nothing at all to do with the divine. And you look down on this particular species of monkey. One Homo sapiens, actually, is one mind. You’d forgotten that way of thinking – but then, completely. Without matter there’s no mind. Without mind there’s no matter. Scientists are at the same level of excellence as spiritual masters. But to think like this will drive you mad. It’s perfectly conceivable that Homo sapiens will colonise several other stars in the next thousand years. Science hasn’t merely altered the face of the Earth: it has also altered, at the very least, the faces of the Moon, of Mars and other planets of the solar system. When the time comes, there will be people to flee the Earth to go and die Elsewhere. From the first Homo sapiens to the latest opening his eyes this very moment, not one has yet succeeded in fleeing the Earth to go and die Elsewhere. Those that hate the whole world are very much to be pitied. For how long will the Earth still have to house mankind, H G Wells asked last century. The NASA budget is puny compared to the Pentagon’s. Ray Bradbury has just provided a satisfactory answer: the knowledge Homo sapiens has of the universe is limited; there may well be other forms of intelligent life on other stars, perhaps even gifted with superior intelligence compared to which Homo sapiens may be nothing but a chimpanzee, an orang-utan, a tamarin, a macaque or a marmoset. It’s the kind of thinking that’ll drive you mad. From a single cell to the mammals, from inchoate matter to the ultimate mysteries of the mind, what a prodigious transmutation! The cells that combined to form the Buddha – that’s the kind of thinking that’ll drive you mad. All the time spent daydreaming over a considerable number of books, merely to find out that you are but a sick and solitary Homo sapiens born in the greyness of time, quiet and silent in the greyness of time, moving in the greyness of time, waking up in the greyness of time, sleeping and dreaming in the greyness of time, dying in the greyness of time – no! Don’t think about it! It isn’t your problem. Give it up. Don’t interfere. As far as you’re concerned right now there’s only your own problems you must hasten to untangle. It isn’t difficult to bay at the moon that you love mankind or love the mighty masses. You’re a phenomenon that appears only once on Earth, as is the case for all of us. The world before you were born had never borne you – all living beings without exception are in the same case. You’re a phenomenon that will last for a while – all living beings without exception are in the same case. You who at your worst are but an unhappy animal, you who at your best are but a happy animal, you who dream that One day I’ll no longer be a happy animal or an unhappy animal. I’m fed up. Has the time come yet or not for you to tackle the question Must I live or die? Yes, it’s more than time. You’re one of those, aren’t you, on this planet that must confront this kind of problem. What you must do is more than a child’s game: it’s a decisive test, a vital confrontation. Saul Bellow’s Moses Herzog played that game, but without conviction. But you aren’t him. You love weirdness that hurts, don’t you? You’ve got all the coarseness of the Romans of the end of the Empire, haven’t you? No! There’s no Coliseum in which you must fight to survive. There’s no physical violence to be feared, or if there is any it’ll be your doing. What’s to be done in times of crisis? Come now, you know perfectly well what the answer is. The bank to be reached doesn’t make the confounded superman, but it’s the bank left behind that’s the real condition of the monkey. You can’t hesitate like this in the middle of the abyss. You know perfectly well what the answer is. Try to imagine, and make sure what you imagine comes true, that you’re dying or are already dead, lying still nailed to the spot. All those that have had any dealings with you directly or indirectly are about to enter to look at your corpse. Those that you love, those that you hate, those you came to know in life, friends and foes. Would you like to tell them something? What do you feel towards them? Are there among them some to whom you want to explain, justify yourself, threaten, yell, insult, supplicate, comfort, beg for forgiveness, reminisce, chatter, speak? You can do all of the above. You’re a corpse gifted with speech. You must control yourself with the following formulas: I’m dying and I’m already dead. Repeat them non-stop and make sure they come true. Here everything is solitude. Here we have an atmosphere of mystery and forlorn loneliness. The night here is empty and numbing. What a marvellous atmosphere for your funeral! Yes. Just like that. Slowly and deliberately. Ah! Here they are. Can you see them? Like shadows, all around you, in the darkness of your memory. Can you hear them? You’re aware of their appearance, aren’t you? Yes, they’re already here, some as dead as can be and others still alive, some impassive, some shedding mute tears, some with a jubilation in their eyes they aren’t bothering to hide, some that resent and hate you. Talk to them. Bid them welcome. Tell them that first of all, you must beg their forgiveness for the bareness of your funeral. You must do it. It’s of the highest importance. The ghosts know perfectly well why this is so. Well now, you’re here and they’re here. Some have taken the trouble to come all the way from hell, some have taken the trouble to come all the way from the horizon, some have taken the trouble to leave behind the confines of madness and some have taken the trouble to leave their cool and quiet monasteries. Some have brought tuberoses and some have pocketed a knife to cut your corpse to pieces. May the ghosts be your witnesses! You’re lying still, silent, your hands white, your face ashen. You look so much like a dead body. What! You’re trying to slip away, are you? No way! Don’t ever do this again. Don’t even try, it won’t help at all. You must travel through the abyss of your life. It’s really necessary. Much time has gone by, day after day, month after month, year after year, and you’ve nothing to show for it. You must travel through the abyss once again, as a sinner and a defendant, not as a mere tourist. You look thoroughly bored, weak and bruised. Hopelessness gnaws at you and turns you into pulp. You take flight with your dreams, your books, your pure music, your travels, your sleeping pills and barbiturates, with your meditations on the mysteries of the universe and of death, with your drinking sessions that make you puke endlessly – and you become increasingly aware each time that you have no way out. Wake up and produce your last work. Return to the past. Travel the length and breadth of it and try to understand what it is that made you what you are today. You have no other option. The other methods are outdated. You’re gravely ill and you must be operated on. Even if there is no anaesthetic and the bistoury is rusty, the operation is necessary. How many times, how many times, how many times did you promise you’d do it? But you’ve always slipped away. It isn’t a whim, but the outcome of deep reflection over a long period of time. You can no longer put it off, even by one night. You must do it, because it’s your last work in life. You must do it because everything in your life has been destroyed. Ah, you can see yourself now, can’t you? Yourself as a still incomplete foetus growing in your mother’s uterus, huddled up in the bag of amniotic fluid, your eyes closed tight. Every so often you move. And you see them, don’t you, your wrinkled face, your scarce and sticky hair hugging to the skin of your skull, your wide-open mouth when you open your eyes in the darkness before dawn on a day of the rainy season under torchlight and lamplight? No, you aren’t dreaming. You truly see them. That’s good. Do you see yourself walking barefoot, slate in hand, to the primary school of the Phraek Narm Daeng monastery? Do you see the silence and sadness and the scars of your mother’s feet? Do you see the silence and the bitterness and the panic of your father when he came face to face with your mother’s lover? That was hell. Do you see yourself as a child with sun-toasted head pedalling your racing bike in the Phra Jormklao military camp in Phetchaburi? Do you see yourself, a teenager by then, sitting lethargically steeped in ganja smoke? Good. Do you see yourself in the Architha camp in Pattani? That was hell, and a most interesting hell to be sure. Good. Your mother no doubt wants to hear many things from you. As does your father. And Phraek Narm Daeng. And Daen Chartiya-wan. But Nartaya Phisutworrakhun seems more afflicted than anyone else. In death she’s bewildered and terribly sad. She’s been waiting for this night restlessly for a long time, but you’ve always ignored her and turned your face away. So she doesn’t quite know who you are and how you could have done that to her. Look at the glances she’s casting at you. Don’t turn away again. Use your brain, rather. In such a situation, whom should you address first? Actually, it’s an old problem: how to behave with someone at a given place in a given time? Make up your mind fast, or will you wait until there’s no more coffee left in your glass?




the white star

There are several protections against temptation, but the surest is cowardice.

Mark Twain, Pudd’nhead Wilson’s New Calendar



 Ten years before you met Nartaya Phisutworrakhun, you lived in a military camp and you’d got well enough acquainted with the discipline and coarseness of military life. Ten years before you met Nartaya, your father had yet to lose his mind, your mother had yet to commit suicide and Daen Chartiya-wan still had both his legs. You were but an ordinary little boy like all ordinary little boys. Your father wanted for you to succeed in life, learn to read and write fluently. He didn’t want you to be like him, a mere Phraek Narm Daeng cowherd who could hardly spell. He very much hoped that one day, as his son, you’d put on a uniform, with grade or rank before your name, state lodgings, end-of-month pay and the ability to shoot someone lawfully – whereas he, when he wanted to shoot someone, had to think twice and at times, once he’d pulled the trigger, run for his life. In this blessed country, lots of fathers have this kind of grand and unrealistic dream. Ten years before you met Nartaya, Daen was a young officer fresh from military school, always ready for high-spirited capers, always carousing, and pally with all sorts of people. How did he manage to befriend your father, given that he was so young he could’ve been taken for his youngest sibling? This kind of relationship you didn’t understand. After your fourth year of primary at the Phraek Narm Daeng temple school, you took your first long trip, from your native village to the Phra Jomklao military camp in Phetchaburi. Nevertheless you were able to return to Phraek Narm Daeng at the end of every term. Daen would take you there or else, if he wasn’t free, your father would come and fetch you. At the time, Phraek Narm Daeng hadn’t become the least of your worries as would be the case later. A few days before the new term, Daen would come and fetch you or, if he wasn’t free, your father would take you back to the military camp. You were a little country bumpkin similar to the tens of thousands of little country bumpkins that had the opportunity to carry on their studies by staying with an older relative. You had no inkling you’d grow into a hoodlum. You had no inkling Phraek Narm Daeng, your father and your mother would drop out of reality. You had no inkling you’d meet a young girl named Nartaya Phisutworrakhun ten years later. She too certainly had no idea she’d meet you. Even though you were aware from a tender age of the hostility between your parents, even though you knew that as soon as she was pregnant your mother had secretly resolved to get rid of you through an abortion, even though you knew she had smeared her tits with a bitter vine decoction to wean you ahead of time, you were nonetheless an ordinary child: you liked to read illustrated tales – Rart Leursuang’s Black Lion, Por Bangphlee’s The coprophagic zombie, Phanom Thian’s Phet Phra Uma – which were serialised under soft covers; you liked to watch westerns; and you were beginning to remember that this star was named Clint Eastwood, that one Lee Van Cliff, that other Montgomery Wood, this villain Fernando Sancho and that egghead Yul Brynner, who was alternately a villain and the romantic lead. You had yet to see the hell of life or feel the darkness that was to turn your heart hemiplegic. Daen did all a sound man must do to prevent you from revisiting that hell and keep you out of that blackness. He never talked to you again about your father or your mother or about Phraek Narm Daeng either. Nartaya Phisutworrakhun had grown up in a totally different manner. Her world had neither oppressive atmosphere nor leaden colours. It was a world that ignored catastrophe until she met you. The first time she heard your name, what did she think? Did she tell herself it was the name of someone who was going to lead her life astray into a labyrinth of aberration whose exit she’d never be able to find? The first time she saw you, did she have the premonition this was the man who was going to drag her into the jungle of abomination and leave her there surrounded by monsters and demons from hell? Hadn’t there been anyone to tell her you weren’t someone worth associating with in any way? Anyone to get frightened? Anyone to have the least suspicion? Did she know your father was a cowherd endowed with great bodily strength and great mental debility and your mother a desperate whore? Did she know your mother had killed herself and your father drifted into madness? Did she know that as a child you’d been left to Daen Chartiya-wan’s guardianship simply because Daen was your father’s friend? Or did she really believe you were his little brother, because that’s what he always said to spare you from nurturing an inferiority complex? Write to Daen, write to him this instant. You should write to him. So write to him tonight, and post the letter tomorrow. He needs help. He needs someone to take him places and he can’t see who else would do it but you. Without him what would your life have been, hey? Maybe you’d have become a stray child or lost your mind as of the moment you saw your mother and your mother’s lover fitted into each other. You were an uprooted sapling discarded in the sun and condemned to wither away. He picked you up and transplanted you. That saved you from the jaws of fate as if by magic. In the Architha camp in Pattani, he took care of you as much as his occupations allowed. He had little time to spare for you. Young and unattached, crazy over football and boxing, swearing by women, drinks and games, he savoured the pleasures and thrills of life to the full. Sometimes he’d lie prostrate in bed for three or five days because he’d hurt himself playing football, a time he spend smoking and reading quietly. He read stories about the jungle, the sea, hunting, fishing, war and sometimes crime. He was fascinated by everything that had to do with knives and firearms. He was interested in the history of great warriors and, though unable to play any musical instrument, he encouraged you to make music by offering you a harmonica and a flute, and later a guitar, which you handled, dumped, took up again and forsook without ever achieving anything. He himself was both intent on and annoyed by the discordant sounds you drew out of each of the instruments you were training on. For fuck’s sake, it sounds like a dog pissing on a tin roof! he’d say light-heartedly. Maybe it was annoyance that prompted him to buy you a racing bike, which you pounced on and would never part from and day after day you’d ride it and wander here and there, so that sometimes jumping off the saddle you’d fall flat on your face and the bike would crash on top of you and you’d end up bruised all over your back, shoulders and legs. Having a bike meant you hardly stayed at home, which was fine with him as he often had young female visitors and oftener still would invite his pals for a drink and a chat about what it is young men are so adept at chatting about among themselves. You were sun-broiled and so fat that when you ran or walked or moved your belly shook. You came and went on your bike in the cool shade of the Indian almond trees along the road that ran by the officers’ quarters, trying to show off with daredevilry as he stood watching you from the balcony, a fag between his fingers, wearing only sports shorts, and shouting out to you as you were doubled up, chin to the handlebars, Hey, stop screwing your neck like that, will you. Come on; try to put your ear to the ground, crouching like Preeda Junlamonthon. At the time you were sold on Preeda. Lots of kids were sold on Preeda, four gold medals and two silver at the Fifth Asian Games. And that very bike made you childishly dream you’d use it as your mount to go all the way to Europe, like Sumet Kaeothipphayaneit had done. You were a little boy with a cropped head, ate like a horse and grew up fast. You never stopped eating. You always had something in your mouth. You never stopped sweating. Your knees and elbows and hands and legs were covered with cuts and scratches from sundry mischief. Sometimes Daen woke you up at dawn to go jogging, taking along a football in its red net. You were a kid who knew nothing. The flower of gaiety was little by little reviving and messily thrusting through the bitter compost of Phraek Narm Daeng memories: you seemed all set to be a normal child like the others. He taught you how to play football, how to shoot, loft the ball, intercept it with your chest, stop it with your foot. He taught you how to calibrate the trajectory and strength of a shot. He insisted on your being able to play with both feet with equal ease. At daybreak the football field in the military camp was deserted; there were but the two of you. The grass was a lush green and wet with dew. The ball was wet with dew and slippery. You ran and panted like a puppy hankering after motherly tits, and you were tired from shouting and laughing as well. What has become of that child? He’s disappeared without trace as if he’d never existed. That child head bent over his homework at his desk in a corner of the room – the first desk in your life, it was he who’d bought it for you. And sometimes you went to ask him to explain some maths or English problem. That child for whom, when he first came to stay with him, he’d had to find a soldier to keep him company at night because the silly billy was scared shitless of ghosts. That child whom he reminded to say his prayers every night before sleep. He told you the exploits of Pelé, Eusebio, Uwe Seeler and Geoff Hurst. He told you the adventures of Lawrence of Arabia, Shane, Billy the Kid, Wyatt Earp and Doc Holliday. And that he took you to see The Bridge on the River Kwai no fewer than three times was testimony enough to what kind of heart he had. If you’re crazy about books and films, it’s to him you owe it. He subscribed to Chao Krung and Fa Mueang Thai magazines as well as to Chaiyaphruek just for you. And you took shameless pleasure reading Dr Doolittle, and each time, the most exciting moment came at the end of the page, To be continued, and you grunted in frustration. He bought you a piggybank and you used your accrued savings to treat yourself to Chaiyaphruek Students Popular Edition. He tried to handle you with patience and understanding. If you later stopped purchasing that magazine, it wasn’t out of consideration for him but because you were too young to benefit from it. He taught you how to read good books and patiently endeavoured to have you play some musical instrument or other. Maybe he had dreamt when he was a child of becoming a musician. All that was taking place during the overlapping period marked by the scandalous deaths of Suraphon Sombatjarern and Mit Chaibancha, two legendary stars of song and screen, and you were still in the final year of primary at the local school and growing up in the shade of his disinterested love and solicitude, he who lived in a maelstrom of women never the same twice and of friends never twice the same – not only soldiers but people from just about all walks of life. Some were notorious gangsters handling gambling joints’ security. Some were oafish hunters back from the jungle bearing bamboo baskets full of forest produce for him. Some were gunmen for hire. Some were cockfighting wizards and some famed breeders of fighting fish, and there was one who was a boxer and was said to bet on himself between bouts. You were beginning to realise that years earlier your father must’ve been part of Daen’s crowd and that he and Daen must’ve been very close, and that before your father went berserk he’d left you in Daen’s care to be done with his responsibilities. You hardly thought about your father or your mother or Phraek Narm Daeng, for there was always much lively activity in the officers’ quarters. His fellow officers came to live there too, as in that year the Army, short of funds, had adopted the policy of having bachelor officers cohabit for the nonce. Some rooms had as many as three occupants, but his place never had anyone staying for long. The one that stayed the longest was a young, dark-skinned beanpole with a beautiful mouth and perfect teeth because he didn’t smoke, even though he drank like a fish. He’d been transferred sine die from Lopburi because an enlisted man had died by his fault during a training session. His name was San Phisutworrakhun and you were to harm him beyond repair in years to come. A few months after San’s arrival, Daen exiled himself to Vietnam. Exiled himself: that’s how he put it. It seems he’d been aware for quite some time that his life under the uniform wasn’t going anywhere and that besides he didn’t much care for the way it went. So San became your de facto guardian. He was a southerner and had been Daen’s close friend for ages. You wrote to Daen once a month. What war was like you hadn’t the foggiest. You only knew that after one year warring in Vietnam, he was authorised to go back to Thailand on leave but he didn’t do so. Maybe he was afraid that once back he wouldn’t feel like returning to Vietnam. You read each of his letters like a chapter in an adventure story, because what he told was so different from what you could imagine, it could well be said it was like night and day. You had but a vague intuition of what blood and death meant. It was as if he’d gone to seek his fortune somewhere and he’d be back sooner or later. And come back he did eventually. And after he had celebrated for a while, there he was, going to Laos this time as if to challenge death. He got wounded there. You saw him again when he came back to Thailand to be treated. At the time you were entering high school. It was in 71. Back from school one day, you found him lying in the room, sleeping like a log. A thick blanket covered him from feet to chest. It was a shock to you. You thought a bad wound had turned him into a cripple. Lying though he was, he returned your greeting, hands folded in front of his chin, and told you in his bright voice, When you’re of age do everything you can not to be a fucking soldier. You didn’t understand why he was talking like that. But less than two weeks later he went back to Laos. And news from him reached you from time to time from various sources. He quarrelled with some Americans to the point of fighting it out bare-handed with one of them and making sure his valiant opponent would remember for the rest of his days the unstoppable destructive power of Thai boxing. He was the very first to slip the bayonet to the muzzle of his weapon to rush out of the bunker during protracted fighting that turned into a general melee without realising that as he was surging forth a fighter from the other side was similarly charging out of his base yelling like one possessed. And each to rush toward the other, each equally surprised by the sanguinary fury of the other in the catarrhal clamour of AK-47s and M-16s. He and his blood-crazed opponent should have skewered each other flat out and died in each other’s arms as befits valiant knights, for it seemed that’s what his foe wanted. But he loved himself too much to wish to die, so that at the very moment they pounced on each other, a swift twist of the torso had him avoid in the nick of time the bayonet at the end of his opponent’s weapon while he plunged his own in with all his strength. This became a bitter experience for him when the general melee ended and he realised that the brave man was but a seventeen or eighteen year old youth. He led his men in a protest when they received the asinine order to seize a certain hill at all costs, which he denounced as strategic suicide, and his insubordination had him almost sent back to Thailand where draconian disciplinary measures awaited him. He got himself a pony from a Hmong somewhere and came up with the bright idea to casually parade in the exposed base where he was. He put himself in charge of happenings to energise his men and ordered them to shoot flares from one end of the night to the other – terrifying and endless, those nights – never mind expenses, and to even shoot ants if they reckoned the ants’ behaviour was suspicious, because after all the Americans that were footing the war bill could afford it. These anecdotes about him you heard time and again from the mouths of his friends once he was back from Laos; himself never mentioned them before you. You only remember that when he was in Vietnam you wrote to him as a soldier but when he was in Laos you wrote to him as if he were an ordinary civilian residing in Udorn Thani province. And you only knew that, as far as he was concerned, fighting in Vietnam could hardly be considered a risky business. At Bearcat camp there was chewing gum, pipe tobacco, and good movies imported straight from Hollywood and projected outdoors every evening, several of them each time – whereas the fighting in Laos was something else. Nevertheless he was eagerly waiting to know if the Americans would need Thai mercenaries again, this time in Cambodia, and when he was certain his dream to fight in Cambodia wouldn’t come true, he cursed those Yankee sons of bitches for days on end. He didn’t crave war but hankered after experience. During all those years crammed full of events you were growing insensibly all on your own. You were left to your own devices. The old building in which the officers messed in the military camp… the strictly martial, tough, rough, barbarous environment… Male children must grow into toughies, not wimps… But you didn’t like everything in this way of life, as glorious and exalted as it was. With Daen away, San was your de facto guardian. He it was who thoroughly checked your school reports each term. He it was who gave you money for meals once a week and was always asking solicitously if you needed extra funds for necessary expenses to come, such as travel and boarding fees for your boy scout jamborees, costs related to educational outings when teachers programmed visits to the Emerald Buddha, the National Museum, the Planetarium or the Marble temple, the purchase of materials for lab experiments or implements needed for certain arts, such as chisel, brush, paint or scroll saw. You knew that money was Daen’s or father’s, which Daen managed for him, and you also knew that if San was so strict it was to prevent you from being profligate. And if he questioned the need for such expenses, it was so that you had no opportunity to cultivate deception. But, everything considered, San didn’t take care of you all that much, even if he had the reputation of being a stickler for discipline, for he was busy enough with alcohol, women, technical training courses, field exercises and the various trivial and demanding occupational hazards and duties as all soldiers have. He had to live up to his goddamn rank and, like all soldiers, he was more interested in physical wellbeing than in wisdom and, for him, your indulging in lengthy reading sessions of novels or collections of poems was the silly, laughable doing of a child growing up. With him as with Daen, you were honest like a well-fed cat. Spending your life in a military environment must have had some influence on your feelings, but very little, actually. Indeed, you grew up hating discipline. The freedom that was yours you indulged to the full. After school you went wandering about on your bike with your friends. On Saturdays and Sundays you saw practically all the films on show. The cinema in town was called Pheitkanya. You and your friends changed its name which, when playing with consonants, took a juicily bawdy meaning.4 It was an old building of tired wood, dark as a chicken coop. The seats inside also were made of wood. The floor was dirty and strewn with pools of water from plastic bags of soft drinks on crushed ice, shells of boiled peanuts, fibres of gnawed sugar cane, chewing-gums, cigarette butts, roasted pumpkin rinds, palm-work food containers – so much so that sometimes while you were engrossed in the film cockroaches scuttled from under your legs or, at times, when the whole house was sad in the sad, silent scenes of the film, a rat would start squeaking or, at times, a house lizard would stick to the creamy-white face of the heroine. You and your friends loved Pheitkanya because it only showed Chinese and farang films, which allowed you to discover the cultural oddities of other tribes in other lands. And you loved Mon Fa, the film dubber, who had eloquence to spare and whom everyone in town admired for the way he seldom stuck to the plot and for his comic asides, from humour to farce, all coruscating with the poetic inventiveness of a virtuoso of convoluted and cunning improvisation. His name on the billboard in front of the cinema was written larger than the film title and the names of the leading actors. Folks went to the flicks less to see a film than to listen to him. And you were delighted when the cinema van went out on its quirky rounds, its loudspeakers quacking off Tonight don’t miss the sensational Chinese movie Ah Sim the implacable! as narrated by Mon Fa. Listening to Mon Fa is a treat, he of the magic verve. As you appreciated him in Duan the Invincible Lame and Bot the Magic Blind, in Duan the Invincible Lame Versus Bot the Magic Blind or even Duan Singlehanded Conquers the Universe and A Girl’s Body, Kick Butt Assured. You can be sure Mon Fa will be there tonight, live! He improvised at each screening, never the same turns of phrase from one to the next. He’d use his running commentary to criticise the work of municipal employees and annoying behaviour of cops and soldiers. As time went by, you began to give yourself airs. With your big-shot chums you’d pick up actors’ mannerisms and witticisms and repeat them among yourselves no end. We liked film stars that played the parts of adventurers, liked swordfights and gunfights, liked the hero suspended to a chandelier who kicks the ruffians to mush, liked to spy the young couples that groped each other in the auditorium’s dark corners. We liked the titbits of obscene scenes that sometimes the projectionist broadcast on the sly to leave us dazzled. After the film, we went for a swim in the municipal canal or else for an ice cream at our usual parlour, each of us adopting harsh, vulgar, cheeky, stubborn looks, with already the premise of malice as exhibited by ruffians. Each of us was growing up and stuffing himself. In the ice cream parlour each spoke loudly while helping himself to glutinous rice, granulated palm sugar, broken peanuts and flows of fresh milk. Or sometimes the whole gang of us went to the rental bookshop whose old owner sat reading a Chinese adventure story on his own or else hunched over a chessboard with friends his age. This old man was named Peh Weng and it’s this old man who, on a solitary afternoon, taught you how to play chess and little by little explained to you the tricks of the game, so that in the following months and years you were sold on chess as if bewitched and stopped at nothing to challenge one and all to play a game with you. And it’s there you began to no longer be interested in the piles of comics your friends devoured avidly. You got wise to the fact that chess is a much superior entertainment. And it’s through that little old man that you started your acquaintance with white-cover books. Those were books in a parlous state that had obviously gone through very many hands. They were larded with stories of sexual couplings, three or four per volume, and the explicit illustrations left nothing to the imagination : it could be a man coupling with a woman, a man and two women, a woman and two men and sometimes it was such a mix you couldn’t figure who was who. Besides the images of human couplings there were those of couplings between human beings and animals and even of women demonstrating the contracting properties of their vaginas by using them to unstop soda bottles or seize brush or pen and write in English Hello I love you. Some things were so outlandish you couldn’t find the words to explain them to yourself. White-cover books were expensive to rent and the old fogey demanded a stiff deposit and admonished you to above all not damage them or tear off any page either of illustration or of text. Renting those books had to be done furtively. White-cover books were for starters as, soon afterward, even before making it into the fifth form, you found yourself in a brothel. By then you were beginning to have lots of friends and to behave as a ruffian who got constantly into trouble because of frequent brawls and, by the time you were in junior high at the provincial college, you got used to being caned before the flag pole after the collective salute to the colours and prayers – not just because of fights but also for bunking off, smoking fags or joints or being found in possession of white-cover literature. Your decline was swift. You were vicious in an exquisite and prodigal way. You freely enjoyed life with a sad demeanour, like a well-fed cat, the very emblem of your identity. You had lots of close friends older than you who’d been raised by monks, almost all family discards, and you were secretly tickled pink to mix with those rascals to smoke grass on the sly underneath the sermon hall or among the thick bushes under the giant bodhi tree. It was the biggest monastery of the province. The abbot, already very old and tasked besides with the supervision of monks at provincial level, was a monk endowed with a moral authority comparable to that of Venerable Ngeun of Dorn Yai Horm temple. Monk though he was, he was no fool. He expressed himself bluntly with one and all. He had just about everywhere disciples who’d prospered with time and his very first amulets found ready buyers for close to a hundred thousand baht each. Those disciples, once they had children or grandchildren, would in turn come and put them in the good father’s care in the hope that the prodigious ability vested in his venerated whip, thanks to which so many temple boys under his rule had become generals or tycoons or provincial governors in the past, would still be as effective and allow their progeny to similarly succeed. That whip had changed for the better the fate of innumerable temple boys and besides, the atmosphere heavy with incense smells, candle smoke, the metallic rings of the bell that had the horde of dogs hopelessly barking and howling and the pigeons flying off in droves, the scansion of prayers as well as the sacred solemnity of the religious ceremonials made them confident that their children or grandchildren would keep within the traditional bounds that made them proud. But that times had changed a lot didn’t come to their minds. There were hundreds of temple boys, from the cute little things still in nursery school up to the beefy blokes going through vocational or teacher’s training. It was too heavy a burden for the venerable father, who wasn’t getting any younger and was often unwell, so that he could no longer remember who was who and seemed in his immense compassion not to want to. You did think of writing to the old bhikkhu, but you just thought about it; you never wrote a line to him. In his presence, the children were as scared of him as mice are of cats, but as soon as his back was turned, their nature took over and they had a field day, played cards among themselves or went discreetly to practise bodybuilding at the horizontal and parallel bars or smoked grass or spied on the young nuns as they showered. Porn movies in the guise of documentaries on sexual life were shown really very often, as well as open-air movies. They went to see them in droves and climbed over the temple gate when they came back after nightfall. You went with them. And when they went whoring, you went with them. And when they caught diseases you caught them too, sometimes so abominable that you had to contrive to be treated right away, your throat tight with terror. When the older ones became passionate about billiards, so did you, even though you had no mind for it and they fleeced you regularly. And when a football team was formed under the name Temple Children you volunteered to play left-winger. After training and getting used to one another, one of the temple children proclaimed himself team manager and, just for laughs, challenged the other teams, with betting on the side, so that sometimes, when we couldn’t win we started to play dirty, kicking the players of the opposite team or finding a pretext to punch them openly, or, sometimes, they ganged up on us and we had to run away with our tails between our legs. And when your seven or eight temple-boy friends invited you to hitchhike lorries all the way up north to Chiang Mai, you accepted without hesitation. It was the first time in your life you were riding lorries. You’d hardly reached Nakhon Sawan that all wallets were flat, but it was no cause for worry. By eating and sleeping in monasteries along the way, you finally made it to Chiang Mai. And during the hot season of your last year at junior high, the same gang of chums invited you to go south with them all the way to Phuket. After much wandering, you went to the quay of the fishing port and got a job as crewman on a big trawler. Whereas all of your friends had already gone back and it had been three months that you’d enjoyed yourself at sea, you almost decided not to turn back, and when you did go back school had started. You’d never been for so long on the run, so that Daen, who by then was back from Laos, had begun to worry, all the more so as he had no idea where you’d gone, and had undertaken to search for you. You learned later that he’d trailed you down to Phuket but your trawler had already left by the time he arrived. You did think of writing to some of those close friends but never did. From what you’ve been told since, some have taken the cloth for good, some have disappeared, some have become hired hit men, others assiduous junkies and others still, criminals who even now kill time in jail. You went through your high school studies in a college almost at the very bottom of the country because Daen was transferred there overnight at the same time as lots of other commissioned and warrant officers to stop the growth of the separatist movement, then of unprecedented vigour and daring. By then you were a young man who had piled up more than enough vile acts of all kinds and you were waiting lustily for them to burst out… Nartaya! How many years has it been since you died, you pitiful young woman? Before you did, what torments didn’t you suffer? If you were still alive would you still be able to forgive me? Before expiring, did you call out to me in your delirium? Your last letters were full of reproaches, flooded with laments. You wrote to me from your native town, Surat Thani, that big city in the South. As I read it in my room in Bangkok, you were begging, imploring to meet me one last time. Idiot! It sounded as false as the words falling off the mouth of an actress on stage, maybe because you were well and truly dying. I read it hurling insults at you, furious and terrified. And, overcome with bestiality, with the burning tip of my cigarette I perforated each line I read again and again and went on reading the rest of the sentences until the light blue sheet of paper with a flower pattern was riddled with holes and gave out a revolting smell of burning. And of course I never answered your letters. Nineteen seventy-five. Blink a few times so you can see yourself more clearly in the Archita military camp in the deep South, practically on the border. Like all of your new batch of close friends, the adolescent you were had all the characteristics of a ruffian, a scum with a damaged personality, ignorant and weak, stuck-up and cruel, with universal worry in his eyes and formidable, monstrous and puerile destructive impulses, so smug as to deserve kicks up the backside, inviting ridicule with your looks and clothes a la American teenager that were de rigueur with Thai youngsters then: Converse sneakers or Clark leather shoes, Levi’s jeans, cowboy-style light-blue cotton shirts and Hang Ten t-shirts authenticated by their twin footprints at tit level, underground music like Black Sabbath, Uriah Heep, Deep Purple and Led Zeppelin, and grass, coffee and flicks, billiards and knocking-shops. Our walls were papered over with posters of idols of those days, Tracy Hyde, Olivia Hussey, Jimi Hendrix, Mao Zedong, Jit Phoomisak5, Che Guevara. The Americans were still in Thailand, the student movement was growing, political liquidations were turning endemic, the implacable war going on was tearing people apart between right and left, all sorts of demonstrations and all sorts of counterdemonstrations were happening here, there, all over the country, so that the calendar had almost no room left. Like all your close friends, you perceived and soaked up all of this without any percolation in your cervical cavity, which was only coated with the deposits left by tobacco and hemp, while we remained convinced that school was undeniably the most boring place in the world. The teachers, all as reactionary as they come and of incorrigibly dictatorial nature, seemed to behave as if they knew everything better than we did. Young girls our age discouraged the least advances with their stuck-up airs and left practically no room for approach, with the exception of three or four shameless hussies. And only three or four sissies were able to approach those haughty damsels. In spite of our more or less welcome audacities and weird pranks to attract their attention, they kept their distances and remained stonily indifferent. So that we didn’t dare tell them as we wanted to tell them frankly that we loved them, see, that we wanted them, see. But cowardice and shame put paid to our feelings every time and we contented ourselves with dreaming secretly about them to no avail. They just kept to themselves. Most of them dedicated themselves wholly to their studies, gossiped and nibbled during breaks while talking TV shows and star mags, borrowed light reading from the library, did their homework entirely and presented it on time. As for us, so daring of speech when we were in a group, we became incredibly weak-kneed when we had to walk past them alone. We wrote their names and drew their profiles on the walls of the toilets where we hid for a smoke and under that scribbling in a few words we formulated our desires, platonic or as obscene as could be. And we used those same toilet walls to express all the hate we felt for some teachers and the janitors were very diligent in removing our ravings. We went over the wall and changed our favourite hangouts as soon as we felt they weren’t secure enough. We went for kicking and punching bouts with other gangs, but at times, adjourning all bones of contention temporarily, we joined forces to give a working over to other gangs from other schools. As soon as we saw a blank wall, we pitched in with our graffiti just to let off steam. As soon as we saw a sturdy tree, we pulled out our paper knives and carved its bark with gaping female pudenda or else two hearts pierced by the one arrow. We were eaten up with the envy to grow our hair long and slip into jeans and t-shirts instead of the school uniform we loathed. If we went on studying at all it was for our parents’ or our guardians’ sake, not ours. Sometimes we argued about politics, books, music or school matters and it invariably ended talking about women. We were beginning to drink in earnest. We smoked grass discriminately. And many were the times when we lost much time and much money (for us, it was always much money) at Chinese ten, rummy or even high-low craps. Down there, in that small old-fashioned town, a river ran through it, a river with slow, turbid white waters. Koleh boats daubed with striking patterns came and went; old men sitting motionless in small barques riding at anchor fished placidly and from time to time came up with the silver coin of a barb two spans long or else a catfish almost the size of my calf. Prayers purred out of the mosque reflected in the current. Under the bridge that spanned the river there was a public park where we went to sit and look at billing and cooing lovers or other passersby and we came up with all manner of scornful comments just to laugh at them uproariously. Sometimes we went to see the Vietnamese who had fled their country in crummy makeshift boats and were detained by the river in front of the police station, each one of them haggard and ashen, some with crucifixes on their chests whose ribs protruded. We communicated with them in broken English and broken French and bought them something to eat to satisfy the sudden impulse that took us to do a good deed. Everything considered, for us the world wasn’t nice so that, when we stumbled onto something good, we looked for ways to degrade it, and what was already bad we made worse – in both cases not intentionally but rather instinctively, it seemed. Once, with three or four friends you caught a train to Hat Yai, meaning primarily to see a film with Steve McQueen and Paul Newman (Towering Inferno, a really trashy movie), and after that we gawped at this and that and bought this and that and dawdled in this town crammed full of smuggled goods and Malaysian tourists until we ran out of dough. At night, we went to the railway junction and, dodging the station staff, sneaked into an empty carriage to sleep and we left the next day riding on the roof of the carriage posing as smugglers. And on another occasion, we hitched rides to the Malaysian border on the Betong side under the pretext of acquiring experience. The town is two hundred kilometres away from where we were. We travelled leisurely, ignoring our watches. We were eager to savour the authentic taste of life. We walked when no car would stop to give us a lift and when we were very tired we simply lay down in the shade of a tree. We all looked fed up when we shared the water and the fags. Once in the Tharn To district of Yala province, we met a group of soldiers who gave us food and let us sleep in their tent. The next morning we forced ourselves to resume our walk, though we had only a few baht left. Most cars wouldn’t stop to take us because they were afraid of being held up and plundered. So we only travelled a few miles at a time whenever a good soul took us over a short distance. We bathed naked in the streams. We pilfered jackfruit and young coconuts in the orchards. And it’s only on the fifth day of travel that we reached our destination as if by some miracle. We went to the border line just so we could piss on it – that’s what we told ourselves. We wanted to go far. We wanted to do cool, daring, risky stuff. After hitchhiking that time, we dreamed big-time about hitchhiking our way round the world. We dreamed of running away from the palinodes of civilisation to go far from it all in some godforsaken place deep in the jungle where we’d be free to be armed, with a jeep to go places and a gang of tough underlings to fell trees or maybe exploit a mine and one day we’d meet a young woman who’d drift into the dust of hostile looks from all these outcasts, but we’d raise above her expectations by proffering to her one of our white handkerchiefs as we could see she was coughing, and it’d be the beginning of a fabulous love story. We wanted to be killers – the sort that make hotels their home, make restaurants their kitchens, have loose women for wives, beer and whisky for religion, and money for god – and our mission would be to shoot down some big shot. We wanted to be professional thieves that prepare their heist and getaway meticulously before helping themselves to a billion in diamonds or some world-famous work of art. We wanted to be dandies, always immaculately dressed womanisers and lovers of flowers and poetry, but reckless enough to rob in broad daylight the headquarters of the bank whose symbol is the lotus flower6. We were fearless. We had lots of energy in stock. But we didn’t know what to do with our lanky arms and legs and the merest pimple threw us into incredible agony. With our school uniforms on, we had to pull on our socks all the time because we were ashamed of the black hair sprouting on our shins. Our already short hair we were forced to cut even shorter when we started the preparatory military course. We were routinely punished for not sticking to regulation dress. Each time, the director rained slaps and cane strokes on us, holding the microphone as close as he could so that the amplified noise of our punishment would give the others a salutary dread of breaching discipline. We gave him all manner of nicknames, Fucking Virus, Bloody Lizard, Fascist Buffalo, Dog Coach. We were wayward. We all got slapped by him time and time again. That bastard, by dint of slaps, got himself promoted. We’d bark out For fuck’s sake, if that bugger thinks he can succeed by hitting children, we’ll be glad to oblige. You were no longer interested in your studies, even though you still did well in some subjects. You were growing up alone and learning alone. On some nights in the old lodgings of the military camp, you revised your lessons and did your homework, but after a while you pushed away books and exercise books, opened your diary and poured your heart into it in the form of sad-sad poems and solitary ranting, sometimes copied from someone else, sometimes improvised or else adapted from the writings of a third party. Things like The flower of love blooms / In other people’s hearts / Which in mine is but sorrow. Things like My heart is well and truly broken. / O my precious, take pity on me. Then you’d sink into a daydream or else turn melancholy, without even being aware that melancholy and indolence are six of one and half a dozen of the other. Then, still sitting still, you rolled your pencil between your fingers and cast an empty glance through the window and, as in the South it rains often or at any rate rain always threatened on those evenings when enthusiasm for work took you, as soon as a few drops fell, lots of hideous and terrifying insects from the wide wild word twirled around your lamp and you, who’ve hated insects ever since you were in your mother’s womb, sighed in exasperation and went on cursing those obstacles that prevented you from being good. You switched off the lamp on your desk reluctantly, pulled the mosquito net out of the rack, unrolled it, lit up at the head of the bed and you read anything that wasn’t a schoolbook until you fell asleep under the thick, warm, comfortable blanket in the sustained drumming of the rain. You practically never thought of your father, your mother or Phraek Narm Daeng. You’d never told anyone anything about your family and never told anyone, not even your most intimate friends, that your father was a cowherd and a pusillanimous killer and your mother a frivolous and affected woman with the soul of a whore. You were no longer really trying to recall your childhood memories – the smoke of the wet-stubble fire surging forth like a watercourse, coming down and flooding the dirty stable that smelled musty that late afternoon of the rainy season, on a day when soft blond-russet sunshine slanted from behind a clutter of clouds as you sat by the window and looked at the fields, the very day you saw a mynah perched on a tree vigorously flutter its wings and feathers and with one foot carefully preen its crest; the huge fields spreading to the confines of the sky; the dense line of sugar palm trees forming a profuse and unequal mass as seen from afar; and the goshawk which knew how to position its body to glide in the air for a long time effortlessly; your father’s cowherd shouts emitted from a throat as powerful as an ox’s gullet and imitating the growl of a tiger; the black cow being struck right between the eyes by a mallet going down on its front legs, bellowing miserably through a mouth crammed with straw, blood gushing out of the mouth and nostrils, and the body skinned, red with blood, lying sideways on its own hide already torn apart; the deafening gunshot in the night of lunar eclipse and your father’s fall and spasms amid exorcist prayers loaded with threats – all of that was nothing but dead memories or mummified carcasses of reality. But there were still moments when you were able to see clearly in your mind your demented father dazed in the middle of the fields under a whistling hot wind and red dust. All around him were bare earthen hillocks that had but trees with stunted branches as tortuous and gnarled as their roots, tufts of singed grass and a ground of worn-down cracks, and in that bareness there stood your father, dressed only in ample loose black trousers, bare-chested, bare-handed, and at times he yelled with a voice as high-pitched as an eagle’s shriek. Sometimes you wondered whether the man you saw in your imagination wasn’t you in the future rather than your father in the past. You kept this kind of thought to yourself and never talked about it, not even to Daen. He and you seldom met, at most once a month, and each time you had little opportunity to talk to each other or no opportunity at all, as most of the time his leaves didn’t last longer than three days. The separatist movement boosted by a vast underground network was at its rashest and clashes were getting so frequent as to become banal. The long-established Chinese communist movement kept growing thanks to the incoherence of Thailand’s and Malaysia’s repressive policies. The names of Hajji Surong, Poh Su, Poh Yeh, Bunlert Lertpreecha, Pattani United Liberation Organisation, Dusongyor and Chin Peng7 kept cropping up when you talked about those problems. But each encounter seemed to make you conscious of your true situation and you promised yourself to behave better. Alas, it soon transpired that such a promise was worthless. On the days you didn’t go to school, you woke up late and lingered in bed. You had nothing much to do. You’d hired someone to wash your clothes and your meals were brought to you in a mess kit. You practised the guitar and the harmonica without the least talent for either. You only remembered a few guitar chords, finding a tutor would’ve been a hassle given that you’re left-handed, and you played a few tunes on the harmonica in barely passable fashion. Then you tried for a while to learn to play the flute by taking a bawdy song as your theme. After not even a couple of verses you finally came to the conclusion that the best as far as you were concerned was to whistle. You readily let the musical instruments gather dust, grabbed a bamboo fishing rod and turned toward the stream behind the camp to go fishing, an activity you found distinctly more entertaining. You used earthworms as bait, or else crabs that were muting or had just muted and whose blood had turned milky white, or else dragonflies. Waiting for a fish to take the bait, you read pocket books by Arjin Panjaphan or ’Rong Wongsawan8 and you read nude mags, happy and trouble-free like a budding Hemingway. The stream was flanked with thick bamboo groves. The sun seeped through branches and leaves in bars of light that swayed to and fro as wind moods dictated. This stream wasn’t very wide. The clear, clean water ran without conviction. You read with teeth clenched, intent on the plot, looked at the sky, looked at the flights of birds or, sometimes, lying down, ate fruit you’d gone and bought at the camp’s market – oranges, rambutan, mangosteen, langsat, longkong , lookoo – ate and spit out the seeds in the current hardly focused on catching any fish. The sunlight made you happy, the belly of the sky made you happy, the ceaseless swish of the bamboo and the insistent squeak of their stems made you happy. It was a happiness you had no words to express yet and you merely moaned and fussed in your heart. You caught snakeheads, climbing perches, catfish and barbs, handsome fishes all, and quite a few each time; in that stream anyone could be a fisherman. So that when you caught enough you went to sell them at the camp’s market and when you didn’t catch many you went and gave them out to neighbours. Near the camp there was a sizable Muslim community with its own atmosphere, patois and colour. Every Saturday morning a market was held there, with its displays of strange goods, clothes, dishes and fruit which called to mind middle-eastern bazaars. The clamours of local parlance melt with the disconcertingly swift lilt of Thai as spoken in the South. Jeans mingled with sarongs. The discordant tunes of blaring western pop songs assaulted the august murmur of prayers. Commercials yelled into mikes raped the mosque’s serenity. Multicoloured parasols mushroomed everywhere, their gaudy colours subdued the sky blue of the pha sin which the young Muslim girls of the Islamic school wrapped round them down to their heels. Threesomes of youngsters riding revved-up Hondas slalomed between barbecue-chicken stalls and hand-drawn carts that sold salim9 or oxtail soup. Old men, pushing men’s bicycles on whose iron carriers unperturbed pig-tailed macaques held court, frantically skulled the handlebars to steer clear of the pickup vans’ tetchy honking. Red dust floated and rose surreptitiously and surreptitiously fell back on containers of rice dishes or khanom jeen10 or on glasses of sweet iced coffee or on quarters of halal beef whose still fresh red meat quavered as if still alive. On house walls there were photographs of buildings in Egypt or Libya or Kuwait or Saudi Arabia or else photographs of the solemn and sacred Hajj ceremony, but in almost all coffee shops there were posters of Indian movies. Sunil Dutt, Rajesh Khanna, Dharmendar, Amitabh Bachchan, Saira Banu, Vaijayantimala, Mumtaz, Mehmood – those names of Indian stars were as familiar to you as their faces. That peaceful Muslim community woke up every Saturday and welcomed in the name of progress the high-frequency broadcast of vendors from Hat Yai, Sadao, Padang Besar or even Malaysia. It was at that Saturday market that you bought a couple of small parrots with gay feathers. You fed them seeds and rice grains dipped in water and tried to teach them to speak. For a while you were crazy about them and then you left them behind to spend a few days with friends and they died of hunger. You felt a little guilty as well as irritated and you made amends by buying yourself a yet to be weaned cub tiger cat to rear it too. It stayed with you for a long time and loved you as if you were its mum. Back from school you had it out of its cage and it growled with pleasure. Every night it climbed up to sleep on the same bed as you, nestled against your shoulder, and it liked to nibble for fun at your ear with its little fangs until it fell asleep and purred like a cat. It was still very small and did really look like a kitten but, small as it was, as soon as it saw a duck or a chicken, its tail fluffed, the hair of its spine bristled and it crouched ready to pounce. You called it Cutie Cub. You had to wake up at dawn every day to mix its milk. It smelled foul. Every time you bathed it, it shook pitifully. You took it along when you went fishing. With half-daring half-fearful steps it explored copses and tufts of grass. Sometimes it disappeared god knows where for a long time but as soon as you called out it always came back. One morning you woke up late. It was so famished that when you held out the piece of cotton wool soaked in milk, it bit into it and wouldn’t let go and finally swallowed it. (It was Daen himself who had trained it to such a method because it was too small to lap up the milk on a saucer; each time it did, it sank its nose into the milk and choked.) You tried to pull on the piece of cotton wool but its fangs were too well sunk into it. The cotton wool it swallowed made its paunch swell and it took him three days of torment to die. You were inconsolable for a while and told yourself you’d never buy pet animals again, but then came a fine day when you swapped a fountain pen for a ground squirrel with a Muslim boy who caught rare animals to sell them at the morning market. You fed it rose apples and guavas, jujubes and young coconuts. It was an animal easy to raise. It wasn’t long before it was tame, so that you slipped it into your satchel and took it to school. It stayed with you for quite a long time. At night you shut it into the glass cabinet at the head of your bed. One evening, as soon as you slid the glass pane open, it darted out. You caught it by the tail and the tail remained in your fist. Seemingly desperate at having lost its beautiful bushy tail, it wasted away, hardly ate and finally died too. That was your last pet and you kissed goodbye to the hope of possessing a wonder pet animal or a bird with bright feathers able to speak the human language. But then, one night of the nineteen seventy-five rainy season came to you the determination to return to Phraek Narm Daeng. This dawned on you out of the blue, as if by accident. That rainy season night was unbearable. You kept tossing and turning in the dark. Your memories of Phraek Narm Daeng weren’t dead as you thought and hadn’t shrunk either as you fancied. Actually they were like a felled giant tree left to sink in the ground whose branches, bark and sap were rotten or pulverulent but whose apparently indestructible heart would keep living forever, even when your flesh was eaten away by worms and your bones disintegrated in the tomb. You were restless. You paced the floor, confused and lost within your suffering, hot to the point of dripping with sweat, chilled to the point of shaking from top to toe, faced with the cruelty of your past. Night after night you clutched a bayonet, stared at it, talked to it, held its sharp top lightly and brought it down onto your face, neck, chest, shoulders and underbelly, while imagining fancifully how much daring you’d need to slash yourself and how much it’d hurt and how much it’d thrill. At times you’d see your mother in your dreams again, her body bathed in perspiration, her hand clutching a knife. You almost never dreamt of your mother when you slept soundly, only when you were between dream and wake. In those dreams you cried and refused to put around your neck the jasmine garland your mother was holding out. You could see your mother’s tears. They looked so authentic you could feel their limpidity – minute, round blobs that little by little changed shape, stretched, ran, spread on your mother’s cheeks, which had the deathly pallor of a mask, as she came and leaned towards you, comforting you, imploring you in her silence to wear the stone-hard, inert, evil garland. You shook your head, sobbing bitterly. You instinctively knew that to wear that garland would be to hang yourself. When you raised your head and looked outside, the panorama of fields, groves, dead trees, bare hillocks with clumps of cacti and euphorbia, rows of sugar palm trees and herds of emaciated cows of Phraek Narm Daeng went by slowly before your eyes like those scenes you saw when you were delirious with fever. And sometimes you dreamt you saw your father as well, a massive, swarthy body in a farmer’s dark or black clothes, shouldering a rifle, one hand holding a dry palm leaf above his head to protect himself from the burning sun. Sometimes he moved noiselessly, furtive like a shadow; sometimes he stood still like a tree. His lips, which never smiled and almost never let out words, were wide open on a shout. Whether it was a shout at the herd or a shout of challenge to the void and solitude stalking him all around, you weren’t sure, but you were perfectly aware that his shout was mute like the scream of a stone ghost out of pain and rejection, and rasping because of the desolation of life. It was a shout vibrating with aggressiveness and menace. That mute’s howling spread over a wasteland of dried-up canals and swamps. You had to pinch yourself hard to imagine where your father was at that time and what his existence was like as he rested, ate, laboured like a slave or was beaten to a pulp or roamed aimlessly, stark raving mad. But his picture in your head faded out like a mirage in heat haze or sometimes was blurred as if there were cobwebs in your eyes. What you felt for him was exactly what you felt for your mother. You couldn’t say whether it was love or hate. Supposing you punished these two, be it only in your mind, you’d feel wrong every time. But if you forgave them, that wouldn’t be right either. Sometimes, when your father and your mother had been out of your mind for a long time and you started thinking of them again, you were astounded at the fact your mother was no longer alive and your father had taken leave of his senses. Daen never talked to you of your parents or of Phraek Narm Daeng, as if he wanted you to forget them, and you’d never asked. You knew he didn’t want you to ask. He’d never told you so in so many words, but you understood instinctively. And in any case Daen and you didn’t talk with each other that often. You merely listened to what he told you occasionally. You only knew that he was stuck on a young woman who taught at the teachers’ training college and was planning to get married. You heard gossip about how he got plastered right, left and centre, and those were spectacular benders each time. He quarrelled with an undercover cop so heatedly that they almost killed each other. He lost big on boxing and cockfighting bets. He played sepak-takroh and played it well, and he had formed a team to take on Muslim players as a way to foster good neighbourly relations. He had danced with a captain’s wife so assiduously that he was put on notice by his superiors as the husband had flown off the handle. He totally abstained from drinking and smoking during the three months of Lent. He’d walk before his men through a jungle larded with mines by the ‘Chinese bandits’, while some officers had soldiers carry them on their shoulders. The jeep he drove overturned in a ditch and the woman who sat by his side was ejected. He, safe and sound, undertook to curse and kick his vehicle for a fairly long while before it dawned on him he should help the woman get out of the mire. He was the oldest lieutenant of his promotion and had been nicknamed ‘paleo-left’, which he received with a fatalistic shrug as he had received with a fatalistic shrug the ‘paleo-sec-left’ nickname that had been his previously. It was that same year that San Pisutworrakhun was transferred along with many commissioned and warrant officers because the situation at the southern border was increasingly worrisome. He didn’t stay in the same quarters as Daen, but in a nearby bungalow because he’d come accompanied by his younger sister. Her name was Nartaya. She was a young girl with big bright eyes and pulpous lips. Her soft, honey-coloured skin denoted excellent health and her white teeth shaped like grains of corn sparkled like pearls, but when she spoke standard Thai she did so with a southern accent. Not just the accent, actually, but some words and turns of phrase as well. She became a mother at the tender age of seventeen by your doing, whereupon you turned away from her and took to your heels. Now, in your dreams, you try to restore her virginity in order to alleviate your fault. You’re deceiving yourself. You’ve urged yourself to erase her from your memory, but you haven’t succeeded. The child in your belly that died before term, was it a girl or a boy? If it were alive, it’d be about eight or nine. I miss you, Nartaya. When I reach out my hand to touch you, there you are slipping away, dissolving as if you’d never existed, as if you were but a dream of my warped and excessively weak soul. Isn’t it you who told me one night If you ever leave me I’ll kill you? Your voice saying this was threatening and your eyes serious. That was indeed a young girl’s cry from the heart uttered in the darkness of despair. That kind of comment sounded like a vindictive threat and at the same time it sounded like a plea. And then there was that other time, the time when you asked me What’s that noise? We sat by the stream, under the bamboo, with the feeling we were emerging from a dream. Gunshots, I answered. Gunshots from the firing range. – I’d like one of ’m bullets to come this way, you let out bitterly, and for it to go right through here. You pointed at your temple. It was at a time when you and I were confronted by an insoluble problem I was the only one to get off scot-free by letting you burn and turn to ashes in its blaze: I turned away from you and took to my heels. I raised my head to look at the sky and thanked the heavenly powers for having kindly provided me with the opportunity to slip away… It was San himself who introduced her to you. Oh, had he only known what you were going to do to his little sister! Cruelty – what you did to her was pure cruelty and you’d deserve to be paid back with equal cruelty… She and you were in situations that weren’t very different in this that each lived alone and had to take care of oneself. San, when he was transferred, fell into Daen’s arms and lost no time partaking in his exploits of all kinds, so that he too wasn’t able to go back to the bungalow except only once in a while. Nartaya must have felt rather lonely. Shortly after her arrival, some female friends came to see her every evening after school and on holidays. She went to bed with the chickens and got up at dawn. Spending nights all alone must have been scary. San, taken up by his various duties, was aware, it seemed, of the danger there was of leaving his sister all by herself. He thus endeavoured to visit her as often as he could, at whatever time. Sometimes he came in the morning, dropped off by some fellow soldier’s car. He talked with her for a while, then left her in haste when someone came to fetch him. Sometimes he came in the evening, driving himself – a filthy jeep driven by a filthy chap. He brought her fruit and kept seated for about ten minutes before leaving at full throttle. Sometimes, to your surprise, you saw him standing on the terrace of the bungalow in the morning. He shouted hello to you and told you he’d arrived around two in the morning the night before riding pillion on someone’s motorcycle and, in his own words, drunk as a skunk, let me tell you, me boy. San and Nartaya looked so much alike – faces, eyes, smile, and above all the teeth – that you could see at a glance they were brother and sister. If we’re in trouble, we’ll help each other, right? San told you during the dinner Daen had hosted at the officers’ club to celebrate his arrival. It was on that day you met her for the first time. Throughout the meal she did nothing but eye her dinner plate and when you were introduced her hand shook a little. Her reserve as a young woman was obvious. Don’t you think it’s too hot? she told her brother, the only sentence she uttered that day without being asked anything. By then the rain was only beginning to threaten and it wasn’t as muggy as all that. But soon after that day, you often had the opportunity to enter the bungalow where she lived. It was a very dilapidated-looking house, for all its numerous repairs and its being well maintained. San kept complaining about the damage he noticed just about everywhere and swore to God that as soon as the house he was having built was ready he’d move out. It’s through him you learned that the lock of one of the downstairs windows didn’t work, the bolt no longer biting into the frame, and was merely closed to. Though you went to see her at her place often, you didn’t stay long and hardly spoke. You didn’t know what to say to her and she used her reserve both as a breastplate and as a weapon to protect herself and keep you at a distance. You asked a question and she answered, and then silence on both sides. A new question, a new answer, and silence again, so that finally you left, resigned, smiling sheepishly. All of the words you’d prepared to be of use in your conversation with her had evaporated. In the morning, when you each went out to catch the school bus, which stopped in front of the battalion’s headquarters, some five hundred yards away from your places, you always let her walk ahead and followed her at a respectful distance. In late afternoon, when you got out of the vehicle to return home, same thing. A good month went by before the two of you walked side by side. She contributed to your staying longer at home and showing more willingness to study. Late in the evening, you looked out to see if her window was still lit and if she still sat by her desk. Looking through a white lace curtain at a young girl engrossed in arithmetic or writing filled you with both happiness and pain. You were dreaming that if she became your girlfriend you’d attend to her every need, you’d venerate her with all your heart, fulfil her every wish and never ever make her suffer in any way whatsoever – and everything that happened afterwards turned out to be the exact opposite of what you had dreamt. I love her, that’s what you told yourself. You were happy to walk by her side, sometimes under the same umbrella or sometimes drenched the both of you as you’d forgotten to take one. Morning and afternoon you waited to walk with her. The road, not very large and with a row of pines on either side, ran past the second infantry company, the kitchens, which disgorged clouds of smoke almost all the time, the armoured company, the alignment of warrant officers’ dwellings, the swimming pool and the sports ground. The two of you hardly spoke and almost never of what each of you felt. She was indifferent and her behaviour had nothing special you could’ve put by to dream on and embroider at leisure. So that your relationship really looked like that of a brother and sister. Well, wasn’t her big brother behaving with you as if you were a little brother? And when, two or three times, her parents came to see her, didn’t they behave with you as if you were their son? She was in a different school and wasn’t in the same form as you were: she was one year behind. She wasn’t a good student but made up for that weakness through hard work. When you’d become a little closer, she sometimes confided her fascination with the white uniform of nurses. And you, what do you want to be? she asked. – A singer, you answered jokingly. – How childish of you! I’m more mature than you, even though you’re older than me, she said quite without boasting. – If you become a nurse, you changed your tactics, then I’ll be a patient. What a shoddy way of courting! She laughed and said, as if talking to herself, Maybe I’ll never get married. I’ll remain a virgin dressed in white all my life, a lotus in my folded hands. – In that case, you said, rather perplexed by her notion, why not become a nun ? – No way, she answered. If I must be a nun, then I want to be nothing less than a bhikkhuni. I can’t understand why young girls no longer dream of becoming bhikkhuni. – Yeah, right… You were dubious. A bhikkhuni – a female ascetic… Dreaming to be an ascetic… The quaint fancies of a young girl… – I only remember that Vasitthi11 was one, you told her, except that she was too beautiful to be an ascetic. – The only thing I know is that the first ascetic was Prajapati Gotami, the Buddha’s aunt who raised him when he was little, but even the Buddha hesitated before allowing her to take the habit, she said. – And the last one, then ? you asked. – I don’t know, she answered, looking suddenly at a loss. I really don’t know. She liked white, dreamed of having a life whiter than white. She had a passion for flowers and her knowledge of real and artificial flowers was above average. She loved the whole repertoire of The Impossible and fancied the idea of being Donny Osmond’s girlfriend, and she could sing several songs of The Carpenters and Ann Murray. Besides, she loved children, loved to play with children, girls and boys indifferently. Later, when you’d become more intimate, sometimes, while strolling together, she’d point out such and such a kid and enthuse Oh isn’t he cute! Delightful! Adorable! and made as if she was surprised you didn’t feel for children as she felt. You’d look down on her rather scornfully while telling yourself Is that skirt mad or what? Furthermore, she went through her prayers before going to bed and had the gall to tell you to do likewise, arguing that You feel much better afterwards, you’ll see… Nartaya, you who are so far away, does your life in death make you happy? Are your broken dreams tormenting you? I try in a daze to catch hold of you in the void that keeps us apart in space as well as in time. I think of you in sorrow, regret what I’ve done, ceaselessly implore your forgiveness and confess my past fault so that I might obtain what I miss most, that is, the will to live. I’m here. The curtain of fog tonight is increasingly thick and heavy, soaking me through. The stars are weeping light as candles sweat out tears. The blackness of the night deepens. Yellowed dead leaves fall, drift and whirl before kissing the ground. Yellowed dead leaves fall… One day of the end of the cold season, you’d just taken a shower. Wearing a light-blue flower-patterned sarong, a towel wrapped over your shoulders, you closed the window out of fear of my eyes. Catcalls and shouts came to us from afar. There must’ve been a football match at the sports ground. You and I were but children, neither of us clever enough… You perceived her being a young girl as a challenge. You looked at her furtively in those moments when she let herself go. You listened carefully to what she said. You did everything she asked of you to help – be it going to buy food or some sweets, writing her schoolbook covers in a decorative hand or tidying up her place, doing the cleaning and cutting the grass around the bungalow, or else catching butterflies, and those cockroaches that disgust you, and frogs for her experiments in Biology. You shut up when she ordered you to shut up. You spoke when she ordered you to speak. You lost yourself in sundry daydreams – the both of you lost in the jungle like Raphin Phraiwan and Darrin Worrarit and living in the virgin forest like Tarzan and Jane; or else on a cruise and the ship breaks down for some unstoppable reason and the only survivors are her and you; after an exhausting struggle in waters full of dangers you manage to set foot on a desert island that has but troops of monkeys and flocks of parrots, coconut trees by the thousands and pellucid brooks, and your pathetic imagination went as far as inviting her to climb the mountain behind your hut and of course in your imagination she accepted and at one point during the climb she swooned in fright at the sight of a cobra and it was up to you to revive her and once she was conscious again you had to comfort her and give her heart. You were constantly asking yourself what it is exactly being a young girl. Would you ever have the opportunity to find out? The tone of voice, the way to speak, the hands, the tapered fingers, the arms, the legs, the lips, all of the body and soul that merge to form a young girl, all of that was absolutely disconcerting. At some of those moments when you were alone with her, you’d have liked the world to be deserted so that, after a decent interval of solitude, you’d dare to go and take her in your arms, kiss her, do to her all that you felt like doing to feel her chest quake, her heart beat hard and her breath falter. You kept revolving around the hope that, if you sat beside her and enfolded her tenderly in your arms and laid your chin on her head as you’d seen on so many film posters, you’d be deliriously happy, or else stroke her hair slowly and as delicately as the words you’d heard in those corny tunes that were on everybody’s lips, and it’d give rise to ever so tender, noble and warm feelings. Alone with her in her bungalow, you wished for rain to fall in buckets so that you couldn’t go back home, but not once did the rain fall hard enough. When you were alone together late at night, you wished for a power outage, but electricity never obliged. But when she began to be more intimate with you, she started to intimidate you in many ways, first by contradicting you flatly when she didn’t agree and asserting her opinion, which she thought was more correct, you know. She threatened to report to Daen that you smoked and played truant, said derisively you were going out with a colonel’s daughter who was tubby and had pimples all over her face, and spoke with tremors in her voice of some young chaps that were hot on her tail. And it was a bit much when she came to entreat you to pass on a letter to one of those suitors by specifying only that it was on behalf of a woman. You were beginning to run out of patience and dragged her like a millstone in your mind. You went to confide your gloom to your mates; those louses let out a stream of jeers and laughed like drains. None of them took your worries seriously. You avenged yourself of her by deriding her southern accent and barbarisms, such as saying ya nat when she meant sapparot (pineapple) or farang (guava) when she meant chompoo (rose apple) and furthermore called money kauri, said bao (servant) for little brother and khangkhoot for suea dam (panther). To which she retorted that everybody they don’t speak proper, including ministers. You told her ghost stories with the poker face you do so well and with a creepy voice, and she swore to God that no matter what you said she wasn’t scared. You insisted on the rundown state of the bungalow she lived in, saying it had been built during the second world war or even earlier, and stressed how many times it had been left vacant and how many times its occupants had died and how many times they’d been coming back to the place where they used to live. She retorted that the house where you lived, well, it’s almost as old, so you can talk. And as a bonus she paid you back in your own coin by saying that according to the local folk, in the bungalow where you lived, four or five years before you moved in, a woman about to give birth had hanged herself because her husband had taken a mistress. And in the dead of night, her threats and the stories you told her scared you so much you almost couldn’t find sleep. There were times when you didn’t talk to her for days on end. Sometimes you didn’t feel like going back home and spent the night at some friend’s or other for her to be scared, as you were her nearest neighbour. Finally, one day, she admitted she was scared to the point of having recurrent nightmares and she strictly forbade you to tell her ghost stories ever again. And she began to do things to please you as an elder sister would for her little brother, but this kind of attitude got on your nerves. You opened your heart to your mates about what to do so the woman you love knows you love her and asked for their advice. Those blackguards told you Tell her frankly ‘I love you’; some told you Find yourself a matchmaker; some told you Buy her some flowers and see; some told you Why don’t you find out from a bitch’s rump?; some told you The best is to write her a love letter; and there was even one – that shit Tong – to instruct peremptorily Rape her at the first opportunity. And it was that piece of advice that best fitted what you wanted. You’d been thinking about that for quite a while, without even admitting it to yourself. Night after night that was what you were ruminating. And then it happened on a night of the beginning of the cold season that you found yourself fully awake in the dark without being able to hold yourself tight to go back to sleep as you tossed and turned fitfully. It was a queer night that even today remains sunk in the skin of your memory like a stubborn tick. You were thinking about her, thinking about going to see her, but you were afraid she wouldn’t be alone. That night before going to sleep you’d tried to fight against sleep for a long time, pricking up your ears for some car noise coming from her bungalow, a car San would drive or get a lift in. But then you drifted into sleep for a few hours, which was most unfortunate, inasmuch as that night you’d taken the firm resolution to enter her place come what may. You’d duly warned yourself you’d be better off giving that caper up. But you couldn’t get the window with the broken bolt out of your mind. It was over there like an invitation to the realm of libido, as dim as a big cat’s den and practically within reach. That kitchen window downstairs in her house was within the realm of your libido. Actually, you could foresee it was more likely to be the access to a bitter experience, but by then you no longer had enough self-restraint. You’d opened and closed that window often enough yourself to know how to go about it. It was waiting for you to open and close it one more time. An old window in an old house in the dead of night… You got out of bed and went downstairs like a sleepwalker caught in a nightmare. Your goddamn heart was ticking harder and harder as you went down each cold step. You were telling yourself that at the bottom of the stairs you’d stop and then turn round and walk back up again. You wouldn’t allow yourself to go any further, by not a single step. But once you found yourself there, you began to pace the floor of the downstairs room pretending to ask yourself if it wouldn’t be better to drink a glass of cold water and find something to read for a while before you went back up. Yet you did none of this. You didn’t even turn on the light. Your eyes shone in the dark like the eyes of a big cat. Half-bravely and half-scared to death, you opened the back door. A puff of cold wind slapped you in the face. The flatland at the foothills of the mountain, strewn with clumps of grass and trees, stretched peacefully in the moonlight. Beyond it there was the sooty green of the jungle and rubber-tree plantations and the mountain on whose summit a stupa held the ashes of soldiers fallen during the landing of the Japanese expeditionary corps. You went out and closed the door behind you. Your feet led you straight to her bungalow without almost your realising it through the stillness and a diffuse hail of dewdrops. That night the moon gave forth fine gentle light and the remains of the poet in you emerged from their torpor only to go back to slumber forthwith. From somewhere came to you the faint fragrance of night flowers wafting from the bushes in front of her place. It was a stirring perfume, magical, bewitching even. You stopped and stood still for a moment like a whelp learning its hunting grounds and sniffing out the musk of a prey. You took a deep breath of the chilly air of this month of November into your burning chest, spread out your arms to the utmost and looked at the moon as if about to bay to smother a suffering you didn’t understand. The lane in front of the bungalow was deserted. There were only the shadows of pine trees that swayed at times, offering the shelter of their coolness. In front of the arsenal, a solitary soldier mounted guard, stiff and mute as a statue. A gust of wind came to ruffle the leaves that glimmered with moonlight. You resumed your progression in the shadow of the mango, jackfruit and Indian almond trees that grew in chaos all around and you went up to the ixora thickets and the coconut grove whose every tree towered up slender against the sky, trunk askew, so that it took macaques to pick its nuts, walked along the reservoir – a ring of concrete sunk into the ground, with a cement rim where to do the washing and take showers, it was covered with moss and exuberant weeds where oodles of pit vipers were probably concealed – and eventually came to a stop in front of the window with the broken bolt, under the taut threads of self-control, taut and much thinner than cobweb filaments, and you realised you could be seen even from afar. The soldier on guard at the arsenal or any chance passerby could see you if you kept hesitating. So that you hastened to open the window with hands that shook. It didn’t come open easily as you thought. On the contrary, it seemed it wasn’t going to open at all, for all your incantations. You slipped your fingers between window and frame and then, in vexation, pulled with all your might. The screech of wood against wood resounded alarmingly in the chilled seclusion of the night – maybe much farther than you expected. You took fright. That noise similar to a yell of extreme pain, if deep-sleeper San heard it, you wouldn’t be surprised if he woke up. For all you knew, San lying on his bed was waiting for you. Maybe he’d come back for the night during those hours you’d drifted into sleep. But you were so close to keeling over and plunging into darkness that even the most powerful torch would have failed to provide you with light – a darkness as dark as the darkest part of the night. You hurriedly climbed over the windowsill with burglar precautions and pulled the hinged section back in place, trying to make as little noise as possible. Right then a sound of metal hitting metal resounded three times, each beat so disconsolate that it sounded like a sad response to whatever was going on,12 its vibrations powerful enough to intensify your burning sense of guilt. You had to hastily stuff your mind with crushed ice for its biting chill to rub off on your chest. Your next impression was mighty weird. You stood on your tod in the downstairs room of this old house under poor neon light falling from the ceiling through a thin filter of cobwebs. Three or four mayflies twirled listlessly around the tube and a stock-still, tense house lizard ready to gobble these bugs was now shifting its attention away from its preys as if to ask you what brought you here this time of night. You squinted and answered it by raising to it a face blazing with pain. Sleepwalker-walkerwalker, I’m a sleepwalker. That’s right: you felt like you were raving in your sleep. If San asked you why you were there, you’d answer him Sleepwalking as well. You were wrung too taut by the risks you were taking. You were too excited and that’s why your head felt heavy and your brain was muddled, going as far as fantasising you had a nosebleed. Though you’d entered the kitchen many times, you would’ve sworn you’d never set foot in it. Maybe it was someone else’s kitchen somewhere else. Table, plates, glasses, knives and forks, everything was put away neatly at the usual place – the white fridge on its white stand, the military boots and the bootstraps to keep the trousers taut, the polish and the brush in the farthest corner of the room, with close by, haphazardly, a backpack, a portable rice cooker and a military belt. The calendar with the picture of Thanyarat Lo-hanan smiling what she took to be her best smile was still hanging on the wall at the same place. The new maths book under the plastic wrapping of whose cover Nartaya had inserted a picture of David Cassidy was the same as the one you usually saw her with. The white mug with the Snoopy cartoon was the same, bearing the same aphorism: Love turns Monday mornings into Friday afternoons. Yet, even the too clean larder which you’d inspected and from which you’d taken the liberty to help yourself, the washing-up liquid and even the can of ddt, everything looked different. Those things seemed to be observing you with hostility and seemed to be ready to shout or do whatever it took to block your way. Yesterday’s newspaper and a novel for young girls placed on the third step of the stairs were ready to let fly at you like bats. So that you felt like saying sorry, sorry to all those things you were disturbing, and then turning round and leaving, but your feet made you climb the stairs with utmost circumspection. She slept in the biggest room on the first floor and, if her brother was back, he’d also be sleeping in that room, which had a night-blue curtain as a partition wall. You’d gone into that room only twice, once to help her tidy up and on another occasion when San had told you to go up to see pictures of him and of Daen he had taken and kept in a big album (maybe to show you how close he and Daen were). The door of the room faced the stairs on the landing. That night it was wide open as if to welcome you. Was it open like this every night or was it a trap?

Behind the door the darkness was all the more dense as you’d stayed too long under the light in the room below. You grabbed the rail firmly and then in two strides entered without taking the time to master your fear. The sexual urge that had mixed with your agitation before that had entirely fizzled out. All your nerves were taut to breaking point. In the dead of that night the weather was icy cold but your body streamed with sweat. Sweat, sweat, sweat. And what about your lips, then – brittle dry. Brittle dry too your throat, your tongue, your teeth. To do evil isn’t easy, contrary to what you’d always thought. The way to abomination is strewn with obstacles. You took another three or four steps into the darkness of the room and stumbled on something soft and very light. You bent over to pick it up and smell it. It was but a cloth slipper as one wears at home and whose pair she refused to part with. Its smell wasn’t particularly appetising and you mentally cursed yourself to have smelled it. You stood up. But even at the moment you bent over the nearest bed you weren’t sure whether the body lying on the side under a thick, light-coloured blanket which you had seen Nartaya air out in the sun was hers or San’s. Your eyes had difficulty adjusting to the darkness. It might be San, you fearfully thought, or maybe he’s even awake and merely pretending to sleep and gloating at your taking all these precautions. You bent over, blinked in quick succession. You didn’t dare touch the body in question, not even the tip of its feet.

You didn’t dare take the risk of whispering Nartaya! Nartaya! You even feared your heart, which beat so loud, would be unable to hush its racket. Finally you took the stupid decision to open the window by the foot of the bed to let the neon light from the lower floor in. And it’s only when you went back to the bed and bent over to have a look that you were certain the body lying there really was Nartaya’s. Yes, it really was Nartaya. She lay snuggled against the bolster and was sleeping tight. Her lips were slightly opened so that you could see the tips of her hazy-white teeth. Her black hair was spread over the white pillow. She breathed lightly and her chest heaved slowly and steadily. Her arm stretched over the blanket followed the swell of her waist and haunch. As for the other, underneath, it supported her head. The blanket with its pattern of flowers and ivy of one kind or another covered her up to her armpits. What could she be dreaming of? Or maybe she wasn’t? You told yourself you were going to kiss her. You told yourself that if you’d wrestled with all sorts of obstacles to come to her, it was only to kiss her and then leave. The stark raving madness which in your confusion you’d mistaken for audacity had vanished, leaving behind but nauseous odours. You limited your desire to merely want to kiss her on her cheek, her lips, her eyelids or even her feet, and softly to boot. As far as you were concerned, Nartaya asleep seemed even more formidable than Nartaya awake. You sat down on the bed. The thick, springy mattress received your weight without any noise and you bent over again, not to kiss her but to observe her more closely. A discreet perfume struck your face as a salvo from her first-line defence. It didn’t originate from any particular point of her but seemed to arise from her entire body, which was naked beneath her skin-tight slip of fine white serge, and it enhanced the mysterious fragrance of the night flowers in front of her place, increasingly insidious and heady as the hour slowly went by. The smell of a woman… Oh, that’s what the smell of a woman is like! you exclaimed in your heart, almost stuttering in your stupor. With the shock of such a discovery, that smell was powerful enough to stop you short and make you leave. It was at that very instant that you told yourself you didn’t dare. You didn’t know what more you could do to her, she who, from then on, was a splendid flower deep in the heart of an impenetrable thorn bush. One aspect of the problem which in your excitement you’d forgotten was clearly presenting itself now: it was to know if tonight San had or hadn’t come back to sleep at home. What was hiding behind the night-blue curtain adorned with a flight of teals in the setting sun that was now all black? For a moment, teething with anger, you saw yourself springing up, rushing to the curtain, pulling at it with all your might and tearing it to shreds. But enough’s enough, you told yourself, you’ve gone as far as you could. You’d reached the sacred place, the forbidden place full of perils and you were ready to go away from it without taking back the least souvenir, the merest token. You’d violated no moral interdict. You hadn’t touched even the tip of her nails or a strand of her hair and you were happy not to have done so. You looked at her from top to toe; you looked around the room as if to take your leave and, that done, you got up. But that was when she stretched out and changed posture to lie on her back. Her lips now shut tight, she seemed ready to sink anew into sleep unaware of what was going on. But that wasn’t what she did. Her eyes opened in full, she blinked a couple of times and, the next moment, ejaculated your name in a voice so low you hardly heard her. It’s you, isn’t it? she asked in a gravelly voice as she stretched out her hand and caught your arm and squeezed it. I was having a nightmare. Look: my hands are still sticky with sweat. You felt nailed to the spot as she went on, Brr! How horrid! I was spooked. You know, like in those ghost stories you keep tellin’ me. She sat up, pulling on the blanket to cover herself and, after remaining still for a moment, asked as if the thought had just crossed her mind, But hey! Why did you come? Why-did-you-come? And how did you manage to get in, huh? By now she was beginning to have a vague idea of how things stood. Answer me! Her voice, severe, was rising, increasingly imperious. I’d never have thought you’d have the cheek to do this. And she threatened to denounce you to Daen for him to punish you one way or another. With a superior air, she told you you were behaving like a child without ever thinking about the consequences of what you did and if she started to shout, her brother who slept at the other end of the room was going to punish you harshly one way or another. Go away! she urged. Go back to your place. She didn’t want trouble. San was actually sleeping on the other side of the night-blue curtain, except that he’d had a drop to drink. If you didn’t leave right now, she was really going to shout. So if you were bright enough, you were going to go back. Actually, she’d see you out, on the condition we walk without making noise, okay? Her whispered remonstrations were those of an elder sister helping her errant little brother out. And all you did was panic, and panic even more, now that you knew San was also in the room. And Nartaya’s voice was getting louder beyond prudence. As you sat shaking all over, you found it hard to breathe because of the heady smell of her body and the heady smell of the flowers of the night. Go away! she urged, almost shouting. You motioned for her to pipe down. She quieted down the time it took her to take a breath, flung the blanket off her with an angry gesture, fell back hard on the mattress and said she didn’t understand why you had dirty thoughts about her. Had she ever said or done anything to make you think she was leading you on? Well then, get it into your nob once and for all that you got it all wrong; you’re the one thinkin’ evil, nothin’ to do with me. From now on she wouldn’t talk to you. She loathed whoever had such base instincts. And something else too: she’d never thought of you as anything but a friend. She was going to count to three and if, at three, you hadn’t left, she was going to yell for good. And she started counting at once without waiting for the least objection. Her tone was firm and determined. One, she counted firmly. Two. Not only firmly, but in a loud, threatening voice. Three. You crushed her into your arms so fast even you were surprised. Don’t shout! Calm down, you said between your teeth. Her heart beat hard, as hard as yours. The sweet smell coming out of her body became so heady it almost got you drunk. Within the tension, a softness began to spread as of a drop of ink impregnating blotting paper. Oddly enough, she wasn’t warding you off, wasn’t even putting up a struggle. Your breath fluttering at the level of her neck seemed to subjugate her totally and in your arms her body trembled like a fistful of flowers in the rain. Be quiet, don’t shout, you were saying, your voice quavering as if you were unable to control yourself. In the quiet that followed, you saw the couple of sky-blue Indian rollers that had nestled in the hollow of a rain tree by the brook where you liked to fish, their blue as intense as the sky in winter; you saw orange-red cacti flowers bloom fiercely in the scorching heat and dryness of Phraek Narm Daeng; and you heard once again the forktail utter its somnambular trills in the stillness of a night long gone. You went past that couple of Indian rollers, past those cacti, past that forktail night song, mind adrift. And when you kissed her, everything became luminous. Luminous but soft like a photograph taken with a soft lens. You hardly dared open your eyes to look at her after you realised she too had her eyes closed. But she opened them again out of shock and bewilderment. You forced your way through the feeble resistance of flower petals, the rebuffs of butterfly wings, the opposition of foam on crested waves, the rage of cloud rags at the far end of the sky and the supplications of the fledgling hypnotised by an evil snake. It was a sexual joust without words, at once rattled and fluid, rough and smooth, hideous and beautiful, painful and sublime. There was but the clapping of mouths shutting on emptiness and the gurgling of swallowed saliva in San’s sleep and drunkenness, his meaningless throaty noises and gnashing of teeth and burps you almost could smell the acidic smell of, of the alcohol and cocktail snacks macerating in his stomach – the normal performance of a man sleeping it off. But once the deed was done, she cursed you with foul words. She sobbed bitterly. She pummelled you with all her might. She scraped your chest and tore your skin in long gashes. She bit your shoulder through the skin. She refused to listen to your words of comfort. You left her in tears at the break of day. Idiotic pride dwelt in your eyes. You’d managed to be the worm in the forbidden fruit; you’d managed to be the bug that wrecks the sacred flower. You weren’t quite aware that as of that night she’d fallen irrevocably under your power and, when you later became aware of the fact, you couldn’t quite believe that from a secretive young girl as proud as a peacock she’d become an oh so devoted bitch.




destruction of a dream

Fate is not an eagle, it creeps like a rat.

Elizabeth Bowen, The House in Paris



 You knew perfectly well that before it happened she didn’t love you. She didn’t have a young brother and had fun behaving with you quite as if you were her little brother, and if she acted like that, it was because of the totally absurd fantasies of a young girl. As a young girl, she could still be very mischievous. With you she behaved like an elder sister, so that for her it had become a habit. She liked to criticise you, tell you off, chide you or treat you in ways that always had to do with the process of punishment and reward, but strictly within the limits of her status as an elder sister. And you had to admit you felt happy fantasising about how nice it was to have such a darling sister. But this kind of feeling changed when you went back to see her three nights later and she told you she loved you, loved you very much actually, and you had to take responsibility for what you’d done, you couldn’t desert her, and she demanded from you all sorts of promises and insisted you keep them. You were puzzled because, only three days earlier, she and you didn’t dare look each other in the eye, didn’t dare speak to each other, didn’t dare walk side by side along the pine-shaded road on your way to catch the school bus and you even waited to let her walk ahead. After school, you loitered to sip some fizzy drink at the market in town, play billiards or chess, watch a blue movie, or else laze about in some friends’ rented house, and by the time you came back home night had long fallen. You closed the windows noiselessly and hurried to bed. You tossed and turned, worried at the thought someone might know of your daring act. Maybe you’d been seen as you went in or came out. San himself might have caught a glimpse of you in the stupor of his drunkenness. As for her, obviously she was much more anguished than you were, so that when she told you she loved you, loved you very much actually, and asked you to make all sorts of promises, you were a little taken aback. She no longer behaved like someone who held you in her power, warned you, pointed her finger at you or lectured you, but instead looked defeated and spoke with the beseeching voice of a sailor’s wife. After that night, you slept with her again and again and your infatuation with her diminished in proportion to the number of times you slept together. She little by little became a boring woman. You’d never have thought she could be such a pain in the neck. She, to the contrary, loved you head over heels. And you, you had it up to here the day she started to demand you didn’t stay overnight with this or that friend but came back home every evening because she was scared to death of ghosts, you know, she felt so lonely she could die, you know. She warmed up the dishes every evening for you and for you every new day cooked, so that if you didn’t come and see her, it had to be thrown away, you know; therefore please… She bought you a yellow shirt without telling you as a surprise and forced you to put it on wherever you went, even though you hate yellow, and she complained she never saw you wearing it. On Saturdays and Sundays you could go anywhere, no problem, but you had to tell her beforehand and come back on time. And oh, by the way, how much pocket money do you have every month? Do try to save a little. In the name of love, she’d laid siege to you and demanded that you surrender unconditionally. We saw each other almost every day and she still had the gall to say Oh I missed you, I missed you so much! The love of a young bitch… The tragic fate of a young bitch… All that came in the form of good wishes and sincere solicitude. That year you had to prepare for the university entrance examination and when the cold wind began to whistle and the mothers of cocoa began to blossom, you vaguely entertained the idea of starting to study in earnest. The sexual attraction you had for her had progressively lost its magic in favour of irrepressible boredom, so you started to study, but without zeal or conviction. Actually, studying for the exam was just an excuse to distance yourself from her. And in order to endure studying steadily, you knocked up various dreams to use as accumulators of enthusiasm and went delirious with those self-made dreams. They were utterly ritzy dreams.

You were a master builder of castles in the air. You’d always been number one as a dreamer. You’d be a young idealistic journalist, a nimble newshound with a flair for news of all kinds, fearlessly defying dark influences of whatever ilk to proclaim the truth, an indefatigable traveller always up hill and down dale, flanked with a jumble of cameras, facing all sorts of danger, and at night in your hotel room you’d type out your article feverishly to send it to the biggest daily’s headquarters in Bangkok; you’d fall in love time and again and be broken-hearted time and again because those women would be too narrow-minded to share your ideal. You’d be an artist shut up night and day in a filthy room to turn canvasses as large as the walls into paintings of unreal beauty emanating from their own power of eternal fascination that the Louvre would beg to acquire; shoddily dressed, looking dreamy and absent, and with melancholy, disappointment or pain born out of a bitter past blatantly showing in your eyes, except that your silence would be more arrogant than Caesar’s and more tetchy than Beethoven’s. Or else you’d be a musician sitting drowsily in a seedy coffee shop, a lover of cats, and sometimes, taken with a sudden inspiration, you’d scrawl notes on your shirt sleeve, your face always downcast under your dishevelled long hair, beard and moustache, your lips so sensitive to the least change in mood always tightly closed and seldom ever letting out unnecessary words. Or you’d be a guide, resourceful and somewhat slithery, who spoke six mother tongues, smoked like a chimney, unbeatable on the sap and bark of history and archaeology, with an intimate knowledge of both down to the minutest cultural ramifications and a sense of humour to spare that would so impress your customers they wouldn’t forget you in a hurry. Or you’d be a lawyer of surpassing eloquence, one able to reverse the course of a trial as if by miracle so that the plaintiff flabbergasted at the thought of his ineluctable condemnation would snatch unhoped-for victory in the legal battle. Each of these options had its merits and charms, and when you compared them you realised they were equally attractive, so that you didn’t know which way to go. In the vast expanse of the future, which now belongs to the past, you were to travel on your own. Nartaya wasn’t with you. Whatever the dream, you’d know profound bliss on your own; you’d know excruciating pain on your own. Some things that seemed to stem from instinct rather than reasoned argument were sending you incomplete and mysterious warnings: you’d end up offering marriage to Nartaya; you couldn’t escape from that fate. Between Daen and San, between these two young men, friendship was deep to a point you couldn’t fathom. Maybe it had to do with the rigorous hierarchical system of the military school, with mutual trust, with honour, with courage. They both had known similar obstacles and sufferings and each understood in depth the obstacles and sufferings of the other. Theirs was a man-to-man friendship fastened with honour, similar to the relationship of yore between your father and Daen. You, who had the modesty to believe that no matter what you didn’t belong to their circle, were insidiously undermining that deeply rooted relationship while they both honoured you with their trust. Therefore, whenever your activities in the dark with Nartaya were to be dragged into broad daylight, you’d be punished. The smartest move was for you to stop yourself and stop her. From now on making love was totally out of the question. You’d better dedicate yourself to your studies and pass the university entrance exam so you could run away from her for good; distance and time would part you gently, turning you into estranged lovers as there are so many. But even then you merely fantasised fatuously. You knew perfectly well that your lousy brains were thoroughly damaged. You found the courses boring beyond belief. You positively hated those bloody schoolbooks. Besides, you weren’t ready yet to divorce Marijuana because she helped you escape the cruelty of reality in a wonderful way. You dreamed of finding yourself free but weren’t really seeking the path to freedom. Sure, you were unable to love Nartaya, but you were too compassionate to cold-shoulder her. You’d always been like that. It was weakness of a kind. But even though you’d done everything at times to please her and attended to her every need, it had only been a passing mood or the fleeting interest of a teenage boy for a teenage girl or else the imbecilic pride of being loved by a woman or maybe it was all of this at once that had you treat her well at times in all sincerity and intend to reform yourself, and you took pleasure in acting like that, and then you let yourself go and wallowed in that pleasure, forgetting everything else. You were just past eighteen; legal majority was still a long way out. Having a girlfriend sweetened your life, which until then had had a hard-to-endure sour taste. You were livelier and merrier, more inclined to see the world in a positive light, with a vulgar sense of humour that always revolved around dirty jokes. You went back to playing the flute and the guitar and sang lustily the corny love songs popular at the time. You took more interest in yourself and better care of your body. You woke up at dawn even before the bugle’s call, made yourself some tonic drink or milk and studied. There were days when you went out to run alongside a column of soldiers in training, clapping, singing and marking the tempo with your heels along with them, sweating profusely. And you clung to the horizontal bar and kicked a ball and did physical exercises. You showered turning the knob to full blast and the stream drenched your close-cropped head, which made you feel oddly dynamic and full of energy. You brushed your teeth hard and fast, sometimes making your teeth bleed. You stopped yourself each time you felt like smoking a cigarette or having a drink or sucking on a joint. You went to school and stayed at school to wait for the time to file in without ever again going to see your pals who loafed about at the monastery or in their rooms in town. You sang the national anthem. You recited the prayers. You took up the oath of allegiance in a voice turned dull by boredom – All of us Thai people /Of this nation / Ever so grateful… After that you went straight to the classroom to wrestle with maths problems that always were beyond your grasp, to try to learn by rote and understand the giddily complicated and punctilious rules of the various forms of versification in Sarmmakkhee Pheit Khamchan13 that you’d never before remembered or understood, or to gnash your teeth on the formulas and table of elements of basic chemistry, and to smile at the fabulous exuberance of fauna and flora in Biology. But all of that eventually gave you the appearance of an adolescent who takes his studies seriously and entertains modestly ambitious hopes about the future. One couldn’t state with certainty that your behaviour was diversionary: your schoolbag, which was crammed to bursting point and which, when you carried it, threw your shoulders out of kilter, could vouch for your seriousness. After only a few weeks, all of that began to earn you compliments from the teachers, to which you merely smiled sheepishly. You felt sheepish when you presented your homework on time, sheepish when a teacher put a question to you and you answered – oh wow! – correctly, sheepish when you let some of your friends copy your answers during a short test and it turned out the answers you’d let them copy were – by chance – correct, sheepish when you found yourself in the library during the midday break or during your spare time, sheepish when some of the loafers in your crowd of pals told you they too were considering getting on with it to follow your example – sheepish because you knew yourself well enough to be aware that in truth you were unable to do anything good for long. On some weekends you still endeavoured to study and you had the vague intuition that mathematics too had its own beauty, but unfortunately that intuition didn’t last because you weren’t dedicating enough effort to it and were too easily put off by difficulties so that you went on consolidating your status of stupid clod in maths. And in the end the old preventions returned: why were you being forced to learn maths and how come your brain was allergic to their rules but not to the swinging formulas of ’Rong Wongsawan, who to you was a terrifically cool writer? Then you began to cheat with yourself by reading novels or listening to music. Sometimes you took Nartaya to see a film or eat an ice cream or pop round to the bookshop or sometimes you jumped on a bus to get out of town or into a neighbouring province, to enjoy the dense jungle filing by the roadside, a wet jumble of clumps of rattan, strange ferns and tangled creepers; to look at the harbour, which had modern fishing boats painted in vivid colours – vermilion, carrot, sky blue, canary yellow – with names evoking water or the sea, long masts sticking out in all directions, the brine smell of the sea and sea animals, fishermen-sailors in loose trousers tied at the waist, barefoot, but almost all sporting pricey shirts, and the dark green mangrove stretching to the end of the promontory, and there, you took the opportunity to explain to her the fishing boats and the various methods to catch fish, as a way to show off the bits of knowledge you’d gleaned during your sea outings years before; to visit the waterfall she and you reached by climbing through slippery moss-covered steps off which you almost fell head first several times just so the two of you could be alone; to walk around in some friends’ orchard at the foot of a mountain where some tree trunks still bore traces of the passing visit of a bear two or three days earlier and it was there that you fondled her and took out her shirt to see her breasts in broad daylight as you had never seen her breasts in broad daylight before; to see the old mosque of which only the carcass and the secret and very much embellished legend of its origin remained. She and you always went side by side, only the places and times differed, walked side by side, smiled at each other, the one pointing out to the other something unusual and exciting, like a couple of daft lovers in a daft novel or a daft movie. Puppy love… Puppy behaviour… At times a little edgy with each other when we felt disgusted by too much sweetness between us. In the bus at times she slept with her head on your shoulder and you made sure she was beautiful in her sleep or sometimes took your handkerchief to wipe the sweat on her forehead, holding her hand of course, then you looked through the window at the scenery whooshing by while whistling some tune under your breath or humming some tune in your throat. On days when you had nothing better to do, you’d persuade her to go and fish in the stream. She went along although she disliked this pastime, arguing that you were only looking for an excuse to torment animals for the sole purpose of wantonly entertaining yourself, but it was she indeed who uttered excited shouts when a fish took the bait. Most of the time she brought a book to read, laid herself down on the grass in the shade of a tree, sometimes nibbled some sweets as she read, sometimes nibbled some fruit as she read. After a while she’d fall asleep. Then you might happen to steal a kiss on her cheek or her chest. You experienced this stealing as extremely exciting and really arousing. Sometimes you’d hide her shoes, and sometimes you’d disappear to go and fish at some other spot of the stream where she wouldn’t see you when she woke up and she’d set about looking for you, annoyed and still half-asleep. Those were the romps of puppies that haven’t grown up, like a couple of daft lovers in a daft novel or a daft movie. On some evenings, even after the bugle’s curfew call, one would persuade the other to go out to buy sweets at the stalls of the market located in the middle of the military camp, even though for that place it was rather late. You elected to take the back track that wended its way between copses rather than the road in front of your houses, the one you took morning and afternoon, because she was embarrassed and feared gossip for wandering like that who-knows-where after nightfall with a boy. On the deserted track at the back of your houses you put on airs as an intrepid adventurer, your mouth busy denouncing the sacred power of tutelary gods and genies of jungle and mountain in an insulting manner, full of foolish enthusiasm while she clutched your arm tight, implored you to pipe down, forced you to stop walking when she noticed something unusual, and her not yet completely full bosom brushed against your arm or against your chest without her being aware of it or meaning to and then you’d be so much more cocky as to deserve a kick in the butt, feeling strong and able to be the anchor of her heart. In the vicinity of the market, she had to stop and wait under a tree while you went to make the purchase on your own so it wouldn’t be claimed you two were having an affair, which, had someone said so, would’ve been dangerous, a military camp being the kind of place where gossip is a form of entertainment that spreads far and wide. When you came back to find her shaking with fear in the mist and the cries of night birds, your heart of stone softened somewhat, in spite of yourself, like someone who on occasion can’t help feeling pity for his dog, so that you couldn’t help asking yourself why you didn’t love her. Was it her fault or was it yours? And it was on those nights that she held you tight, took your face in her hands, stroked it in a surfeit of love and kissed you greedily, and all of that was nothing more than a young girl’s admission of defeat. But you couldn’t love her, even though she was a lovely girl who in the morning, schoolbag at the end of her arm, left for school with you, some days her hair still wet from having just washed it with not enough time to use the hairdryer. You couldn’t love her any better either in the evening, the two of you alone after dinner, when she wore white, frayed ultrashort jeans showing the curves and white smoothness of her legs off to advantage, and a loose cotton t-shirt, her back against the back of her chair, closing her eyes prettily, as she introduced a Johnson & Johnson cotton bud in her ear and rolled it between her fingers and spoke to you while uttering light groans of pleasure. You couldn’t love her when she cracked your knuckles and cut and filed your nails, asking with concern all along Does it hurt? Am I hurting you? You couldn’t love her any better either on her bed because you constantly dreaded San’s impromptu return and she was too ashamed to do what you asked her to, though it was nothing perverse or against nature, God knows, so that you gave up and merely insulted her by saying a girl like her would never know the art of conjugal love. But even when she asked you to teach her how to play the guitar and you taught her what you knew, which didn’t amount to much given that you’re left-handed and she wasn’t, when she didn’t manage to imitate you, you swore at her and derided her and she merely hung her head or made herself scarce without trying to reply. She asked you to help her with her English grammar homework ; you made suggestions as a self-assured know-itall and she adopted them and it happened all too often they were shamefully wrong when the copy came back all bloodied, but she never protested or did anything that might have hurt your delicate feelings. Sometimes you read out to her. Assuming superior literary taste, you chose poems or novels you deemed the best and read out the most moving excerpts – Kamanita and Vasitthi on the ashoka esplanade while the day of separation nears unavoidably14; Matsri going back at night to her ashram, lamenting all the while as she seeks her daughter Kan-ha and her son Cha-lee whom their father, the future Buddha, has given away to a passing beggar; Selma Karami and Khalil Gibran in the garden steeped in the scent of flowers and drenched with moonlight15 – you read and looked at her, read and stared at her, furious that she remained unmoved, and eventually enjoined her to see the beauty and depth you found in those texts. She smiled, ill at ease. If she agreed wholeheartedly with you, she feared you’d accuse her of being devoid of critical sense, so important to you; if she remained impassive, she was being called a dope devoid of any imagination. And to conclude the encounter, you took out your handwritten poems, as anxious as you were proud. They were mostly sexosyllabic and their inner assonances were mostly wrong; some had to do with the excess beauty of a beauty the poet revered and with said poet’s pain when the lady repelled his protests of friendship; some evoked at length the crushing distress of the poet deceived by some femme fatale and always ended with said poet’s oath to never again his heart bestow; some dealt with the loss of the poet’s cherished love due to the little schemes of a jealous heaven without the least sign of compassion from Cupid. While you read, your mind drifted, your old imagination went back to work with diligence. You told her over and over again you were going to write about Himaphan, the frozen jungle of northern India where kinnari16 and gandharva17 reside, about the white goddess who during our sleep visits our souls and fills them with dreams, about the days of indigo skies, radiant sun and flowers in bloom which are the days when lovers long parted by the train of sadness at the station of separation meet once again at the junction of eternity. And then, in a rage, you took it out on her with the stance of a student turned ferocious in that time of demonstrations, saying you positively vomited school, spraying it all with fierce words which pummelled her as if she were the minister running the bloody lousy ministry of education whose academic criteria you refused to acknowledge, and then you went into a litany of complaints as to your wanting to be done as soon as possible with high school so you could wear your hair as long as you pleased and smoke and drink openly and be a man at last, for devil’s sake, and you’d like to own a powerful motocross bike with an exhaust tampered to give out a deafening roar similar to the meowing of a cat whose testicles are being squeezed and you’d have her riding pillion and you’d travel to the end of the world at daredevil speed to ridicule forever the traffic police, to run away once and for all from moronic hindrances of all kinds, with desire as sole master. She smiled at your cold-season daydreams without in the least suspecting she was nothing but a field you’d carefully surveyed and the professional surveyor you were was ready to relinquish it for a more stimulating field, that is, a new woman. The more it went and the less you understood her and the less she understood you. She was agitated and withdrawn. From the day you’d slept with her, it seemed she’d decided to endure her sorrow from day to day without saying anything, for even on the occasions when happiness moved her, you still saw her heave sighs on the sly. She didn’t know how to act natural in San’s presence. She didn’t know how to behave when her parents came round to see her. She was afraid that in the presence of these intimates a gesture would betray her. She was sorry for them when they showered her with blind compliments and kept their trust in her without knowing that she was, in her own words, dissolute and depraved beyond forgiveness. She was often apathetic with her head in the clouds like, she said, so that on some days she understood nothing in class. She wasn’t in the habit of lying or keeping secrets and the burden of having to keep her secret was getting increasingly heavy so that she wanted to get rid of it for good in order to put a stop to her disquiet and distress. Many times she’d been on the verge of confessing what had happened to her to her brother or her closest school friends and she’d had to take very much upon herself to do no such thing. The mere fact of thinking about it depressed her for the rest of the day, and when thinking that she still kept accepting to sleep with you, it almost drove her mad. Every time after making love – frolics whose intensity had much decreased lately – she’d cry and wouldn’t sleep all night if you didn’t consent to stay with her and most of the time she held on to you until dawn so it didn’t look like you merely wanted to sleep with her and go as soon as you’d got what you wanted. She knew perfectly well how risky it was for her and for you to sleep together, as San could be back any time in that house or Daen in the house where you lived, but she kept hesitating, asking herself if it was better for you to stay for the night or go back home. As far as you were concerned, of course, you had but one itch: clear off as soon as the deed was done, and you needed utmost forbearance to withstand her demands and constant moaning. You couldn’t quite get used to the idea that a dream woman could be so boring. In your torrid solitary dreams before that, there had only been visions of women and even smells of women and you were ready to forsake everything you had for those dreams to become reality. But as soon as you found yourself a woman for real like everyone else, boredom caught you unexpectedly. The attraction of the woman with whom you slept diminished very fast, or at least only kept its power when sexual craving clouded your head. This kind of thinking almost had you claim your due for the huge sacrifice you were making by bearing with her without taking a new lover. All of what she thought, said and did was truly unforgivable, contrary to before you slept with her, when you were ready to forgive her everything. You were very much tempted to ask her to forget all that had happened between the two of you and to stop all relations when she said one night that, for all the love she had for you, if only it were possible she wished she’d never met or known you. Every time you slept together, she felt like she was committing a sin, a sin which was being committed increasingly often nonetheless. When would that come to an end and when would she get rid of her guilty feeling? The future bore the darkest foreboding. Since she was born, she’d never known such unbearable torment. You listened to her grieving without demur, put up with her tears, smoked to keep calm, and you said, after heaving a sigh, pretending to consult with her, Huh well, in that case, we’d better separate, don’t you think? in a flat voice with the prudent tone of impudence, which resulted in her letting out a shout of stupefaction. She couldn’t understand how you could say such a cruel thing. Separate? Don’t even think about it! You’d understood nothing. She had no intention to separate from you. All she had said was only to vent her spleen. Separation had never entered her mind. If you wanted to separate from her, it wasn’t only because you were fed up but also because you were afraid, and the more you thought of the night you’d come in to see her while her brother slept drunk at the other end of the room, the more you were terrified and shook from top to toe. And there were times when you came to imagine that your shadow in the intense light was headless, a sure sign of imminent death as everyone knows, and when you started to think about Daen, you worried yourself sick all the more. Sure, he only came back home once in a while, but he did truly come at any time. He still went around the house and through the rooms one after the other, from the first to the ground floor, from the ground to the first floor, or went out to sit on the marble table under the crape-myrtle tree in front of the house and drank to relax while reading a weapons and hunting magazine or some Hemingway novel. His shadow seemed to appear everywhere, thick and steady. It was a dead-drunk shadow swearing like a trooper, eyes fizzy with life. It was a shadow that sometimes walked up to you only to tell you Shit man, that Mohammad Ali arsehole, even though he got his jaw smashed by Ken Norton, defying injury he still went on to fight another bout, or else to groan with mixed irritation and pleasure For fuck’s sake, when is that damn Pheit Phra Uma18 going to end? Would you believe it? He’s still crossing the dinosaur forest, or else you heard him shout out in front of the house in answer to the greetings of someone who was going back to his area of operation in the jungle Good luck, my good man! May Poh Su’s or Poh Yeh’s boys catch you and get you circumcised double quick! It was a shadow whose footsteps sounded heavier and more resolute than did yours and it was a shadow that made you shiver. Sometimes you came back from school and found him sprawled on the wicker chair on the house platform blowing into your harmonica or trying out your guitar with his big hands whose thick fingers were better suited to pulling a trigger, and he’d end up whistling a tune by Charn Yenkhae or Mueangmon Sombatjareun or a dancing number by Sunthara-phorn. And it was enough for him to call you and tell you casually Believe it or not, the new colonel is learning to play golf but he’s unable to solve the problem of officers’ pay that’s always late for you to start at the thought that that was his introduction before summoning you for an inquiry into your disgraceful behaviour with Nartaya. Or it was enough for him to ask you about a pet animal you were rearing and, learning it was dead, tell you Stop tormenting those creatures: if you can’t take proper care of them, then stop rearing them for you to convince yourself there and then that that stuff about a pet animal was but a curtain raiser before coming to the real problem, which was You little bastard, how could you do that to Nartaya? But he didn’t say anything more and you found yourself instantly on the defensive, asking yourself if by saying nothing further he wasn’t giving you time to speak, as it’s incumbent on any man who’s made a mistake to acknowledge that mistake by readily confessing without being asked. And in such a matter you saw yourself bound hand and foot like Ma Su about to appear before Zhuge Liang19. Gossip always travels fast. Maybe someone had seen you stealing out of Nartaya’s bungalow at night many times or maybe someone had seen Nartaya stealing out of your place at dawn, as lately she’d been telling you she couldn’t sleep alone any longer and kept insisting you were her only support, so that she was practically unable to bear being away from you. You were fed up. You were scared stiff. You wanted to end it all. Late in the afternoon after school, you began to no longer go back home but loiter with some of your temple-boy pals or at some other friends’ room rented for a hundred and fifty baht a month. It wasn’t only Daen’s shadow but San’s also that made you shiver. He’d taken care of you and helped you many years before and, when he saw you again right after his transfer, he told you, like an elder brother long separated from his little sibling, I say, you’ve grown so much I can hardly recognise you! and he came to you and put his arm around your shoulders in an affectionate embrace. Each time he came to see his sister, he’d invite you to eat at their place as he knew you must have it up to here with the daily mess-kit diet. And you’d paid back his sincerity and kindness with vileness! Get the hell out of here, you told yourself. Get the hell out as fast and as far as you can. When you found yourself far from her you felt you could breathe better. For an entire week you hardly went back home, except once or twice out of absolute necessity. And you soon had some of your chums jealous when you boasted you now had a woman oh boys! young, beautiful and pure, not a whore like we all score, and you told of your sexual adventures to your waster cronies with a luxury of details and as a bonus remarks that meant to be droll of the kind Then she did like this and then she did like that and then she panted and as soon as I did that she bit into the pillow. That wasn’t behaving like a gentleman, as you bloody well knew: that was demeaning the woman and furthermore demeaning her behind her back. You shrugged off the episodic warnings of your conscience. Your friends couldn’t care less. In this kind of confederacy of demons in the making, nobody gave a damn about good and evil. They plied you with questions, urged you to describe your carnal ecstasies without concealing anything, and you did so without hesitation. But mind: you didn’t love her, you concluded cold-heartedly. She was nothing else but a live utensil you used so that your way to orgasm had the taste of ambrosia and the colours of the rainbow. Ah, but that’s how it must be! your jubilant cronies would exclaim. That’s how it must be with real men. Don’t ever be taken in by women no matter which, whether teenage sluts who throw themselves into the arms of the first man that comes along or well brought-up goodygoodies. Those teenagers were brutal and crude beyond belief. Our wish to do evil was grandiose and crystal clear, barbaric and vehement, with strong tendencies towards delinquency. Breaking the law and moral tenets passed for audacity. Obedience was the symbol of defeat. We were beginning to compete among ourselves in matters of sex, gambling, drugs and scraps. We idolised criminals as we did heroes, we were gobsmacked in front of power stemming from the use of force and in front of riches stemming from the use of deceit. Onward Buddhist devils, let’s commit evil to satiety was the motto we’d encourage one another with. The will to pose as villains was firmly anchored in every one of us and showed itself at the merest opportunity, and the uglier we were, the better. Esteemed parents, teachers and guardians, may you all topple into hell! May you all pay back blood with a surfeit of blood! May everything be destroyed to avenge what the world has done to us! Be evil! Show your vileness with all the excess strength that you have, so that villainy might rule for ever and ever! Family and school were nothing but training grounds for mongrel dogs. Parents, teachers and guardians were nothing but breeders of mongrel dogs who dreamt that, under their control, through their teaching, through their culture, one day we’d become pedigree dogs, graduate dogs, foreign-diploma dogs, PhD dogs, prestigious dogs, dogs of daring morality, dogs fond of beauty and keen on wisdom, saint dogs, tyrant dogs, he-dogs ferreting for bones in all corners, prostituted she-dogs, he-dogs who smoke Havana cigars and sip French champagne, she-dogs with diamond G-strings obsessed one and all with cellulite, doggy dogs taking themselves for spokesdogs of Elysium and speaking of Dog the Father even before licking the blood off their muzzles. Today’s puppies are tomorrow’s adult dogs. Good dogs are the pride of Dogland. To clever dogs a prosperous Dogland. Young well-self-trained dogs are the future of Dogkind. Crafty those dogs who breed themselves… Dogs’ individuality… Dogs’ democracy… Some dogs for whom each month was always the twelfth, the lunar month of coupling, even though they had a past history of heroic revolutionaries and the reputation of being dogs whose love of dog masses was unshakable. Others who served as models of dogs with noble souls who spent their time gnawing at the bone of idealism… In the pack of dogs of all breeds, we were but lowly mutts, but in that eventful year, those violent impulses didn’t find the words to express themselves and smouldered like lava. We were but dogs communicating between ourselves through instinct or in a primitive barbarous tongue, saying Let’s be evil, let’s walk on the road of abomination for exemplary atrocities. If we’d been asked What’s greatness? we’d have been incapable of giving an answer. But if we’d then been asked It’s the capacity to commit evil, is it not? we’d no doubt have nodded vigorously and might have added It’s the capacity to kill, it’s the capacity to contravene rules and taboos of all kinds, it’s refusal and rebellion. We all sought excellence as fornicators. We collected white-cover books. We collected pictures of sexual congregations. The walls of our rooms were papered over with photographs of naked women all the way up to the ceiling and sometimes on them as well. And when you proclaimed sadly to your cronies you were fed up with your woman, they all looked at you with admiration and envy. That’s right, you’re perfectly entitled to be fed up, some of them said, and to have the guts to dump her. Some suggested that if you really were fed up with her like you said, you could always take her to some friend or other so that they had the opportunity to admire her in turn. Would that bug you, do you think? – It’s a notion worth thinking about, the others cried. She follows you around like a dog, doesn’t she? Bring her to us. We’d like her to know us. This can’t be, you say? In that case, it means you still love her. Loves makes you weak. It’s hatred, comrade, which makes men tough. They guffawed as they spoke. Their eyes glistened with lust, even though they took care to look unconcerned. You didn’t know what to tell them to make them understand how deeply depressed you actually were. You were worried. You went back home less and less often. In a few months it’d be the end of the term and she’d go back to mum and dad like the good daughter that she was while you primed yourself for the entrance exam. Come the start of the new school year, you might flee her and be miles and miles away. The separation would detach you from her smoothly. So what? The relationship between you and her was going to force the two of you to stay together until death did you part, was that it? That beggared common sense. And you explained to her you had to have more private tuition in many subjects and when it was over it was very late so you slept overnight at a friend’s, that’s all. Once Daen came to see you at school to give you some money and he told you only In that case, I’ll tell them to stop delivering your meals at home: is that okay with you? You told him I guess so. Daen was talking to you man to man and seemed to trust you a great deal. So you told him you’d try to go back home as often as possible, as you knew this would please him. And you decided to actually go for private tuition, in mathematics as well as in English, in the evening as well as during the weekend, for if you let yourself go doing nothing you’d end up round the bend. You weren’t going to study in order to excel in learning. Your rotten brain was deteriorating more and more and retaining less and less. Alas, nothing happened as you thought, especially regarding Nartaya, for that same evening when you went back home she came straight at you and struck you with the strength of these words: I’m pregnant, which astounded you so much you groaned unwittingly. She looked distressed. Her swollen eyes told readily enough she’d already cried a lake. You yourself didn’t quite seem to understand what she’d just said. You merely felt obscurely that it was something hostile, something blurred, unsmooth, an unprecedented threat. You were as eager to shy away as to confront it come what may, as if you were presented with a death sentence. Bitch! So it’s you, isn’t it? Come closer! The catastrophe had to happen. You had to be punished in one way or in every possible way. You no longer could protect yourself. You’d been living in anticipation and wait of such an event for a long time, half-bored halfrestless, so that in your subconscious there was nothing but echoes that answered one another at close quarters, nagging at times like an eyelash stuck under the eyelid. And now there it was, the catastrophe, excessively arrogant and boastful, sure of its importance like a diva aware of having kept her audience waiting. Bitch! So it’s you, isn’t it? You stared at her in disbelief and then followed her to her home quietly. Violence and pain then exploded and spread in a thick, heavy smoke in your cranium. Nartaya sat herself down in front of the dressing table mirror in her bedroom. The table was covered with odds and ends – pots of skin lotions, ceramics shaped as bears, dogs, rabbits, belt buckles shaped as butterflies and as eyeglasses, hill-tribe dolls, a tin of talcum powder, short combs, a chap stick, a pocket mirror, cute multicoloured taper and screw-shaped candles. A discreet smell of talcum powder floated about, a woman’s smell. The bedroom of a young girl about to become a young woman… You kept quiet. With her nails she scratched the rim of the table, looking lost in her thoughts, head hung, and in a hoarse voice she repeated I’m pregnant as if she wanted you to realise it was true, and speaking slowly she added that suspicions had come to her when she noticed her menses were late but she wasn’t sure altogether and didn’t know whom to turn to for advice. You asked her in an impersonal tone of voice to describe her condition and pretended to conduct a careful and thoughtful examination with the rudiments of gynaecology in your possession to come to the conclusion that she might not be pregnant as she imagined and you endeavoured to pacify her without conviction as you were no more sure of yourself as she was of herself. But when she insisted once again that she was really pregnant, the whole world seemed to topple into darkness, full of bitter confusion extremely hard to clear up. By then the cold season was half way through. She was a little over two months pregnant. Your brain which, besides lousy musings, had room for nothing but objective data in examination sheets was threatened with temporary paralysis at having to cope with such a headache. As for Nartaya, she thought of nothing. She did nothing but cry and seemed ready to bury herself and putrefy in her own suffering. Her features were both gaunt and swollen. Big pimples were blooming at the tip of her chin and on her cheeks. Her long bent eyelashes were drowned in tears. In no time at all, this young girl had turned into a misshapen and incredibly stupid creature. You stared at her and thought, So that’s the bird you used to kiss and fondle all over? Do open your eyes wide: see how much she looks like a corpse. Don’t tell anyone, you hear, you said. Let no one know, especially Daen and San! She nodded absently. The next day you told your friends the crisis you were going through. They flocked around you and listened to you attentively. They all thought of you as a hero and each wanted to have his share of your problem. You don’t say! You should be proud to have such a hard nut to crack. What can I do to have this happen to me too ? I’d love to have a hard time and worry as you do, let me tell you. To sleep with a woman who isn’t a whore, that’s quite a feat, to be sure. Don’t think, chums, that anybody can do it – a chick about to become a respectable woman, like those nurses who shoot us with penicillin or procaine when we get a dose of the clap or like our women teachers at school who keep telling us off, chicks that smell good, what, soft and clean, for fuck’s sake, not your thirty-baht-a-trick hookers that restore their virtue with alum to tighten their twat and lie down tree-trunk stiff so you can’t help thinking next time you’d just as well screw an electricity pole if you must fuck a bint that way, or else start on those fake moans and if you fondle them a bit are taken with shivers just as fake and when you’re still at it already smoke a fag or chew gum – not whores but nice girls who after school file out of their provincial girls’ college on their bicycles they pedal very proper, thighs stuck together, so that some of us tell themselves How I’d like to see my face in place of the saddle of some of these! Girls who when we tease them with our uncouth compliments sometimes can’t refrain from insulting us with a blunt You fugger! and the mere fact of being insulted by them is for us an extreme honour far superior to the lousy honour of lowly boy scouts or the crappy honour of trainee officers, and we take their insults, be they You fugger! or Get lost, you hick! to cherish them in our sweet solitary dreams, let me tell you. And here is one of us lucky enough to have slept with one of those respectable women to be. Besides he’s managed to knock her up. This is a unique occasion for dire celebration with grass bought in a greasy spoon at the bottom of a blind alley and rice whisky coloured with a drop of red syrup as can be found at any grocer’s nationwide – hooch whose bottle must according to custom be circulated anticlockwise and hash which must according to custom be circulated clockwise, hooch and hash being the two pillars of the festive temple of the barbarians that we are: hooch to make us reckless, hash to teach us how to use our imagination. Come now, chums, let’s celebrate! Let’s celebrate the fact it’s been a long time since we’ve had anything to celebrate. Let’s celebrate our godchild who’s going to come into the world six, seven months from now. Some were shouting in this way with an excitement they didn’t even try to hide. Some came to enfold your shoulders in their arms to comfort you when they saw you didn’t look as joyful as you should. Some punched your arm as a token of genuine indefectible friendship assorted with compliments of the kind Always forging ahead, aren’t you? How many times did you do it with your missus before she had a bun in the oven ? Did you count at least? Can you see yourself amid your coarse and vile cronies, aggressive and challenging everything, each of them feeling warm and safe within the group, some of them attending the lessons not because they were obliged to or liked school but because going to school was the only way for them to meet their friends? We strove on weird behaviours, be it in the way we talked, in the way we behaved or in the way we dressed. We wanted to call attention to ourselves. In the multitude we were minuses and we thrashed about to be focal points, to be accepted in a world too vast filled with people too many. Who’d notice us if we didn’t push ourselves forward? When we were decried as the very model of vile behaviour, we had the satisfaction to know that our names at least weren’t forgotten. We each dug out our crudest instincts and displayed them in all kinds of villainies. We had the impression the world was harming us and we were absolutely determined to take revenge on the world or at the very least thumb our noses at it. Those parent and teacher bastards only stuffed our heads as if they were all exceptional beings. Those bastards threatened us to sow fear, those bastards thrashed us, slapped us to distil shame, those bastards only knew how to say no, this isn’t allowed, that isn’t right. Those bastards’ laws… Those bastards’ morality… With such pretexts those bastards oppressed us in everyway. And they had the cheek to claim they wanted only our good or else demanded our gratitude for bringing us into the world, whereas actually they’d humped and we were born by chance. Ask them bastards how many times they’d done it for us to come to be born. They didn’t have a clue. And that fucking school, what’s the use of it? It’s for us to burn it down or throw bombs into it, isn’t it? It’s really the most odious place in the world. The best is not to be afraid of this sort of thing. We’re able to blow it to pieces. We’re able to run away towards freedom. The law is nothing but a rotten, tattered net and morality nothing but a scarecrow. And as far as you’re concerned, you the high school student who’s about to become a father, you’re luckier than we are at this point. Your problem, we’ve examined it from all sides and there’s nothing to panic about: have her abort; as simple as that. The oldest of your friends, talking in the name of them all, suggested a concrete solution. (That shit Tong – don’t think I’ve forgotten you; I’m not sure whether if ever I meet you I’m going to thank you or wring your neck with my own hands.) He was already twenty-one and had been arrested for attempted murder, but his father’s money and influence had returned him to freedom. I know someone who does that very well, he said simply. And all of us fellows want our share of pleasure in this matter and we’re going to give you a hundred or two hundred baht each as contributions. In this way you won’t have to worry too much because to ask her parents or your guardian a large sum would get them suspicious and pressed with questions you’d end up letting the cat out of the bag. Let’s say we’ll help you some and for the rest you’ll have to manage by yourself. After all, it’s your handiwork, so you must show you measure up. Women? Sure we can love them and do things for them, but everything considered never forget they’re only animals; only men are human beings. You’d better go along with our suggestions. Unless you give more importance to women? You took the monetary offerings intended to commit a sin, pocketed them and then left to meet Nartaya once again. You explained to her the simplest and most direct way to solve the problem. You didn’t feel embarrassed or even guilty. You expressed yourself slowly, calmly, simply as usual. You didn’t even defend your action by telling her you took pity on her or were worried about her. You spoke of abortion as if it were a repugnant if mysterious practice that secretly terrified you like a sacrifice, but at the same time you were burning with curiosity that demanded to be satisfied. No way! she exclaimed stupefied as she shook her head. It was obvious she’d never thought of such recourse. Besides she couldn’t begin to imagine how you could tell her things like that and, for a seventeen-year-old girl, the very fact of hearing of a practice of this kind was in itself repugnant. You did your utmost to control yourself and explain to her patiently. Had she already forgotten all her torments, how difficult it was to hide them from her brother, her parents, her friends and teachers at school, her neighbours and all the nosy members of a small narrow-minded community mired into a proliferation of calumnies and gossip? Her efforts not to divulge anything must eventually come to naught because the child in her belly kept growing. And if she didn’t accept your suggestion, what did she intend to do? So she should hurry to make a decision, as the longer she waited the more danger there was. Furthermore, it might not be as frightening as she thought. She kept still, and merely cried. Finally, one afternoon of the end of the cold season, after having lost days and days preventing yourself from rushing her, you succeeded in forcing her to go with you to see the hired abortionist. She let you drag her by the hand to a narrow, waterlogged lane that meandered between dirty crummy shacks tilted over a stretch of putrid waters. She was ghastly pale, her eyes shifty with fright, her free hand kneading a white hankie with which she wiped her tears ceaselessly. She walked slowly, reluctantly, so that you who went forward with determination felt fear rising in you also. You had to keep pressing her to hurry and consoling her. Come now, don’t be afraid. But she merely kept looking hither and thither with a pitiful mien like an animal dragged to the slaughterhouse. She must be prey to all sorts of terrors. She must be terrified at the idea of meeting someone she knew who’d ask her what she’d come to this slum for and whom she’d be at a loss how to answer. The house you were going to was an old wooden two-storey shack painted dark. Its shape and appearance made you think of a health centre. There was a signboard on which was clearly written CONSULTATION OVER ABNORMAL MENSTRUAL CYCLE AND FAMILY PLANNING, but it wasn’t a health centre. Besides, the lower floor was almost level with the stagnant water. The floor was covered with discoloured linoleum which went to shreds. There were four rickety imitation-leather chairs around a grubby wooden table entirely covered by a fogged and cracked glass sheet. On it, a dirt-grey plastic pot held inanimate plastic flowers. In a corner of the room two schoolbags and two pairs of small brown canvas slippers irresistibly suggested a rancid and musty smell. Two boys, no doubt brothers and the owners of the schoolbags and slippers, sat on the floor watching black and white television that showed a crummy Chinese movie. Close to them a middle-aged woman, probably the two children’s mother, was busy folding paper into bags. She was fat and sinister-looking and wore a sarong and a sleeveless scoop-neck blouse. She was engrossed in her folding and from time to time looked up to glance at the TV screen. On the bench by the partition wall papered over with newspaper sheets and photographs of covers of variety magazines, three young girls sat still and mute: one stared absently at the screen, another cried noiselessly, the third with head bowed looked at the floor, her knees pressed against each other, her hands folded on her lap, while on the TV screen the hero of the kung-fu movie punched whack! whack! into the air while uttering Chinese-opera-like squeals, now roaring now jumping as he brawled his way through the approaches to the Xiao Ling temple. The three young girls were about the same age as Nartaya and no doubt confronted with the same problem as her. The middle-aged woman turned briefly to you and Nartaya and asked You want to see the doctor, don’t you? You answered with a nod. She said Sit down and told her eldest son to draw up chairs for us. Then she called her husband in a regal, deafening voice before sinking back into paper bag folding and glances at the TV. The middle-aged man who was going to abort Nartaya was a stout man with a cold and reserved manner, rather long and unruly greying hair and the bloodshot eyes of an insomniac or a drunk recovering from a binge. He wore crumpled silk trousers, and a dubiously white undershirt full of holes covered his paunch. On his face the pores of his skin were so big they could be seen clearly, like the face of an inveterate smoker, and the epidermis bore traces of devastating teenage acne. Seeing his blackish rough hands you couldn’t help thinking of the blood flooding them as he did his job and, at the thought, you felt faint and took fright. His nails were cut short, sure, but bore yellow traces of nicotine and were edged with black, and you couldn’t help thinking of the white clean hands of doctors and nurses in clinics and hospitals. The appearance of this man made you hold your breath unwittingly. As for Nartaya, she seemed about to faint. In the examination room, she answered his questions haltingly. How many months has it been exactly? – I’m not sure. – When was your last period? – I’m not sure. – What do you mean? Can’t you remember the date? Think again. I must know. – More than three months, almost four. – Ah but that’s the dangerous period then. Another ten or fifteen days and I’m not sure I’d want to take the risk of dealing with you. Why didn’t you come earlier? I don’t want to have a murder on my conscience. At three months, it’s already formed, you know; it’s got arms, it’s got legs and then, at four months, well then it’s even more obvious. It’s lucky you came the two of you. Usually there’s only the girl on her own or else with a female relative or friend. He spoke to you as if he meant to praise you. In the examination room at the back of the house, his laughter was stentorian and he spoke as if he didn’t give a damn about anything, which clashed with his cold and reserved manner, spoke and coughed between two questions on her symptoms, spoke and sniffled loudly and spat out a gob of spit into the cuspidor under his desk, then he undertook to promote himself by saying he wasn’t an abortionist devoid of qualification. The proof? He’d been a corporal in the medical corps during the war. While the others fought weapon in hand, I fought with weapon in one hand and first aid kit in the other. That’s why, he said, you can trust me. From then on he started to look down his nose at both you and her. People are having a good time without thinking about consequences and it’s on me that castigation falls. True, I keep breaking the law. I’m perfectly aware of that. When the police come to corner hash dealers or heroin addicts or small-time hoodlums around here, I shudder like a cow’s hide. What I do is illegal and besides maybe I’ll pay for it in hell. If I accept to practise abortions it isn’t to live a hunky-dory life, believe me. If someone is unhappy with me, it takes just a word in a cop’s ear and I’ll find myself within four walls waiting for visitors to bring me fried rice, a packet of Gold City or iced coffee in a plastic bag. As for my wife, there isn’t a day without her being the object of sarcasms and insinuations from the neighbours. My wife, let me tell you, she’s my assistant but she’s also my personal manager. All I earn she’s the one to cash in. My children at school are heckled by their friends. And you know what? My very own children don’t want me to eat at the same table as they do, though I’m the one working like a dog to feed them! Friends, I used to have a lot: they slipped away, every one of them, when they learned what it is I do for a living. Don’t think I’m taking it easy practising abortion on demand. Even municipal dustmen I have on my back. They keep telling me not to throw foetuses in the dustbin or the gutter and they make no bones about holding me to ransom, so to speak. They ask for money without batting an eyelid or else force me to offer them a bottle. If I tell you all this it’s for you to understand I have expenses and I’m not cheap, you see. Who is it who told you to come to see me? A friend of yours? Well, all right. Tong, you say? Yeah, he’s a friend who knows me well. In that case I’ll do you a special price: two thousand five only. And I guarantee you there’s no risks. It isn’t all that difficult, actually. There are whores around the harbour who’ve come here three or four times each. The first time, they cried their eyes out, but the next times they slipped into a sarong and went to wait on the operating table. I guarantee it’s really without danger. But I can’t do it today. An abortion requires composure. It’s an art in itself, in a sense. It isn’t like selling fried rice or noodles. No, not yet. I must take care beforehand of two other clients, the one who came with her friend, and the one who sits straight as a rod and doesn’t move, you saw her, all alone that one. Come and see me again next week. It’s too late for this afternoon. On Sundays, I’m here all day, morning and afternoon. You listened to that madman boasting non-stop. Your heart thumped. Nartaya’s hand in yours was drenched in sweat. Her deathly pale face was drenched in sweat. She sat head down, still as a dummy, and at one moment her body arched with a start and you thought something had happened to her, but she merely started to sob softly while the man insisted on safety and the absence of risk with all the confidence of a professional expert, and his way of expressing himself was utterly believable even if he had yet to examine Nartaya’s body with his hands. You asked him to lower his fee, and when he did you asked him to lower it further, a process which took some time as if he and you were trying to reach an agreement on a commercial basis. And that negotiation made you aware of one truth, which was that you were a totally harmless pushover. At a loss for arguments, you bowed to him with joined hands at forehead level and pleading poverty asked him to make do with two thousand baht, and when he finally accepted you showered him with mumbled thanks. Throughout all this Nartaya said nothing. She merely listened, glancing up at you on occasion. She wondered in her pain why you insisted on the need to depend upon him, which confirmed her more than ever in the idea that she wouldn’t escape from her tragic fate. As for you, you merely thought you were only doing what needed to be done and you’d go on doing it until you achieved your aim.




the eclipse

He who bears the brand of Cain shall rule the earth.

George Bernard Shaw, Back to Methuselah



 Who then will come to my help? Who then will come to my help ? she kept repeating when you found yourselves alone at her house. The evening was wet and chilly with fog. She was pacing up and down, reeling as if drunk and shading her face with one hand. At times she sat down on the chair, knees tightly joined, wrung her hands and at times raised them and sank her face into her palms. You stared at her feeling empty, trying to tell yourself her reiterated question wasn’t addressed to you. You weren’t among those who could help her; so, you told yourself, you’d better stand aloof. Of course she cried and moaned and her despair offended your dignity. She knew perfectly well you couldn’t help her. She might be telling herself you’d made the mistake together, then why the hell was she the only one being punished. And then, without warning, she confronted you, exploded in a torrent of harsh words ratcheted up from the bottom of her fury and shouted at you without restraint. How could you possibly want her to trust this quack with such revolting hands? At a mere glance she’d found herself seized with unbearable terror and disgust. Quite simply, if he had come nearer by even one step she’d have started to yell and she’d rather be dead than touched by him. As for you, you had no consideration for what she felt. The proof was you’d rushed into a deal with him as if you had but one purpose: push her to her death. And if her brother learned not only she’d got pregnant while still a student without being married but also she’d had an abortion, for sure he’d make mincemeat of her. And the atrocious pain she’d suffer by going through that then? Maybe the pain would spread to all her blood vessels, give her palpitations and in the end her heart would stop beating. Well, she’d made up her mind: she’d decided she’d better be dead. If it was too bleak, if it was too tormenting, she’d kill herself. The more she spoke the more intense she became. You tried to circumnavigate the subject by raising the urgent problem of the moment, which was money. Where were you going to find the money, given that neither she nor you had any other income than your pocket money? And you undertook to soothe her, to have her calm down, but she raised her voice all the more, saying she didn’t want to listen, didn’t want to know anything any longer. You don’t like shouting like that. There’s nothing you hate more than someone unable to control oneself. The night was darkening and the fog seemed to thicken so that the road lighting was bluish and blurred. But for you it was a night of frustration you’ve long left far behind you, a restless night during which you didn’t sleep a wink, during which you did nothing but heave long sighs, during which you did nothing but chain smoke so that the ashtray was overflowing, a night every minute of which was torment, every hour interminable. The virulent disease which had been brewing for months was erupting in ultimate symptoms and you had to hastily gather the scattered shards of your courage to fight against it. You heard the footsteps of catastrophe getting closer step by step with assurance while you crawled on the ground like a dog, examining its every movement with fright. Here came the time of the decisive confrontation, a muffled, furious hand-to-hand combat. Your body was covering with big drops of sweat in the darkness of eternal night, in the solitude and desolation of the wasteland of your life. You were forced to get out while you still could. That Nartaya would bear the brunt of the consequences, who would argue with that? What you had to do was to oblige her to get an abortion. You reckoned it was her duty to do so. She had to be sacrificed. Your face was deathly pale, the face of a young monster, the face of a murderer. You made a superhuman effort to control yourself, to remove the block of anger the size of the whole world that crushed your chest and you told her it was no use her wasting time crying like that because no matter what she must get an abortion. Didn’t she know that all women, when it becomes imperative for them to abort, go through it? And you went back to the previous topic by telling her that what worried you was the money. You didn’t want her to know you already had some from your friends. You wanted to be a hero in her eyes, hoping that, seduced by your resourcefulness, she’d tell herself one day, once the crisis was over, When he took me to have an abortion it was he who spent the most. But she seemed to be paying absolutely no attention to what you were saying, as if it was all meaningless. She was paralysed by the acute sting of her terror, for she interrupted you to say she was afraid, afraid, she was afraid, the mere thought of it made her shiver. Hearing this, you heaved a long sigh and swore. For fuck’s sake! You’re as thick as two short planks, you told her coolly. You were sitting on either side of the dinner table. Her doltish face annoyed you; her mulish eyes got on your nerves. You cursed her no end in the stupefied silence while she went on sobbing as if she’d never stop. You turned away and looked through the window. Everything in your field of vision was but void and deathly silence as usual. You looked at the house where you lived. Right then, all the windows were closed, their hooks limp along the walls. In that old dwelling so comfortable at a time like this you should’ve isolated yourself with a good book which would’ve taken you into a far-flung reverie, at times bursting into happier laughter than that of a child listening to a funny story, at times with tears in your eyes unbeknownst, more afflicted than a cypress above a weedy graveyard, at times putting the book down and sighing and gazing into space, and at other times still forgetting yourself by reading aloud, and you’d wish there were someone by your side with whom to chat or quarrel, why not, or else you’d fancy a night spent bent over your homework or some schoolbook in a cone of lamplight. Well, those musings were at odds like Eden and Gehenna with the situation you were ineluctably confronted with. So that, instead, you started to recall those days when you woke up at dawn to revise lessons you’d vaguely understood the previous evening. There were lots of things that reduced you to the state of a retarded child, in particular maths – logs and antilogs, square roots, ensembles, the almost incomprehensible combinations of sine and cosine, interpolations and sundry other poppycock. But that was so much better, and you cursed the night when, sex driven, treading furtively, you’d gone up to her. You started to recall those days of the cold season when you woke up in the suffused light of dawn with clear, sharp ideas, lit a fire in front of the house and swot up. At times you walked around the fire for the heat to penetrate on all sides. Those people who happened to walk by and see you would greet you with praise in their voices. They must be telling themselves that that young fellow had a bright future ahead of him and, remembering their own youth, would sigh over their defunct past. Sometimes you sat still, looking focused, reciting this or that lesson to yourself aloud. Thinking about all this, how much you’d have liked to be a good boy again! But it was no longer possible, as you’d got a silly goose pregnant. You tried to turn round to confront the truth that coolly threatened you, even though by then your hope was dimming before your very eyes. The silly goose you’d got pregnant sat before you with dark thoughts and a shattered heart. Nartaya, when she saw you didn’t pay attention to her plight, started to threaten you, a behaviour she hadn’t shown in a long time. She was really scared, she insisted. To go see the doctor was out of the question. She expressed herself forcefully. She was to go back to her parents’ and commit suicide there. You looked at her and said in an even tone of voice that if she dared to speak again like this or show herself this weak, well then you’d have nothing else to say to her. She’d have to solve her problem by herself. She could reveal her relationship with you there and then and she could drop her studies and her future to go back home and kill herself. You expressed yourself without any lingering tenderness and with such obvious sincerity she couldn’t withhold her fury. She said you were a vile and vicious bastard the likes of whom she’d never met. It was a complete waste of time to love you, to strive all the time to make you happy and to lower herself to serve you like a slave. And then were you mad or what talking to her like that? Then she stretched out her arm across the table, grabbed you by the shoulder and shook you violently, which triggered in you a kind of total panic you fail to understand even now. Once more you were losing much strength trying to take it calmly. But she seemed unaware of how much and for how long you’d been controlling yourself. What’s the matter with you? she asked in an inquisitorial tone. Or is it you’ve really decided to stop speaking any longer? Then don’t come around claiming it’s me who is heartless. I’m going to tell Daen at least, she threatened. She begged you to listen to her, after which she proclaimed she’d taken an irrevocable decision about what she was going to do. As far as she was concerned, she now saw everything in black. She’d never known such intense darkness in her life, it felt utterly scary. Her voice then took the dead boring tone of a whining plea. To have a woman abort was frightening. Had you ever thought about a woman’s delicate feelings? Why didn’t you try to think of ways to avoid that? Wasn’t there any other method then? And oh! how worried she was about the little life growing in her! Was it its fault? Not at all. Not in the least. Why wouldn’t it be given a chance to see the light of day like all the other children? It was its right, wasn’t it? Let it cry, laugh, wriggle, crawl and walk and run and sing. Pure life is a child’s life… You looked away, disgusted, recollecting vaguely how impressed she’d been by whiteness, her dream to become a nun, an ascetic at that, and her childish heart drawn to children. Damn it! you swore between your teeth, almost crazy with worry. The waves of oppression swept through you one after the other, crushing to a point you’d never have imagined. You looked away, looked at the dim blurred masses of the various buildings built to last, the rows of pines along the road stretching their tops into the sky, the serene stars projecting scanty light, the increasingly black night. From somewhere, maybe the jungle mass or the mountain, nightbird songs answered one another as if emitting signals. To hear her evoking the child in her belly made you shiver. Maybe she spoke about it because of the fear that was hers or else out of a suddenly surfaced maternal instinct, or both. You felt like you were being nailed on the cross of absolute dead-end. You resisted, nailed to the spot like one bewitched. Nartaya’s voice came to you as if from afar. She wouldn’t allow the child to die. She felt it was her duty to protect it. Shut up! you told her with a hoarse voice; I’m telling you to shut up so shut up! Shut up! Shut up! which took her breath away for a while before she started again to speak as if under the spell of her own dream, saying her mother had told her that before giving birth to her, she, her mother, had very nearly died because of her, and even if it hadn’t been as serious as that of course, the end result had been that her mother had taken a long time to get well, but that didn’t prevent her from loving her daughter very much, and she went on talking a load of rubbish as if she was out of her mind, saying she waited for the day she’d see the little wrinkled face of the child in her belly, she’d like to hear it wail, see its shining black eyes, observe the motions of its teeny hands and teeny feet and how she was going to feed it the milk of her breast. To be a mother was hard but the reward was obvious. And that’s when she said, as someone who, long lost in the dark, suddenly sees the light, Let’s run away together! Let’s leave everything behind. Let whatever must happen happen. But we must run away. – Run away just like that? you exclaimed like a simpleton. I’ve been thinking about it too, you told her. – You’ve been thinking about it too? she asked. – Of course, you answered. – Oh! she exclaimed or something to that effect, oh! how glad I am we’re thinking alike! she said, then she sort of half-smiled. It must’ve been her first smile since the day she learned she was pregnant, and the way she was contemplating you right then was of a desperate soul imploring a divine idol. To run away together was no big deal, you undertook to explain to her, your head giving you hell as you sought arguments and words to win her over. But if we run away together, it means we drop out of school and then what are we going to do to earn a living without education credentials? And furthermore, once the child is born (you didn’t say our child out of fear and shame and also because you weren’t man enough), responsibilities will pile up: a little insatiable mouth to be fed at all times, a frail and delicate body prone to all sorts of diseases and when you think about it, it’s much more frightening than during delivery and already by then she’d be heavy and slow, would find it difficult to eat, wouldn’t be able to move about without taking all kinds of precautions, as for sleep let’s not talk about it, and then the visits to the doctor to monitor the pregnancy and then the cost of medicine and besides, good lord, neither she nor you would know which medicine treats what or prevents what. When it was time to give birth, she’d have to suffer so much she’d faint. Sure, some women give birth without a hitch but others call out their mummies like babies, some have to have their belly cut open to get the baby out, others die, and where are we going to find the money to pay for the hospital? Where are we going to find enough to buy a cradle, a blanket, milk? It’s a matter of life and death, you know, darling, it isn’t like playing with a doll. And it’s not all: if the baby really lives, it means we’ll find ourselves living in hell. What’s a baby? A baby is a weird creature that cries when it’s eaten too much, cries when it’s too hungry, a little too warm and it cries, a little too cold and it cries, sometimes burps, sometimes hiccups, sometimes can’t piddle, can’t do a pooh. And even some of those babies that are thought to be in good health, at the very least they have thrush, so they refuse food, won’t eat, won’t sleep. At the very least, a baby will have the symptoms of parasitic infection: big head, bulging tummy, lean bottom. Some are even worse, those having regular epileptic fits. Rearing a baby elephant is more satisfying than bringing up a kid. How long would the two of you bear such a condition, wizened with destitution and grown old prematurely, she might do some laundry or sewing for rare customers, you might be hired as a day labourer in a rubber plantation, a grader in an unprofitable mine or a crewman on an unlucky fishing boat, surviving in some cramped hovel without tap water, without electricity, among garbage, din and creepy-crawlies? No, you protested, you weren’t looking at the world in a negative way. If you took flight to live together, you might at best become eventually a local authority clerk or a caretaker in a primary school and she at best would upgrade from washerwoman to costermonger. The more you talked the more a certain vision of the future sharpened and grew alive in your imagination. You could see yourself as a grownup beaten by life going back home in the evening bone-tired and drunk on the local hooch and she sitting in front of the lopsided house with a leaking roof busy grilling meatballs or squids on a charcoal brazier in billows of smoke, with bloated legs, greasy morose face ablaze, embattled hair turning tawny, spouting a ceaseless flood of vituperations at two or three snotty, grimy, ragged, stubborn sequels to your wandering sperm now wallowing in the dust with some toy taken off a rubbish heap and when they squabbled and snivelled their infuriated mother snubbing them with You brazen curs, good for nothing like your father, everyone of you!… A scene as intense and banal would be terribly sad and frightening, you concluded. If we ran away that would just about be our life, no doubt, but what would be the meaning of it? What about happiness in all that? What would have happened to happiness? The hand-tomouth existence of the lowly classes, only fools make it their ideal. And you went back to talking about studies, saying it’d be the first thing to go by the board. You reiterated that, as far as you were concerned, school was a first-class detention centre as she herself knew very well, but looked at from a grownup’s point of view it wasn’t worth being discarded, especially in her case, as she’d be done with it in merely one year, and in your own case it had been years and years you’d endured it so that in two or three months’ time you’d be done with it for good. Let her try not to go to school for a few days, you challenged her, and she’d see how slowly time crawled. She’d let herself drift into daydreams, and if she had nothing to do and nowhere to go she’d be thoroughly depressed and before long she’d be fed up with everything and would spend her time feeling blue and sighing and telling herself ceaselessly right now her friends are in such or such a course, right now it’s the midday break, and so on. Just give it a bit of a thought. Just look at the matter a bit closer. If she chose to abscond with you that’d be at once the end of the future for one and each of us. That’s why she had to consent to go and see the doctor. You ended on a long exhalation, wiped the sweat off your forehead and waited for her to consent. You too were thinking of running away, but from an altogether different standpoint than Nartaya’s, and your idea, which it was totally out of the question to reveal to her, was that you were going to run away alone. Where to, that wasn’t quite clear yet – maybe Phuket, Phang-nga, Trang or Krabi, so many towns as had fishing harbours. In any fishing harbour you’d no doubt find work given your past experience. Phuket should probably be your first objective, as it was the place you knew best and the people you’d met there must still be around, or else you’d hitchhike at random, taking on jobs here and there for the initial purpose of making it to Bangkok. You’d spent a whole eternity in that damn military camp that was such a pain in the arse and you were fed up with it to the back teeth. Hadn’t you raved enough about how it’d be to enlist on a ship which would crisscross all the oceans of the globe, testing your fate through heavy work, demented deepsea breakers, brawls, Homeric booze-ups, one-day loves with foreign hookers on the game in the harbours, and how it’d be if you owned a sturdy motorbike and went up and down the world the hard way, swallowing cheap readymade dishes, sitting alone by a camp fire on starstudded nights in front of your rough canvas tent, smoking acrid cigarettes and drinking bitter coffee in a tin cup and on the move as soon as the sun showed, fickle in love and impervious to friendship? That was life with wind-borne feet. That was freedom. Freedom? How many in this world really possess it? Let’s drink to it until there isn’t a drop of alcohol left anywhere. You seriously dreamed of only one thing at that time, and that was to run away from Nartaya, but that dream was perturbed by the thought that the discarded Nartaya would be left to her fate, which, for the moralityencumbered being that you were after all, would be a cruel and selfish behaviour. All things considered you still had a measure of goddamn moral sense. All bastards have a measure of good in them. But the best was not to run away. You’d run away to nowhere if only Nartaya ran away on her own. If she wishes to leave, don’t mind me, let her go all alone wherever she wants. Maybe she’d do it, actually, including killing herself. The only thing you asked from her was not to tell San or Daen why she was running away and why she was killing herself, that was all. Your blood bubbled with the urge to clear off straight to the horizon. The only thing you asked was for her to leave you or for you to leave her or for the two of you to leave each other, that was all. She no longer had any significance for you. A woman you’d enjoyed possessing to your fill was a woman of no value to you any longer. The sexual curiosity you’d had for her was satisfied. Her secret antrum had been found and thoroughly marked out in its every corner. Your duty as surveyor had thus come to an end. She was to become a domain under reservation for someone else who’d be free to plant his seeds in it, breed cattle on it or take advantage of it in one way or another. But not you: your duty was to travel after the secrets of as many women as you could find. At that age, you carried everywhere at groin level the ideal of the young male with a moronic face: only the man able to chuck woman upon woman is a real man. But what if she did flee or kill herself for good? You had the impression of falling off a cliff, not out of a sense of guilt or shame but out of a sense of self-preservation. Obviously the reasons for her suicide would be investigated and it wouldn’t be long before you were suspected of being involved in her death in one way or another and you’d end up making a full confession. And actually, if she did run away, you couldn’t stay either. Your idea of fleeing wasn’t practical. It’d be your last resort if all other options proved unworkable. If you were still around after she’d disappeared, San wouldn’t fail to question you about what you knew about her and her intentions. And you think a mule like you would be able to keep his cards close to his chest? After a few tricks, threats and entreaties, you’d end up spilling the beans and that’d be the end of your beautiful youth. If by then she wasn’t dead, they’d come to fetch you and engagement would follow and after engagement marriage would follow, indispensable to give face to the female side in conformity with honest folk’s tradition. And you started to think again about what would happen during the investigation, which probably would be carried out military style as you were confessing, which would mean slaps on the face until your mouth was full of blood. The guilty must be punished. Daen would be hopping mad at you and no doubt, as your guardian, he’d be the one to administer your well-deserved punishment. Scenes of soldiers’ punishments were familiar to you: steeped in mud or rolled in dust, they were made to run, crawl, squat, squat jump, spin around dozens of times until they were all dazed and staggered under the burning sun and all along they were forced to shout Battalion where are you? I’m going too or even ordered to do odd things such as alternately kiss their left boot fifty times and their right boot fifty times or jump and bite their own ear fifty times, get on with it! or run, run until I (the instructor) fall dead tired, or even had one half of their cranium shaved off or were shaved from left ear to right ear and from forehead to nape so as to form a cross at the top of the head. You were as terrified of Daen as Nartaya was terrified of San and you were as terrified of San as you were of Daen. Marriage! You had yet to do so many a damn thing in your life and you were to find yourself married, a husband and a father? The pain in your whole cranium was excruciating. When you saw that she remained silent, you started to speak again: it was absolutely necessary for her to go see the doctor as soon as possible but if she kept insisting on having it her way, it was as if she and you were going to be skinned alive. One day or another the secret would be out. But when? And how much anguish would you have to go through before that frightening day came about? Maybe we’ll end up begging for it to come, being unable to stand the wait, and when that day comes, what terrible events will take place and how long will it be before they’ve taken their course? Having come to this point, you suddenly interrupted yourself, thinking of San’s reputation for cruelty. He was one of those who’d taken part in the scandalous case of the red drums in Patalung20 and when he’d been affected there permanently, he’d lost no time gathering the most beautiful record of heads or ears taken off the enemy, which was the height of sophistication among the military in those times of political uncertainty and ghastly expedients. You were very tired, tired as you hadn’t been in a long time, and you spoke to her gently. Think it over, please do. You’d never wanted her to be confronted with the pain all women are afraid of, but there was no longer any choice. That’s when you noticed her face too was covered with sweat, a drizzle of droplets above her lips and on her forehead – do you remember? – and she kept wiping sweat off her palms. It was a night of numbing cold that was truly suffocating. It was an awful night. Not only for you but for Nartaya also. She’d let tension grow in her. Worry gnawed at her heart and made her lose all self-control. She was a woman and one hardly worldly at that. Your suffering compared to hers was like a grain of sand and a dune. You knew she was a good person, with a soft heart and pure dreams. Ah yes! She’d once told you she wanted to remain a virgin all her life. She’d invited you to go with her to take part in the Asalha Puja21 candle procession at the temple closest to the military camp. She partook with the feeling of following tradition rather than out of deep interest in the Buddha’s teachings. There was a crowd milling around the small prayer pavilion, holding candles whose flames flattened under the gusts of the monsoon wind. The eighth-month moon now showed brightly, now hid behind a veil, as clouds dictated. A volley of bats looped the loops at tree level. The crickets made a racket in the dimness of the clumps of flowering shrubs. The icy breath of the temple, cool wind and wet air gave the event an august and sacred atmosphere. You stole glances at her serene face and eyes feverish with unshakable faith and you were full of secret love and longing, as at the time you had yet to sleep with her. And it was that evening she told you I don’t know, but when I go to the temple it does me good and My mother had me give alms to the monks as soon as I was able to walk, you know; she told me I didn’t quite manage to hold the ladle and she had to guide my hand, and you interrupted her by pointing out that temple and monks had no meaning for someone like you who got condoms for some cocky novices who claimed to be newly defrocked when they went to the brothel, someone who was often high from smoking joints as you competed with young monks, someone who was almost growing roots playing rummy morning, noon and night in the company of more or less doddery monks some of whom were even happy to cheat, and you added that only fools still went to temples and bowed to monks. You realised you were losing any chance to make her change her mind and drag her to get an abortion. A young girl bent on religion that had grown up in allegedly respectable customs and traditions – why did you have to meet such a girl, damn it, you swore inwardly, revolted. And look at that: she cares for nothing but that child in her belly. It keeps quiet, it doesn’t move yet, is it asleep or is it awake? Oh, how she’d like to know! And does it already feed through the – what do you call it? – the unbiblical cord? It is the cause, of course, why she hasn’t had much appetite for days and days. No doubt about it: that little life growing within her is, among other things, what makes her waste away and, by the way, is it a girl or a boy? But never mind: girl or boy, she loves it anyway. She then smiled as if daydreaming, with the air of someone who sometimes likes to talk about what she loves with someone she thinks understands her – clearly the smile of the mentally retarded. And such an attitude from her, vile smile included, made you all the more frightened and agitated when you remembered you were the father of the child in her evil belly. Neither then nor since have you thought of yourself as a father, as if it were a taboo of the imagination (even now that you lay burdened with pain and in a state akin to death in this deserted house). To be a father was like being condemned to death or even worse. You’d lose your mind for sure if a brat, the end product of your sperm factory, raised its little arms making as if wanting to kiss you and called you daddy or asked this, asked that, wanted this, demanded that, or climbed to sit on your knees to comb your hair, a toddler who’d often put his shoes on the wrong feet and wonder which is the left one and which the right, a bairn who’d have shoes but wouldn’t wear them but put on instead those, enormous, of a grownup and walk dragging his feet and tottering so that sometimes he’d fall, hurt himself in the lip and yell, fucking annoying, some nippers puny and sickly like rat pups and others mischievous like infant monkeys, some brats who, when their fathers are away for several days, greet them back with Hey, old man, where the hell you been? or when they’re punished or furious not to get what they want curse them with You jerk! All children are tyrants. And while you were reflecting on rejection, she was thinking of herself as a mother. You moron! Ancestral cretin! More stupid than the first amphibious animal in the world! What rotten luck her thoughts were stuck over that! It was the end of everything for you. The only thing left for you to do was to proclaim your defeat officially and raise high above your head the white flag of surrender and, damn it, the confrontation scene was bloody clear that would have Daen and San and Nartaya and you in a charged and changing atmosphere like the sky before a storm, confessions ringing out, swearwords, shouts, yells, sobs, loaded questions, interjections of stupor followed by exclamation marks the size of temple pillars, and then the calm and anxiety that endure, the shame of having been exposed, conscience that sporadically shows its ugly face, and as soundtrack the hiding given for pedagogical ends on a background of personal belongings which take the rap or are sent flying – oh yes, damn it, bloody clear! Her life and yours shackled to death by the very hands of Daen and San… Afterwards, you’d have to endure going on with the classes, as before long you’d be through with your studies. As for Nartaya she’d have to give hers up when her belly bulged enough to attract the suspicions of all the selfrighteous bastards of both sexes at school for at least two terms before resuming them once she’d recovered from delivery and hired someone to take care of the baby. And she like you would have to yet again borrow money from Daen and from San (Daen who’s always helped you in everything even though there’s no blood link whatever between the two of you), pitiful baby lambs always under the crook of your shepherds, leading a very basic life with nothing brave or noble you could claim and be proud of. For you, that was out of the question! No one with a gist of common sense would tolerate this kind of situation. And then irrepressible ire seized you. Your face writhed as if you were about to cry, your eyebrows knitted and your eyes closed under a sudden shot of pain, you felt as if immured in a dim, cramped cell devoid of any window, shackled like a convict. The star of hope had become the star of despair and it did nothing but shovel its bitter light into your avid mouth. In that dark, tight cell you started cursing, imploring, groaning in distress and harming yourself in many ways. You were delirious in the darkness and silence. All your attempts had failed. But were you going to accept to collapse and raise your hand to cover your face out of despair just like that? You started all over again with a raspy, discordant voice. You said slowly If you consider the pluses and minuses you’ll no doubt come to change your mind. But surely it isn’t clever to waste time like this. As soon as we’ve got enough money, we must go and see the doctor together. Haven’t I told you over and over that the only problem right now is money? It isn’t a matter of going or not going. Believe me. And we must go there on the day the doctor said. You know perfectly well that the more you wait the more dangerous it is. You know this much better than I do, actually. She stared at you and kept on staring so long you couldn’t help getting puzzled. So, it’s agreed, isn’t it? You spoke in an even tone even though you wanted to shout at her. Her hideously red, swollen eyes were open wide and big tears rolled out of them slowly, and she murmured almost without moving her lips You’ve got the heart and mind of an animal.

‘Animal’ was what she said. All of her distress so long contained seemed to be exploding noiselessly in this word. With a touch of defiance and hostility, she went on in the same feeble and icy voice Of a damn beast from hell. And after that the tension of her body slackened. Those words whipped you full-force and aggressed you in a way you’d never have thought possible. You saw yourself in a dream dragging her once again up to the dirty, waterlogged blind alley, walk across the maze of hovels and decrepit houses, raise high your foot to access the wooden footbridge meandering at marshland’s stagnant water level, past gangs of hoodlums with bellicose poses and eyes looking for a fight with us, past clusters of housewives exchanging gossip in whispers while observing us with curiosity only to burst into snide remarks even before we’re out of earshot, and past the cavernous grocer’s shop of the local Chinaman crammed full of goods of all sorts. At the very end of the lane is the hired abortionist’s house and, in its operating room, you see her lying on a narrow wooden bed placed against the partition wall. On the table near the bed there are strange instruments which seem to be the harbingers of pain and death. There’s a basin whose galvanised iron peels off in knocked-about places revealing its black inner substance like blobs of ink. There are bistouries. There are elastic bands and what looks like pliers. There are strips of cloth to blindfold and tie up wrists and ankles. There’s a razor to shave hairs and you even see a box of sanitary towels to staunch blood. And there she lies. Actually, you had yet to set foot into a room where abortions were practised, but that image pulsated in your deranged imagination: the doctor looking like an executioner; she spread out wriggling under her ties in a paroxysm of pain, in a paroxysm of torment. Her muted shouts echo into your chest, into your skull. The unbearable pain in her groin runs through all the organs of your body. All the torments she’s suffering send shock waves in all the capillary vessels of your body. And all of this makes your heart erupt in cracks, blood trickles and finally bursts out and spreads everywhere. It was a scene you were imagining from what your chums had told you, which had given you cramps and nightmares. Whichever way situations in your dream developed or ended, the beginning was always the same. It always had to begin with you half-comatose on a narrow wooden bed, your body entirely paralysed and in a state close to death. But then Nartaya had to totally destroy that dream, even though in your imagination you were trying in all the ways you could to share her pain and make it your own. Indeed, sharing someone’s pain is impossible in a dream as in reality, but didn’t that mean you were well disposed towards her? You’d been putting up with her incessant inanities for a long time. You’d explained to her at great length what she had to do and why, but she wouldn’t listen and your stock of patience was running low. In the downstairs room of that old bungalow, under the murky light of the ceiling neon tube assailed by insects, the icy night of the cold season was getting abnormally agitated. There reigned a climate of tension, aggression and confusion. Nartaya gasped for breath loudly. She blew onto her chest through the collar of her blouse and took long gulps of water. In that room, a boy and a girl found themselves confronted with an apparently insoluble problem and finally found themselves confronted with each other. Love, tenderness and the sweetness of life, those things that should have been there, had gone up in smoke; resentment, hatred and the blind urge to hurt had surfaced instead. You’ll no doubt remember that scene all your life, and always with shame. It was a confrontation between two animals, really. When we can’t control a situation, it’s the situation that controls us; it bears in itself its own logic and its own conclusion. The only difference between Nartaya and you was that you were more of an animal. You hardly realised any longer where you were or what you were doing. You swore and said How hot it is in here! looked away and said further And you add to the heat. You too were thirsty, maybe because you’d just seen her drink, but when you stretched out your hand to take the water bottle and fill your glass, Nartaya swung at the glass and it fell from the table. You’d never thought she could act like that. It was throwing you a deliberate challenge. The glass broke on the cement floor and shattered into sharp, shiny splinters in a discordant explosion followed by silence. You turned away to look through the window, fleeing all the truths that were assailing you. A shooting star scratched the black-blue darkness before disappearing behind the mountain. Fireflies were glowing in the bushes. The following moment you stood up. You didn’t understand why you were acting like that. Your hand shot out and caught her by the hair, pulling hard until she pitched forward before you. How dare you insult me? you said and smacked her face with full force. How dare you insult me? you asked and smacked her face with full force once again. At that moment you were thinking you’d almost prevailed over all of the oppressions that were assaulting you, so you slapped her face yet again. Tension and confusion faded. You felt happy and out of the woods. I beg you, you said, the only thing I’m asking you to do is go and see the doctor with me – or else, you added in an imperious tone, I’ll kill you. When you let go of her hair, she let out a low moan, her chair collapsed, her body reeled and flopped to the floor. You looked at her. You were almost dying of pity for her but at the same time you almost burst out laughing out of extreme jubilation. Only the man who takes most after the animal has the power to dominate other men. Only the man who takes after the animal more than other men is able to control and change the world. That bullshit of virtue grownups are always talking about is something that stinks to high heaven. The world is not the place for it.

You were the one who’d banish it and you were looking at it going away, its face devastated with tears and looking distressed. It had nothing to do any longer in a world under the control of your villainy, except for composing the longest elegy ever written on the theme of exile. For your part, you’d content yourself with writing on a sky-wide panel in letters as big as mountains a simple, short and neat text in telegraphic style: MORALITY’S NO-GO AREA or MORALS-FREE ZONE, and you’d plant it above your world. After the events of that night, Nartaya was scared of you as a mouse of a cat. It could be said she’d fallen in your power entirely. Nevertheless she still hadn’t consented to go and see the quack doctor, but she tried to put off the visit by begging you to take her to the provincial hospital to abort in correct conditions at the hand of a more credible modern doctor. That was hopeless: you knew damn well that abortions were illegal and few doctors would dare to break the law, contrary to what can be witnessed these days. It was you yourself who suggested Tell the doctor you must abort because you were raped and you have to get on with your studies. She looked at you with dry eyes and admitted she was unable to lie without being found out. In any case, after much insistence, you managed to have her go to the provincial hospital. She went to see the doctor (a woman doctor from the obstetrics department) who listened calmly to her stuttered lies while staring at her with the compassionate look of someone who’s heard it all and finally told her there was no need to embroider to be pitied, they all say they’ve been raped, surely you don’t think I’m that gullible. And Nartaya was thrown out, pale with shame, and went back home. Finally she and you decided to go and see again the murderouslooking hired abortionist, with a side trip to the pawnshop. You pawned the watch Daen had offered you as a birthday present three years earlier. As for Nartaya, she pawned a necklace her mother had discreetly enjoined her to take, telling her she could always sell it if she ever had a pressing need of money. But even with your chums’ contribution it wasn’t enough. You had to borrow money from one of Daen’s friends. He looked at you as if he didn’t doubt your honesty. A study trip, you say? Travel broadens the mind, as is well known. And he talked to you about the archaeological and tourist sites he had visited when he was in high school. His candour put you to shame. Actually, you were telling yourself your little story didn’t wash and his alacrity worried you: he probably wasn’t fooled but was acting dumb, wasn’t letting on to better laugh at you later. In any case you’d just been introduced to the various representatives of despair, that is, the pawnshop, indebtedness and dissimulation, which were to become your friends for life. The nearer the date, the more fear and tension seemed to grow. She and you had missed school for days on end, busy as you were going to hospital and pawnshop and borrowing money. The depressions and tensions of all sorts you underwent made you withdrawn, and you chain-smoked. Nartaya slept badly, hardly ate and cried or sobbed all the time. She must be in pain, aggressed even in her thoughts. She hardly spoke at all. She no longer did the washing. She no longer cooked. Her house, quite recently neat and orderly, was noticeably dirty and untidy. Dirty linen piled up in a plastic basket. Dirty dishes piled up in a basin smudged with dried scraps. On her bed, the crumpled sheet hadn’t been changed in days and the blanket was folded sloppily. Cockroaches were beginning to venture at the corners of the closet, of the bed and of the piles of magazines. And her writing desk, then! It was bestrewn with the corpses of insects that flirted with the lamp at night. A strange habit had come to her during that period: she had found somewhere a lump of plasticine she kept in her hand almost all the time, and she kneaded it ceaselessly as if it were her heart, pressed it and kneaded it compulsively even in bed until she fell asleep. San’s return only made things worse, even though he’d come back just to tell his sister to get herself ready to move to the new lodging that was at last ready. She and you had to control yourselves to the utmost to avoid giving rise to suspicion. It was lucky he only stayed over for two nights and was busy during the day with the responsibilities he’d been entrusted with and in late afternoon went to see his friends and relax at the officers’ club taking his time over drinks and dinner and a game of cards or billiards. From there he went into town or else cast anchor at some friend’s or other. He came back very late, sloshed to the gills. He still greeted you gaily and didn’t show himself surprised to see you drinking hot milk at his table on the night he came back. He complained about finding the house in a mess and asked Nartaya how come she left it in such a state. When she answered she didn’t feel quite well, he paused and then told her to go see the doctor at the medical unit and told you to take her there and you nodded wordlessly as you always did. San was telling himself merely that you had a crush on his sister as often happens with teenagers and he goddamn seemed to think it was funny. He hadn’t a clue there might be something between the two of you that went far beyond propriety. You had the impression you were a murderer, not because you were about to destroy the little living being in Nartaya’s belly but because you had to try to behave normally even though you’d committed a major crime. Can you picture yourself again with Nartaya, she and you pitiful in the deep shadow of disaster? The days of bright cheerfulness had gone as if they’d never been. Every moment was loaded with maddening anxiety. Struggling stupidly and alarming yourselves, you were projected towards darkness amid the threatening clamour of reality, which followed you to avenge itself of you and her. Nartaya’s health was getting worse from day to day. No need to wonder about the weight of her torments. She had much more to bear with than you did. The more the meeting date drew near, the more she vomited. Your understanding at the time was that vomiting happened in the late stage of pregnancy, not after a mere three months, so you thought that if she vomited, it must be out of nervousness or else it was yet another way for her to get you to give in by running up with her or even killing her, anything so long as she wouldn’t have to abort. The least noise startled her – a passerby’s greeting, a night bird’s cry as sharp as a ghost’s shriek on a mountain top, the mewing of a stray cat, the call of a gecko in a tree hollow, the fluttering of a bat at one time or other of the night, even her own shadow. She was going mad with fear. She kept watching your left hand, followed its movements, as it was that hand that had smacked her in the face compulsively, an introduction to violence as she’d never known before and never thought she’d have to know. She was afraid to be submitted to further abuse; fear stupefied her. But when the day of the appointment finally came, she neither cried nor said anything nor even showed the least hesitation or opposed the least resistance. She accepted her fate without demur, like a beast of burden. Even if your memory fails you one day, you’ll never forget that Sunday of the end of January. Clinging to your arm she went into that slum jungle like a convict led to the stake, just as had happened in your dream and for real some time before that. The hired abortionist was already waiting for us. He greeted us with a repulsively servile smile, took our money, after which he had Nartaya enter the operating room and called his wife over to come and help him. In the room where abortions were carried out, there must’ve been nothing but a small narrow bed which must’ve had at the very least a blindfold for the eyes and strips of cloth to tie up wrists and ankles with. Nartaya turned round and looked at you as if to signify this was your very last meeting and it was there she was to discover the true story of violence, not merely its introduction – a true story which would start, proceed and end by itself in a masterly flow, a story which would improve and expand like weeds of evil, invulnerable, fast-growing, free and impetuous out of impatient arrogance. You were asked to wait outside in the company of the two kids who were having lunch while watching the Sunday TV games of chance whose winner would be awarded a Bangkok – Zurich return ticket. In that house where flies were everywhere and especially in the kids’ dishes, as if to vouch this truly was the Lord of the Flies’ den, it was an interminable wait of repulsion and fright whose nagging rhythm pulsated ceaselessly under your skull and your brain ached from tension. You were in pain and scared and had spasms in your guts as much as anyone in such a case. The doctor’s black dirty hands (did he put on gloves, at least, to practise his curetting?), the oddly shaped surgery tools (if he had any really or was he merely using a knife and pounding and squeezing and cutting through the flesh to bring out the damn clot?) came back roaming about in your thoughts. Inert soulless metal… soiled soulless hands… Sneering, scolding, yelling arrogant threats, such was the victory of soullessness for ever and ever so that time seemed to be paralysed! You couldn’t keep still, smoked, paced up and down. Not a shout, not a sound of struggle or of weeping, not the least noise on her part. Strips of cloth around wrists and ankles by way of an anaesthetic for fuck’s sake! And it lasted and it lasted to the point that you were almost berserk when the door of that bloody operating room slowly opened at long last. Nartaya took one step forward. That arsehole of a quack supported her, looking pleased as one who’s finally got over his own hassles. He smiled at you and said Everything’s fine. You didn’t pay attention to him, busy as you were observing Nartaya, holding your breath. She stood there, both her hands clutching the doorjamb, her face pale as a sheet. Before you could do anything, her body started to shake and sway as if she was going to collapse, and as she wore a jeans skirt that didn’t reach her knees, you saw blood running down the inside of her thighs and when she took another step forward, a blob of blood splashed on the floor, a dark red star like the sun will be on the last dusk of the world. She thrust her exhausted body into your embrace and hugged you strongly. Her heart pounded so much you could feel it. She could find no other shelter any longer than that of an apparently contrite wild beast. You cast a glance into the stinking room, saw but a dull night-blue, almost black curtain and a cuspidor on the floor full of cotton red with blood and you had to look away with a wry face. The terrible experience you had with a man made you fearful of men for life and was such you probably never found happiness or rest even in death. It must have remained stuck into your chest like an irremovable torture stake. Your body on that cramped bed unable to move, a forbidden shout stuck in your throat, eyes closed to see nothing but darkness – all of that meant you only had vague memories of everything else. The cruelty you suffered manifested itself imperiously. It must’ve won top billing in your memory and turned other experiences into meaningless extras and in the nights and days of torment that never seemed to come to an end you had nothing and no-one to rely on except me, a human-shaped wild beast, a wild beast you were unable to dismiss from your life and at whose mercy you found yourself absolutely. You demanded its love. You wanted it by your side. You were one of the most desperate persons I’ve ever known. Forgive me. Meanwhile, I walked in darkness towards darkness. Forgive me for dragging you into darkness too before leaving you to dangle in it… The hired abortionist with a murderer’s looks certified that within seven to nine days Nartaya would be fine again, then he handed over a medicine explaining it was a very powerful antiseptic and he added you had to take care of her, the patient mustn’t be exposed to physical or mental shocks, heavy work was out of the question, and you were forbidden to ‘bother’ her for at least a fortnight, and in conclusion he told you alone (as she was in no condition to register anything any longer) there was nothing to worry about. You could only curse yourself later on when you realised that all these assurances were wilfully deceptive. Nartaya often had to miss school because of lower abdomen pains and bleeding, light at first, which she withstood with commendable courage. San came back to see her as often as he could escape from his obligations. He talked to you about his sister’s illness without knowing exactly what the matter was, but in any case he didn’t have the leisure to take her to have a thorough checkup, so that he left her in your care. Because we’re like members of the same family, aren’t we? he said and stared straight at you with his characteristic frank and sincere look for you to know he really meant it. And when the conversation came to Daen, you felt all the more agitated and made wishes for San to go back to his post in the jungle as soon as possible. About one month later, San and Nartaya moved out to go and live in their newly built house, rather far from there. When she knew she was really going to move, amorous yearning, which she hadn’t shown in a long time, reappeared, more intense than ever. She beseeched you to come and see her every day and sleep with her every night and you were crazy enough to do so, going back only past midnight. Besides, you made love with her almost every night because it made you pleasantly tired and helped you find sleep instead of having to struggle against the insomnia that was beginning to torture you without your knowing exactly what caused it. You made love with her almost every night while plagued by your old dreads: that San came back unexpectedly and that she fell pregnant again. What a fucking bastard you were! As for Nartaya, physically weak though she was, she played ball admirably and even went the extra mile, as it was no doubt the only way for her to be pleasantly tired and find sleep similarly. Nature has given human beings an excess of erotic points compared to the one brain. You drained your blind libidinal moods through the suction of her secret bog. You tried the ancestral method of birth control, i.e. withdrew your gun before you shot, but to your considerable surprise she wouldn’t let you. From a bashful young girl she was becoming a daring young woman. From the prudish wait for a hug, there she was starting to take the initiative. From the any old how, she was experimenting as if she meant to become an expert. From sexual reserve, she was being granted a voracious carnal appetite as if she knew no happiness but by making love, as if she knew she’d die young and had little time left to spend in this world, as if she wanted to kill herself by making love, as if only making love could negate her pain. Finally, after some two weeks of that circus, you called it quits. You held her in contempt. She left you cold. You never went to see her again except when you couldn’t stand it. You spent nights at friends’ houses. You studied listlessly. You wove relationships with other girls with a daring that amazed even you. You learned that her studies were getting worse and worse. You learned that she often missed class. When you went to see her, she gave you the cold shoulder. She cried and told you she didn’t care for you one way or the other. When you got close, she struck you. When you took her in your arms, she struggled. When you kissed her, she bit you as if to challenge you to hurt her again. Sometimes she merely squeezed her plasticine and refused to look you in the eye. Her mood shifts puzzled you. When you told her you were leaving, she merely nodded, but at night she banged on your door and cried as if she didn’t care about anything, as if she couldn’t care less if someone saw or heard her, as if she didn’t care whether Daen was back for the night or not. In her hand there was the plasticine. Her breath smelled of alcohol (of which her brother kept a permanent stock at home). Your heart shrank with pity. You’d have liked to love her as much as could be done but you were too fearful to dare admit it, as you feared you might be made to regret it later on. You met her less and less often. When you thought about her, you saw her walking slowly, with difficulty, at once gaunt and deformed, delirious and staggering. You tried to escape from her and it seemed she was fully aware of it. Besides, she seemed to be fighting against herself to prevent herself from coming to see you again, but many a time when you woke up in the morning you found her sitting on your bed crying and she told you her dream of the night before: she dreamed again and again that the child she used to have in her belly kept coming back to see her and protested, lamented, supplicated and went as far as to proffer threats. She spoke a mile a minute and her words were incoherent and confused. What you remember most clearly is that she told you the baby in question was sticky with blood all over, was of an undetermined sex and its mouth was wide open in a display of fangs and full of blood foam. In the quietness of dawn, what she told you, her looks as she did, the doleful tone in which she did weighed oppressively on your heart, so you walked away, pretending you needed to pee or saying you were going to buy pa-thongko22. She stirred, remained seated and silent and finally left. Later you’d learn that almost all women who go through an abortion have this kind of dream. But Nartaya nonetheless kept harassing you like a vindictive soul. At the close of the hot season term, she simply refused to go back to her parents’. She told you with despair in her voice that what she truly wanted was to stay near you forever but she’d die before long because if she didn’t die a natural death she’d kill herself. You were hurt. You were scared. You studied as if your life depended on it. And then, it turned out that heaven sided with the wild beast: you passed the entrance exam to university that year by the skin of your teeth. For you, the mere fact of having the opportunity to go to university was a colossal piece of luck, first because it contributed to dispel your worries regarding your relationship with Nartaya, as you now had a reason to get away from her; second, it was a guarantee in your studies, which had been haphazard up until then; third, it meant a freer life which would give you the opportunity to do what you wanted, which was to say goodbye to high school, which to you was an abominable straightjacket. You had the excessively optimistic dream that university was going to guarantee your future. You thought back on your past with fear as you recollected the not so nice events that had taken place, the brawls, the drugs and a hoodlum behaviour that could have sent you to an institution for young offenders. You were vaguely aware that enough was enough. It had to end and you had to change your ways. Some of your friends had died in gang wars and some had died brutally because of their friskiness on bikes and some were walking ghosts because of the white powder and some had gone the way of hired killers and some spent their time counting the days in a top-notch jail of the realm: that should be enough to serve you as a lesson, shouldn’t it? But this kind of thought went through your mind like the shadow of a thin cloud in the hot season and came to naught in the ordinary course of daily life. You packed up your clothes, sorted out your documents. You found yourself stuck with farewell parties your hoodlum pals lined up for you, dead drunk or half dead on booze and hash in the golden days and nights of the end of May, dreaming of a new term in a new institution of learning, new friends, new women and a new life in Bangkok, the town where all of a male’s wishes were fulfilled. Almost every night you went back to Nartaya. Those nights were but frantic fornications which you told yourself were farewell fornications, as before long you’d be rid of Nartaya’s body and possibly would never see it again. She willingly accepted those couplings with daring and boundless imagination. From her point of view, it seemed that making love helped her slide more smoothly towards death; it seemed to be an attempt to get rid of her will to live; it seemed to be resigning herself to her fate unconditionally. Those torrid nights didn’t only have the sweet smell of a young girl’s body but also the smell of plasticine and the faint smell of death. You scarpered from her place at dawn regularly, used to the danger that the glass ball of your fragile secret might shatter: for all you knew it was more dangerous than tiptoeing through mine-studded jungle. Twenty minutes or half an hour on average before the bugle rent the silence with Arise ye valiant soldier, the tiredness of the night seemed to be rinsed away by the brightness of the morning star which shone softly and solitary, by the gold and silver rays out of the east and by the calm of dawn crimped with forktails’ trills and blackbirds’ sleepy calls. On the deserted road you walked with a light heart like a lover of nature out for a stroll at daybreak, more unperturbed than a monk collecting his daily alms, your head bent, stopping to meditate on the ephemeral quality of dew at the tip of a blade of grass, on the downy, pink-veined mauve cymes of a sensitive plant or on pine needles, or sometimes raising your head to seek out some star in the brightening sky, your eyes misted over by deceitful, hollow and inept dreams. One day as you were walking past officers’ bungalows built at regular intervals on either side of the road and you’d almost reached the one you lived in, you heard a woman call you in a low voice as if she was afraid she might be overheard, even though the bungalows in the immediate vicinity were empty, the officers dwelling there being all bachelors sent on field operations who only came back once in a long while just like San and Daen. A woman’s voice… the whispered call of your name in the dim light of dawn… You got closer to the voice, feeling funny, as if pulled out of a still ongoing dream. That woman was young and oddly pretty. She was the wife of an officer whose official duties obliged him to entrust her with no one knew how vast and deep a solitude and forlornness. She was still childless and her husband was too smart to assign an orderly to her home. The closer you got the more your apprehension and curiosity grew. She must be aware of the secret between Nartaya and you. That was your Achilles’ heel. Let one person know and gossip would inevitably follow and your secret would be out in the open. You’d never known a circle as fond of atrocious and cruel gossip as the little world of military wives. Those women had oodles of spare time, so that they met at length. They didn’t devote their leisure to gossiping only but also playing cards morning, noon and night. You stopped in front of the flight of stairs while she stood on the top step, with the rather cramped veranda as background. There was a row of four or five pots of cacti with vivid red-orange flowers, oyster lilies, caladium and several kinds of palm trees, as well as a decorative creeper on openwork trellis, which gave the veranda freshness and beauty. The sky was getting brighter, the stars were fading, the rays of dawn insensibly firmed up. The white, ankle-length nightdress she wore and her long hair cascading over her shoulders gave her a fairy-tale elfin pallor but also the paleness of a succubus. Come here, she said, come closer, will you. When you went up the stairs and stood in front of her, she told you she knew about Nartaya and you, actually others too were in the know, but no one wanted to make a scene out of consideration for Daen and San, but that wasn’t what she was concerned with. She stopped speaking for a moment. You were only a step’s width away from her, so that you could smell her heady perfume to the point of almost forgetting who you were. You gazed at her as if under a spell and she was soundlessly talking to herself in utter delirium. She looked you up and down with a look whose meaning you couldn’t fathom. Let’s talk frankly, she went on. I’m old enough not to beat about the bush. But then she shut up for a moment. Can you help me… She didn’t say anything more and even before she finished her sentence (which she no doubt didn’t mean to finish) she took both your hands, then let go of one, as if she didn’t know how to begin, and deliberately came down one step and pressed herself up against you, loped her arms around your waist and started to utter your name in a husky voice while rolling her head from side to side on your shoulder. Her perfume seemed stronger and made you irresistibly think of the fragrance of flowers on a certain night. Nothing like a smell, it seems, to remind us of the past. Oh, you had perfectly well understood what she was after, but you pushed her back and in so doing you at once perceived you were superior to her. What you did the next moment you did with a feeling of superiority. You were no longer afraid and you said without hesitation that she completely misunderstood about your relationship with Nartaya. She must be sex-obsessed to the point of fancying everyone was like her. You knew very well what she wanted. You were sorry you couldn’t satisfy her. Why didn’t she go and find herself a conscript who’d service her? She amazed you, she really did. Was she so desperate? Why didn’t she think of those stripes her husband was so proud of? The more you spoke, the louder your voice and the more scathing your words. If Madam finds out one conscript isn’t enough, Madam can have several. Then with a toss of your chin you pointed at the barracks of the heavy artillery company whose dim mass was beginning to take shape. Unexpectedly, she slapped your face vigorously and pushed you away and you left without further ado. As you walked on, you raised your hand to your face to stroke the side that had just been hit and, oddly enough, you were exultant. You felt stupidly happy. It was a turbid and violent happiness. You laughed as if you were proud of yourself. You didn’t know who she was, where she came from or what her social background was. You’d never paid any attention to her. Maybe she was the well-educated daughter of a good family or maybe she was a high-class hooker, a cabaret singer or a young girl led astray who told herself that swapping partners was a form of adventure. You didn’t give a fig. You didn’t regret being crude with her. You now knew that at the very least you weren’t the only vicious creature on earth, there was her as well. You were no longer alone in vice. You knew very well it wasn’t because she had a crush on you but because you were the only young stallion available in the neighbourhood and, another truth, before repulsing her and cutting her to shreds verbally, you’d congratulated yourself of the godsend and had felt like taking advantage of it, but as you were afraid of not being up to par after your night-long performance with Nartaya, you’d changed your mind: you didn’t want her to turn sullen and mock you once your bodies commingled naked on the bed sheet. Later on, every time you’d mull over the singular power of lust, you’d always recall that episode, even though you never saw her again and you dragged her into mud in your mind by venturing that one of these days she’d end up a blue lady. Sometimes you’d recall this with regret, telling yourself you should’ve slept with her just to have an experience to relate in some hard-on-conducive magazine under the slice-of-life section that would expose everything down to the juiciest posture, and with a fee to boot. In early June you found yourself in Bangkok. You’d left the military camp and the Muslim town as you’d left Phraek Narm Daeng: thinking you’d never go back there again and, even worse, with the will to erase them from your memory. But you were to keep suffering for a long time, and even today, picturing to yourself Nartaya walking slowly alone in the shade of the pine trees along the road to catch the early morning school bus and to go back home walking slowly along the road in late afternoon and asking yourself if there was something unusual in her walk and if so how she managed for it not to be noticed and how long still before it was. Did she have a school friend to confide in or rely on or had she estranged herself from every one of them, haunted by the nightmare of the past and tormented by a dead-end future? Did she even have any heart for study? And what about the evenings after school? And what about the nights? She must be unable to find sleep, body and mind under torture. You yourself thrashed about, unable to go to sleep when you told yourself Nartaya at the end of her tether would make the blunder of revealing the secret you had so many times enjoined her never ever to reveal to anyone and least of all to San or Daen. And what if the secret was exposed all the same? Weren’t there lots of people aware of your turpitudes with Nartaya as the young woman in heat had claimed? In the darkness of your rented room in Bangkok, you kept getting up and sitting down, sighing with worry in the evening silence, smoking so much you singed the corners of your mouth and your brain was running light or harking back to the same old story and you had the wild looks of a madman. Even in someone else’s presence you thought yourself alone and talked to yourself aloud. You called yourself all sorts of names to have been stupid enough to give Nartaya your address in Bangkok. Write to me, will you? Write to me at the faculty of… That’s what you’d told her before leaving her, whereas to tell the truth you certainly didn’t want to see her again or have her write to you. The worst of it was that you still weren’t able to prevent yourself from thinking about San. You’d seen him one more time after the publication of university entrance results. It was he who’d come to your place to congratulate you. He was always like that with you, of an open and trusting nature. And you had thought back to all those years during which he’d been your guardian, paying for the cost of your meals and the cost of your studies and signing your school reports while Daen wasted his life in Laos or Vietnam, but here you were paying him back with such abomination. How could I ever do this to him? you were asking yourself, at a loss and burning with shame.




the festival of sprites

Exuberance is beauty.

William Blake, Proverbs of Hell



 It didn’t seem possible: from teenage hoodlum I had become a university student; from tough guy well versed in all base acts, I had an appointment with myself at varsity; of the whole bunch of good-for-nothings that we were, I was the only one to have had the impertinence of passing university entrance. With one fell swoop I had jumped from hell’s roof to find myself dangling under heaven’s canopy. I had become an arts student in a venerable university as if by a miracle, so that on the very first days I was very much perplexed by the vagaries of fate, a fate so well disposed in my favour one had to wonder if it wasn’t a case of mistaken identity. I hadn’t expected to find my name on the list of successful candidates. I wouldn’t have been surprised if, after rechecking the results, it was noticed there had been a mistake and I’d be expelled with an official apology from the university for making me wrongly rejoice for a few days as a student. Everything considered I expected a reversal of situation that’d see me go through the door, but I waited in vain and my wait dissipated as I soon had other fish to fry. As a newcomer I was surrounded with many senior students who saw to my every need, chatted with me in a friendly way, multiplied their advice, suggested I register for this course with this lecturer and that course with that professor, offered me to become a member of various social groups, from the dancing club to the Buddhist students’ association, from the chess club to the football club. Some of those seniors looked more mature than their age, judicious, level headed, considerate like brothers; some were friendly and open as if we’d always known each other; some had greeted us familiarly from the first and were forever pressing us to go out for a drink together. The new students watched their steps, disoriented, suspicious, subdued, lonely and impressed. They came from almost every horizon and from all social classes and watched one another timorously like newborns freshly out of the rotten uterus of high school. The first weeks were spent in meetings to prepare the reception of the newcomers in the various disciplines, faculties and associations and in the holding of the reception, a good-natured ragging held as a big do over two days upcountry. A few weeks later I was beginning to get used to the place and the people and I began to withdraw from the ongoing activities and to consider them as an observer, which I did with an increasingly critical eye, and I began to be more or less convinced university isn’t the place where to teach people to have a noble heart nor is it the place to frequent for people yearning for wisdom, contrary to what I’d been reading in books. But I didn’t express this opinion openly, as I didn’t hold myself altogether aloof from those meaningless activities, and many a time I enjoyed myself very much, in particular because of the eccentric behaviour of a group of seniors who seemed to live in the margins of the place and of time. Those were fine arts students who’d been trained to express their feelings freely, so that, fascinated, I found myself among them without realising it, and that, from the moment I started to play long chess sessions with them. They always dressed casually and sloppily and had skins speckled with paint blobs of all colours from their painting sessions and sometimes spattered with mud from their sculpture sessions and these saintly fellows didn’t seem to care enough to scrub themselves clean. Many of them slept in the very lecture halls and only went back home once in a blue moon as do conscripts. Some went to the extent of planting vegetables and flowers and rearing chickens they considered as the property of all, as if to demonstrate the existence of an artists’ commune. One day they dumbfounded the new students by grabbing a conical ashtray out of its wrought-iron pedestal, whose sand they replaced with chinks of wood doused with petrol, lit it, and one of them caught this improvised brazier and, carrying it at arm’s length, started to run under the acclamations of the others and at the first corner another student took over and so on around the entire university perimeter. It was their way of deriding the torch run during the opening of a sporting event. In front of the building of these denigrators of life, a narrow track went around a vast pond which gave out a suffocating fetid smell at all times. The pond was lined with age-old pine trees with thick foliage. Under each pine was a bench where they came to sit, lie down, discuss, chat, play chess, sing and make music, but as this track was very busy during the day, it happened one day that some oddball grabbed a pot of vivid paint and painted a pedestrian crossing in front of the fine arts building as if to indicate to the individuals who went about the track how much them fellows were disturbed when they came out of the building to go and sit down under the pines around the pond. And as the pond gave off an increasingly gagging odour, one day they made a dummy looking like a drowned man and had it float in the middle of the pond. The corpse, painted in hyper realistic fashion, was so lifelike that the rector, an eminent professor highly thought of by his peers and with a heart ailment besides, blanched at the sight of it as he really thought a student had drowned, and when he learned it was but a prank by students bent on satire, he burst into imprecations so primitive one would be reluctant to commit them to paper. And the day after the day the dummy corpse was taken out of the waters of the huge pond, which was entirely covered with vivid green jork haen23 so that it looked like a lawn, a large-sized panel floated proudly right in the middle and proclaimed, in big neat letters printed in the manner of an official proclamation that could be read even from Mr Rector’s luxurious and imposing office, NO WALKING ON THE LAWN. They also raised a dog, whose name was Superman. It was everyone’s dog at fine arts. It was a dog who didn’t quite mix with his fellow creatures, given that he reeked of linseed oil and was all besmirched with multicoloured paint, as it was on that poor animal that they wiped their brushes. Superman was taken to be a most perspicacious art critic, having squirted over untold numbers of daubs. According to a persistent rumour, them it was who’d been organising every year the ceremony to the memory of Suraphon Sombatjareun since the demise of the king of rural crooners, and to that of Mit Chaibancha since the demise of the giant of the screen, but they didn’t make a big deal of it which might draw outside society’s attention, and them it was who organised every year the music festival of advertising jingles, with all sorts of ads from the past, such as those of body repair specialist Mongkhon Service, the Sor Sapharn Morn driving school, ‘Look Kai (Chick) soap smells sooo good’, ‘Phan Ngarm, the right foundation for your complexion’, ‘Narm Jareun (Top-Level) men of the world outfits’, and so forth up to my ancestors’ time, such as for Kop (Frog) batteries and ‘Song Samai (Modern) sells all garments at fixed prices’, each jingle being sung, spoken or danced as close to the original as could be. And them it was also who organised every year a variety show, with a western play of the Romeo and Juliet kind, in which Romeo, before he parts from Juliet in the scene of tender love, throws to his beloved grinning like a simpleton on her balcony a very much blossoming rose made out of tissue paper, but throw as he might it won’t take off because that damn rose is too bulky and Romeo finally must squeeze the petals together in haste and the tapered rose is darted onto the balcony successfully now that there is no bulk to provide any resistance to the air saturated with amorous vapours, and Romeo, contrite and downcast, entreats Juliet to Have it blossom again yourself, won’t you, love? And in the spade duel scene between Romeo and Paris, as they cross swords the rhythm breaks down when someone shouts Hey! Not so fast! whereupon Romeo and Paris comply and exchange thrusts as in those Chinese movies shot in slow motion. There was the wedding scene where data sheets are piled up on the dinner table and the host invites the guests to partake of the collation. There was also a racy banter and song scene in which the man, scolded sharply by the woman for being late for their tryst, answers her, singing, that he’s on time and adds for good measure Mine is an Omega. It’s right ’n’ hard on time. There was a likei24 performance in which, when she hears the male part croon Eyes in your eyes / I’d like friendship to unite us / And tie us for life / Tell me, sweetie, do I have a chance? / I’d like to know everything / Are you thirteen at least? the female side retorts in terms that generations of students would learn by rote I’m over fourteen / Are you blind as a bat or what? / Waist, boobs, arse and haunches / All present and accounted for / Only last night, voice that breaks, blood that boils, I was all wet / Nubile to bursting point, so there! There was a satire of Chinese films, where the emperor, answering to the portentous name of Thang Kao Rua (Old Leaking Pail), has to announce his own arrival in a stentorian voice Make room! Here comes the emperor! among many other comical or farcical scenes. Several members of that group showed no sign of ever becoming true artists except that they were genuine sarong-chasers and inveterate drinkers, and several others were horrid daubers, obsessed with religion to an amazing degree. They were so touchy in matters of morality they’d have been better off on another planet altogether. Several others drank life experiences discriminatingly, kept them in their mouth for a while, deliberated before they swallowed or spat them out like the drunken devils in Chinese novels, by deciding whether or not to attend lectures, going on hippie-like votive pilgrimages or indulging instead in drink or sex, and proclaiming without compulsion that they would live in the most unruly way possible and spend at least seven years on a programme that normally took four. Some of them were sold on politically committed art and wrote demo placards with fiery formulas, were always available to produce posters, kept exposing the government to public contempt and analysed society angrily like post-October-1425 activists, whereas others pigheadedly defended art for art’s sake, dreaming but of ambrosia, paradise and creative ecstasy, cursing often and expressing the cocksure opinion that art is by nature of the female gender: to put art to the service of politics is like recruiting women to be sent to the front to fight, which is an inept and counterproductive way to go about things, like using a tennis racket to dry salted fish. For all that, taken in their entirety, they formed a tribe of jolly fellows who adored one another and got along well. Sure, they’d occasionally grapple with one another over trifles, but that was in the nature of things. Quite a few among them, especially the most senior, were inveterate bookworms, film buffs who haunted the cinemas in town and attended the free showings of the Goethe-Institut, the Alliance française, AUA and the British Council. It was them who went to borrow films from these cultural centres to project them in tiny screening rooms and invite younger students to attend the sessions. Those were films adapted from famous novels by Gide, Zola, Hugo, Gogol or Dostoevsky. I liked so much the French film adapted from Gogol’s Diary of a Madman in particular that I went to see it several times. Sometimes they were shown at night with a clunky projector and a bare wall as screen, and only a few viewers, each stretched out on his seat, smoking, drinking beer or his head on his sweetheart’s lap. The girls, who numbered few, had odd shapes and features, as if they had fallen off the pages of a fairytale or a Middle Ages fabliau; some looked like Japanese dolls, others like squaws; some looked like gipsies; some had long hair flowing in their backs which in the hot season they rolled into a bun kept in place by a small paintbrush by way of a slide, with funny thingies hanging down their ears, a leather bag strapped on the shoulder giving them the look of living tough, and flashy bracelets strung over the entire length of their arms; some wore short hair combed backwards, most often all-purpose jeans, most often men’s shirts with sleeves upturned to the armpits, smoked like chimneys and swore like troopers as if to match the boys’ callousness, flirted outrageously with the other girls, liked to draw naked, well-muscled women and acted arrogant and domineering; some, doleful looking, dressed in black or dull colours, gave the impression that for them the cold season lasted all year. They seemed to dwell on some loss in a distant past whose return they awaited, which made them increasingly look like Penelopes as days went by. They only read Gibran’s melancholy poems and only listened to Chopin’s melancholy piano fugues on the latest made-in-Japan sound system. Some wore miniskirts even during the cold season because they had beautiful legs, were haughty, heavily made-up and chewed gum all day long. Their boyfriends were in Italy and they wrote to them once a week as if they kept a diary, even though they often insinuated they’d like them to break their hearts, for their aim was in no way to paint a masterpiece but to devote themselves to poetry and there’s nothing like an unhappy love affair to bring forth great verse. The merrygo-round of their trinkets revolved only around tiger teeth, wild boar fangs, bear claws and porcupine spines, transmuted into bracelets, rings, hairpins and key rings they hung at their belts. These youngsters of both sexes each had his or her personality and, for most of them, the guts to live their lives as they must be and, even if they made mistakes and suffered and worried themselves sick like the rest of us, they loved life enough to weep or laugh about it while bucking conventions. From the very first month I cottoned on to those fine arts students and I progressively set about imitating them and resembled them in the end, letting my hair grow and wearing jeans, t-shirts and canvas shoes. I undertook to read like one possessed to enlarge the field of my cogitations as, although they were fine arts students, many of them, especially among the book addicts, had such a knowledge of literature that, for all my being an arts student, I was beginning to feel ashamed of myself. Some of them had a futuristic kind of imagination and stated under a chorus of gibes they’d encountered extraterrestrials on Phoo Kradueng26 on a clear night of the cold season and those aliens had told them it was mathematics, not music, that would allow man to communicate with the other intelligent living beings of the universe. They decried as stupid the man who uses only reason and common sense to apprehend everything and expressed their certainty that man is the only animal species in the world able to take the supernatural into consideration and it’s absolutely indispensable for him to do so. Others, on the other hand, only swore by elephants and gathered all sorts of data on elephants, books, documents, photos, in such quantities it was frightening – starting with everything about the calf mammoth fallen into a crevice in Siberia a million years ago whose corpse was found in perfect condition only recently. Its flesh was as fresh as on the day it fell. Dissection revealed its last feast before it fell into the crevice. Indian elephants have high IQs, African elephants low ones, so if you capture an African elephant and send it to the elephant school in our Lampang province, the mahout that’ll train it will soon suffer from headaches. They knew all about elephants in history, such as Jao Phraya Prarptraijak; elephants in literature, such as Phlai Prakaimart; the elephant in Buddha’s life which went to forage for food to donate to him and which will be reborn as a Buddha in the era after the era we live in, according to the prediction of the Book of Reincarnations; all about the prodigious elephant Keereemeikhlang, the most perspicacious elephant of a north-eastern village, who very often goes out to pick lotuses to adorn the image of the Buddha in the middle of the village; Thai mahouts, so competent Indonesia relies on them to capture her wild elephants; strange stories about Tha Chang27, elephant graveyards, the soldiers guarding the elephants’ feet in ancient battles, taphun28, the flag with the elephant emblem; the cow elephant who’s ashamed of her yoni when she’s adorned for a procession so that her mahout must cover it with a piece of cloth or else she’ll refuse to parade and, if someone stares openly at her slit, she sees red; the elephant penis, said to be a very expensive aphrodisiac worth thousands of baht per kilo, which is why elephants are so sought after by hunters, not for the ivory of their defences but for that other appendix… Some were interested in magic and mysteries, believed in the reality of previous lives and in the reality of lives to come, believed that not only men and animals are endowed with a soul but plants also, so that if they had to cut a blade of grass they asked the blade of grass for forgiveness and if they had to transplant a tree they asked the tree for forgiveness, and they told with conviction the story of an air force pilot who met Luang Poo Waen29 while flying at an altitude of ten thousand feet, and told of the delirious enthusiasm this same Luang Poo Waen elicited when he said he had to smoke so many kheeyo, the long acrid cigars of the North, that his mouth and throat hurt, because people wanted the ashes of his cigars as they held them to be sacred and he often had to pull out his few remaining hairs because people wanted a hair of his as they held his hair to be sacred, told of the occult power of Luang Phor Ee’s palat khik30 by saying that young women truly received palat khik from his very hand but hastened to throw them overboard as they went back home by boat for the reason that they were maidens still untouched by male hands, yet couldn’t possibly have refused a gift from the master of occult sciences. People on both banks of the canal had seen the palat khik rise above the surface and swim in the boats’ sway, as they’d been endowed with life by the magical incantations of that matchless occult intercessor. And they told of the devil’s own cheek of Luang Poo Juan, nicknamed Turd Watcher, saying that while he was still a very young man he loved a woman he meant to marry but at the same time he wanted to renounce worldly pleasures, which are so fickle. Tormented for a long time by such a dilemma, on a fine morning he finally went to hide near the young woman’s house and when she came out to shit in the forest he followed her and when she’d left he went straight to look at the dame’s turd and that was when he took the firm decision to enter the monkhood and ever since he’s been the irreproachable monk that we know. And there were still others who were ramblers always full of projects such as hitchhiking all over Thailand to write up their adventures as Jack Kerouac had done in On the Road, travelling on George Coedès’s traces to see the changes that had taken place in the sites and landscapes since the time of his exploration, and even hitchhiking round the world. And some had their skulls chock-full of dirty jokes so that to the tune of one smutty story per night, a thousand nights wouldn’t have sufficed, it seemed, to exhaust their stocks of proverbs and lapidary sayings as well as of tales, poems, short stories, novels, plays and even epics, not to mention dirty jokes throughout the ages. And they were peerless creators of amazing spoonerisms, who proclaimed that all words are apt to spoonerism provided the sentence is turned and the words are assembled with a single objective: to reverse them down side up. One of their ambitions in life was to put together in one volume the kinky sayings of old monk Uncle Thein and old nun Auntie Chee, and almost all of them despised what they already knew and were constantly in search of new knowledge, each reckoning that the known wears out as a spouse fades and there’s no flavour but in the new. Yet, for all that, they all had the same dream, which was to possess the ideal library, and it’s thanks to the gestating ideal libraries in their rented rooms around the U that I read The Kings of Siam and Literary Criticism by Sor Thammayot, The One the Lord Rejected, a novel by Phra Sarrasart Phonkhan, The Epic of Gilgamesh by a Babylonian of yore, the whole works of Adi Shankara who contributed to the resurgence of Hinduism and the decline of Buddhism in India, as well as the clandestine literature of the left, whose pamphlets announced for example that General So-and-so was about to make a coup, which later turned out to be true. It’s partly because of them that I found myself obliged to spend hours in the library, play chess morning, noon and night, drink like a sink and loaf about raving like a madman, and that I began to know books and collect them in earnest. (Good grief, I can see myself most clearly: a chimpanzee in search of wisdom.) It’s around that time that I made your acquaintance, you who, for this constellation of fine arts students, were comparable to a shooting star, coming and going at will. Why did I become close to you though I could have been closer to others? Many others indeed had begun to brighten their lives with their idiosyncrasies, which were as good as yours. Doam Wuthichai at the time had a racing bike and he already had done Bangkok – Chiang Mai and back, which had muscled up his legs so that all his jeans were tight to bursting point at the thighs. Almost every month, Khampan Seenuea rallied all his chums and fighting cocks to go and bet in the cocky circles of Bangkok as well as upcountry with varying fortunes. Thanit Sukkaseim had laid his hand I don’t know where on a stamp bearing the effigy of Saint-Exupéry and he had a buyer offering no less than three thousand baht for it but he refused to sell. Sanphat Phongkaseit was hardly in the second year but he’d already read Ulysses three times and he was in an advanced state of depression as he’d been impudent enough to tackle Finnegans Wake and was completely bowled over as he couldn’t make heads or tails of it. Jitti Phuaphisut was beginning to have the makings of a copywriter of genius, having conceived a poster for the Development Aid Volunteers’ Association aiming to encourage student youth to volunteer for training courses in upcountry camps with the slogan MAN MAKES CAMPS. CAMPS MAKE THE MAN. IF YOU WANT TO MAKE YOUR WAY IN LIFE THE SEVENTEENTH CAMP OF THE NORTHEAST IS WAITING FOR YOU. Marnit Seewa was beginning to be notorious as a photographer and he was always ready to discuss the ideas he had with me in particular. But I wasn’t as intimate with them as I was with you because they were too extraverted. Eh-eh-eh! Nart Itsara! So we meet again, you who are still alive and I who am already dead. I’m playing a game whose rules forbid you to avoid me. I’m already dead or at the very least I only live in death. Don’t be sorry for me. Don’t be sad. Keep your good intentions to tip whomever you please with. Who the hell are you and where do you come from? We know each other well, the two of us, and yet we hardly know each other at all. I play at being dead in this night of intense cold and solitude and, since you’re a character in the novel of my life, here you are summoned to appear. Not as a star guest: you’re not the star guest, but truly the only protagonist of the story, the novel of my life of which I’m not the main actor. It’s downright depressing, isn’t it? I shouldn’t be honouring you so much, even though you’re someone deeply intelligent and with noble aspirations that everyone praises – praises excessively in my view. We should never have met, I akin to a murderer, a wild beast, you akin to a saint, a god; I wildly volatile like a volcano and you iced over like an iceberg whose immersed mass I can neither see nor fathom; I who wait only for the end of the world, you who solemnly declare that human civilisation in its entirety is a civilisation bathed in blood whose unavoidable end is self-destruction, and all you’re doing right now is build a new civilisation that’ll be pure or, if one has to climb down, a civilisation less bathed in blood. No, I must be careful not to honour you too much and not talk too much of my own inferiority. Ah! Let me tell you here that all your good intentions appal me. I’m afraid I might forget it and I’ll remind myself of it every time I get the opportunity. And let me tell you frankly that if I go on living, sooner or later I’ll kill you. That’s a necessary act, as killing you with my own hands is the only way for me to live without becoming mad. It’s I, poor clod, who had the presumptuousness to introduce myself into the orbit of your life like an insignificant corpuscle. You weren’t paying any attention to me. I was younger than you, more inexperienced than you, more stupid than you, and I considered you as a hero. Having met you turned me feverish with inspiration. You were the ideal young man; you were like the rebel in a modern novel. I met you at a time when you were thinking of giving up university while I stupidly rejoiced to have made it there. You were then in the third year and I in the first. I was still a kid whose skull was full of dreams more than reality. You seemed on the verge of ditching your friends, solitary to the point of appearing to be haughty. It was chess that compelled us to know each other. I was using my old expertise from the rental bookshop to progress around the pine trees easily beating one player after another. The losers sent the best to measure themselves against me and in less than an hour per game I drove them to defeat. This being so, they told me Play with Nart and see. I contented myself with remaining silent. You were not only the ace of aces under the pines around the pond but the reigning chess champion of the university. Knowing that, I just smiled and shrugged my shoulders, saying that I’d been away from the game for a long while and wouldn’t measure up to the university champion. On several occasions your friends went to look for you to play a game with me, but you were too busy, as you worked then as a typography designer for a small print shop and it was only once that job was done that you had the leisure to loiter at the U after lecture hours, and one evening we finally did come face to face over a chessboard. As you were older than I, I greeted you first, bowing with disdain. As for you, you smiled at me benignly as a monk welcomes a novice and said Easy does it, okay? There was a crowd around us, youngsters of my promotion as well as seniors of the fifth or sixth year who, everything considered, behaved as a mafia in the U even if it was a mafia that was open-handed. An old professor very keen on chess, whom the students called the Old Lion, had come to watch also and it was that professor who spiced up the event by declaring you were unofficially staking your title as champion and he ordered for someone to go and buy soft drinks at his expense for the competitors and the spectators as well; as for him, he’d take advantage of the occasion to drink beer, as it was past teaching time. It was an evening in mid-July when the air was limpid. Over the brouhaha of the people massed around were heard trumpet squeals coming out of the music room rather far away and exclamations from footballers warming up before practice. In the hall of the fine arts building, first-year youngsters thrashed about around four or five ping-pong tables and made such a racket the Old Lion had someone go and tell them to pipe down a little. I felt excited and drank up my lemonade in big gulps to be done with it, upon which the Old Lion handed over to me a glass of beer I gulped down without hesitation. He turned towards you and with a sweet smile told you surely you wouldn’t object to your opponent drinking beer as there was no dope in beer. In so easy going an atmosphere, I played every move in earnest. We had agreed on three rounds, unless one of the opponents won two. I knew from older chess fans that you were expert in the handling of bishops and your bishops were killers that ensured your victory almost every time. During the first round, I had the upper hand because you obviously were unaware I was trying to get rid of your bishops. As soon as the opportunity presented itself, I smothered one, which had you frown and groan in surprise, but while my castle swiftly got rid of your other bishop as well as one pawn amid spectators’ exclamations, your two castles planted in front of my king in combat formation on the left side of the chessboard went into action. The first one checked the king by knocking off the pawn that protected it. After being on the offensive for a long time, I was now cornered. I had to free my king as best I could, your other castle hot on its heels suddenly transmuted into an implacable killer. It hounded my breathless king on one side of the chessboard and my king was at mercy, with my castles and knights unable to intervene. The Old Lion, who officiated as timekeeper, announced I’d narrowly lost the game and the first round had lasted fortytwo minutes. We remained seated the both of us for a while massaging our temples and rolling our heads to soften the necks. Soon the second round started. I used the pawns to protect my queen, and my bishops in advanced formation to go on the offensive with the intent to carry out a massacre, whereas you set up a tight defence with limitless patience while leading occasional assaults as destructive as a bush fire to try to disengage yourself. That round was like a fight between gladiators who, constantly on guard, beat each other up oblivious of death. At times, one or the other would step back to disengage, stare at his opponent without lowering his eyes to intimidate him, before launching another offensive. The spectators didn’t make a sound. Only the Old Lion tried to joke from time to time to relax the atmosphere. I used my knights to protect the king and my pawns to make a break to the left. Once again, I clearly had the advantage, especially when my valiant knights gave you such a hard time you had to call your remaining castle to the rescue. But its progress was fraught with pitfalls and, by the time it intervened, the situation had become critical and it took only one of my pawns to huff it altogether. You spread your arms like a Christ on the cross, shook your head and mane sadly and said you admitted defeat. That round had lasted twenty minutes only. I launched another offensive right away on the third round, but it was too presumptuous an approach, which gave you the opportunity no fewer than three times to put me in difficulty, even though your game was much less enthusiastic, perhaps because you were restraining yourself. It was a never-ending round in which nothing exciting happened. In my impatience to win, I spread myself too thin and made lots of unforgivable wrong moves and an eternity went by before you were left only with your king, a bishop and a pawn. As for me, I was left with only one pawn, which danced shamelessly an exasperating minuet, hanging around my king like a rowdy kid, until I had it taken inadvertently, so that my solitary king ended up giving up the ghost once again in the left corner of the chessboard. The whole game had lasted one hour and fortytwo minutes. The Old Lion proclaimed you’d been able to preserve your title as a champion; even though I’d lost this time, I would have the opportunity to take my revenge some other time. And with the accents of a master of ceremony he invited everyone present here and now to go for a beer at Wanakharm, an invitation everyone had the right to refuse except you and me. It was pitch dark when we left. And that night the Old Lion got seriously plastered, ranted on about whatever crossed his mind with formulas a la Yarkorp or a la Mai Mueang Deum31, let fall a glass that broke, patted a young waitress’s behind in a deliberately involuntary gesture, sang Nat King Cole and Harry Belafonte songs, declaimed ‘The Marriage of Heaven and Hell’ and many other poems by William Blake with a breath saturated with alcoholic vapours, exposed his personal interpretation of those poems with a luxury of details (I remember Blake’s formula Opposition is true friendship as of that night), cursed by invoking the phallus when he spoke of the mediocrity of contemporary Thai literature and said present literary circles in the kingdom considered as a masterpiece any poem that was only sixty to seventy percent valid, which had me wince, said of Michelangelo he wasn’t one to fell a tree to make only one chair, as in reality he’d been incapable of making even a single chair or even a single rung: all he’d done was shackle art and drag it into the prison of morality, said Krishnamurti was undoubtedly a genius and if the various types of genius were classified he’d feature among insipid geniuses, and advanced the thesis according to which the most obvious difference between man and animal is that man is unable to lick his own balls whereas an animal can – just take a look at dogs, cats, bovines, deer, rabbits, civets and other rodents. I, the skin of whose face was getting taut, objected that all sufficiently trained gymnasts could bend over and lick their balls or nibble their pussy as often as they felt like it, and you, whose face was getting flushed too, added that you seemed to have read somewhere, maybe in the Tripitaka, that some priests with a pliable spine got around the interdiction to indulge in sexual congress by proceeding to self-service fellatio, whereupon the Old Lion announced he was giving up his thesis and let out a stream of apologies on a sarcastic mode by saying that the exposition of his thesis proceeded from an obvious lack of reflection on his part and he thanked us and stood up to toast man and animal and then toast demons and gods as many as there were, from Agni to Zeus, and then toast the sole Kinnari, and when he put his glass down he said with saddened stupor he’d forgotten the reason why Hitler, Charlie Chaplin and Sukhon Kiuliam32 wore the same moustache. That night, you and I and four or five sidekicks went to sleep at the Old Lion’s. I don’t remember who drove us there. It was a house on a piece of land of about four hundred square yards. There was nothing but a tangle of trees and plants, both in the front yard and in the garden at the back, which looked more like a jungle, as well as in the kitchen, the living room, the balcony and the toilet, so that you had the impression the house was but a passing guest and the jungle was the true owner of the place. There were dogs and cats on the prowl. There was an impish peacock which gave me a peck on the arm when I tottered up to the veranda. And you, as you sat down properly on the sofa without saying a word, a six yards long python appeared properly without saying a word and knocked on your tibia with its mouth by way of how do you do. There was an albino turtle the Old Lion tricked out of the small pond on one side of the courtyard by pretending to feed it an overripe banana, but as soon as it reached firm ground he lit a candle and stuck it on its shell and had it go round the courtyard in the dark to come and say hello to us. His wife, a Doctor of Physics, was drawn out of bed to make us rice gruel. She went to him and gave him a mighty nudge on the shoulder and told us his quirk of putting a candle on the turtle’s shell had nearly put the house on fire several times. She bent over to blow out the candle, but as soon as she had turned on her heel and walked away, the Old Lion lit up the candle again and badmouthed his wife, saying she wasn’t someone romantic but the only consolation left to a married man was to accept to obey his spouse once in a while, and he told us he’d caught the albino turtle, dipped its legs in viscous black ink, placed it on taut framed canvas and prodded it with a stick to make it move. That resulted in altogether mysterious and fascinating thick lines which, had Frank Kline seen them, he’d have been so amazed he’d have given up painting at once. And after that he seemed to have forgotten all that went before when he turned round to ask How you doing? to the civet which had come to nestle against him like a lonely child who sees its drunken father come back home, and he said, looking obviously soused, that that civet and he used to be bosom friends in a former life. Then he walked us into his study and there exhibited his matchboxes. There were matchboxes as can be found in any shop as well as matchboxes from hotels and nightclubs, bars, cocktail lounges, famous restaurants, etc. As for the matchboxes freely available, there were boxes with brands such as Sampan, Satang Daeng (Copper Cent), Heng Chia, Singto (Lion), Phaya Nark (Naga King), Nang Pla (Mermaid), Muay Thai (Thai Boxing), Hanuman33 and Sawatdee34 in incomprehensible Chinese characters as well as matchboxes from a multitude of foreign countries he’d set foot in or he’d asked people to bring back from. There were also matches as I wanted to get ever since I was a kid, that is to say cowboy matches the hero in a western movie cracks on any surface, a barstool, the edge of the soles of his boots or even the egg-smooth cranium of a villain. So I asked him for one box of those. After we’d admired this possibly unique to Thailand matchbox museum he led us to the back of the house to show us the giant scorpion he reared in a glass cage, which made me think its poison must be stronger than cyanide and if someone was stung even once his heart would explode from the pain. This giant scorpion, the biggest I’d ever seen, fed on cockroaches and, as I abominate cockroaches, it seemed to me, all things considered, rather friendly, and when you asked him why he was rearing it, he answered Because it’s useless; when you see something that’s useless you can be sure almost every time it’s beautiful. That night before we fell asleep it was very late since, after swallowing the rice gruel, we loitered still for a long time drinking coffee and, although his wife had forbidden him to drink any more given that the next day he had to teach from the first hour, as soon as she turned on her heel and left, the Old Lion discreetly poured brandy in his cup of coffee and in ours and the conversation progressively moved from religion and philosophy to social and artistic problems and finally hovered around the matter of women and you started to talk more and more while I shut up. I began to notice the Old Lion was asking for your opinion and listened to you carefully in matters of religion and he needled you most wittily on the matter of women. You expressed your opinions on religious matters in a relaxed manner to the point of sometimes giving examples related to art, as you knew perfectly well it’d further arouse the Old Lion’s interest. On women you expressed your opinions with humility, which between us was out of place, and I then realised you differed from other womanisers inasmuch as you didn’t at all think of exploiting women. You reduced everyone except the Old Lion to silence when, the conversation coming round to the ways of thinking of marquis de Sade and Sacher-Masoch, you strenuously denounced Sade by qualifying him without hesitation as inferior both as a thinker and as a writer, adding that Sacher-Masoch was superior to him but in any case one and the other were far from having the least elevation of thought. You didn’t understand why Dali admired Sade to the point of illustrating him, even if his illustrations weren’t worth a brass farthing, just as you didn’t understand why Sartre admired Genet but expressed reservations on Flaubert. The Old Lion objected in a conciliatory tone that Sade’s works were like a prefiguration of man’s future: if man persevered in his turpitudes, the abominable, repugnant and insane things that man does to man and that Sade evoked in his books would necessarily happen, and in any case Sade was the model of those who sacrifice even their lives in the name of their ideas. The both of you were beginning to be fuelled by caffeine and you debated on the validity of the classification of the artists Dali undertakes in his Journal d’un génie. All the more so as, if you take everything into consideration from Dali’s own viewpoint, Mondrian only gets half a point out of a total of twenty while Dali attributes a maximum of points to himself, even if he comes second to Picasso. At the time I knew Dali for his moustache rather than for his artistic production and I contented myself with listening to you as you displayed your science. The Old Lion, whose oratory flame didn’t weaken, led the conversation from the abysses and defiles of art upwards towards the lights of love, and the incommensurate limits of love narrowed before our very eyes, so that before long the only thing left was love between man and woman, of which the Old Lion asserted it was the only authentic form of love, that love of your neighbour or love of mankind is artificial as it doesn’t proceed from instinct whereas love between man and woman proceeds from instinct and all of us have sexual hormones. A mother’s love for her child also proceeds from instinct and, if an animal of whatever species has in its body a hormone of a certain kind whose name I forget, it’ll love its progeny. In biological terms, nature has bestowed the hormone in question on superior animals exclusively. That’s why man loves his children, the elephant its young, the lion likewise, and the dolphin and the whale, but the tortoise doesn’t like its young: it lays eggs, buries them, then crawls away to go back to the sea, because it has very little of the hormone in question, not to say not at all. Flies, midges, cockroaches and white moths don’t seem to love their young; neither do microbes and amoebas. And even though we were talking about love stories of that sort, there were those among us who stifled yawns and retired one after the other to go to bed, me included, leaving you and him alone to carry on the discussion. Later on, I progressively came to realise you didn’t quite respect the Old Lion like a student respects a teacher and actually he never showed himself superior to you by way of age or learning. What made you fear him a little was his diabolical skill at chess. And when I knew the Old Lion better, I was able to see that, oddly enough, he was learning from his students more than his students were learning from him. And such was the Old Lion, to whom I eventually became closer than to any other teacher at the university. It wasn’t long before I became his ‘disciple-comrade’, even though I was no fine arts student and his appreciation of literature was rather limited. Was it because of the Old Lion that you and I became intimate so fast? For, when he invited you to go somewhere, he invited me also. It so happened that one day, to get away from Bangkok, he drove us to a vast pond well stocked with fish on the outskirts of town. There was fishing gear, books and two young men, you and I. After fishing for two hours, he joined us, who were sprawled in the grass by the side of the pond, drinking beer as we read or chatted. He looked happy. It was a day with a luminous sky and a strong wind, and to breathe the pure air, to watch the flocks of herons flying across the azure and those of them that, with intent steps, sought fish in ricefield waters, made us think of the countryside that stretched beyond. In his presence, the coldness that reigned between you and me slowly dissipated and afterwards we went out, the three of us, to fish in the rice fields and canals and marshes around Ayutthaya or else in the direction of Chachoengsao to strike barbel in the Bang Pakong river. The friendship between you and me followed its inevitable course, but it took some time all the same before you invited me to go somewhere alone with you, and I slowly came to realise you were only an ordinary individual, even if by many singular traits you unwittingly engendered perplexity. Under your apparent modesty there was the pride of the artist and one went well with the other, just as your independence seemed the necessary counterpart to your excellent human relations. Your melancholic taciturnity and your exuberance a la festival of sprites were inseparable comrades, like each other’s shadows. Your angelic softness went hand in hand, incredibly enough, with a more than beastly aggressive and coarse nature. Your frenzy for women encumbered itself with ethical scruples which only served as a rope to hang yourself with and myriad other goddamn contradictions of all kinds which would remain unaccounted for. The Old Lion was your supervisor and he was the first to become aware that you were fed up with the U to the point of being almost unable to stand it any longer. Him it was who spread the news, saying to one and all you were a model young man the likes of whom would be hard to find; we shouldn’t let you go and we should do everything we could to hold you back. That I was seemingly ordered to go everywhere with you both was also a ploy to keep you. He blew the chess games between you and me up out of all proportion with the hope you’d surmount your disgust with university so you would come more often, even if you didn’t attend lectures but went to sit in front of a chessboard or sip coffee or read a book at the cafeteria next to the library. But when I asked you what you thought of the Old Lion, you said without thinking, which wasn’t like you, that the Old Lion was just an old fogey who didn’t resign himself to old age and was trying to deny the law of nature by dyeing his hair. The nostalgia he had of his youth was excessive to the point of appearing abnormal and in spite of his age – he was only six years away from retirement – he remained an inveterate womaniser. And you didn’t try to hide your irritation at the exaggerated attention he paid you. You didn’t deny the fact that the Old Lion had the soul of a true pedagogue, even more so than of an artist, it seemed, but for all that he was someone almost unable to do anything besides thinking and dreaming and he prettified his thoughts and dreams with the exclusive recourse to sophistic types of formulas. Besides, from a personal point of view, those that are incapable of accepting old age without bitterness exasperated you. It may well be you were talking to me frankly about the Old Lion only to undermine the blind faith I had in him. With me, you tended to avoid discussing tricky issues and it seems you’ve always done so, even now. We began to have increasingly long conversations, but I never learned anything personal about you and actually I didn’t want to. How old were you then? Twenty-one or twenty-two, something like that, right? or maybe a little older. But you looked older than your age. At the very least you were older than I in the sense that you knew how to control your moods. All your acts, all your remarks were carefully chosen, whereas I was impulsive and excitable like a child. And where did you get your blasé looks from? It was a spleen born in the deepest part of your self which had spread to all your organs and expressed itself in your listless eyes and wetted the grain of your words and the inflexion of your most often involuntary sighs. It was indeed peculiar to one who, disgusted with worldly happiness, seeks the peace of nirvana or of something cool as all religions peddle, for gods’ sake. And you were indeed like that at times. But at other times you were sucked into contemporary society’s maelstrom of alcohol, women and promiscuous restlessness. To have me under the power of your thought didn’t interest you, contrary to most of the seniors (of whom I must acknowledge many had powerful personalities). It didn’t bother you that I didn’t agree with you on anything, but nonetheless you always told me which and whose book to read, which music to listen to or which painting to look at, and for all I know you almost never gave advice to anyone even when you were begged to. When you were absent for a long time, there was always someone to worry about you and it both impressed me and made me jealous, but I contented myself with mulling sadly over my powerlessness, given that there are people truly like that all over the world. How did you manage to be loved by one and all? Sure, you had accumulated sufficient aura during the three years you’d spent there. Your life seemed programmed as if you wanted to turn it into a beautiful legend known to all, predestined like the legend of an artist, the legend of a saint. I’ve thought on occasion that, had you died then, it would’ve been a good thing and you should’ve rejoiced: when Raphael died, the whole town was in tears, wasn’t it? Something in you gave me the unshakeable conviction you wouldn’t live to a great age or you’d sink into madness. You wore frayed jeans, filthy shirts and mouldy canvas shoes. Between your messy mane and the beard that ate up your face, under particularly bushy, sooty eyebrows, your big eyes blazed with the rebellious glint of one who refuses to be defeated by anything. You always had a large-size, grimy bag on your shoulder. It was a bag that held all kinds of things just in case, so that one might say it was your house, even if it was the house of the most simple man on earth. You always had a desk pad under your arm, so that all your shirts tore first at armpit level. Altogether, you looked like any fine arts student as can be seen at any street corner, but there were also times when some things in you gave you a singular look, like someone just back from the antipodes or a mountaineer right back from conquering the highest peak in the world or a poet rumoured to have conversed with spirits the night before – as so many warnings without words, meaning that you were someone inaccessible by any means whatsoever. When you spoke for the first time of eating vegetarian food, I thought it was a ridiculous idea, the incoherent and crass dream of someone with the nitpicking habits of a woman. How can we be fussy about what we eat when so many people have nothing to eat? But you explained that physiologically man is a herbivorous animal just like all bovines, sheep, rabbits, baboons and other monkeys, and unlike animals of carnivorous physiology such as tigers, lions, wolves and dogs, but that man came to eat animal flesh as tigers, lions, wolves and dogs do no doubt because at one time or another in the long history of mankind he felt compelled in order to survive to eat meat, so that since then we’ve been eating meat out of habit. And you said animal meat contributes to the appearance of cancer. Meat has a disgusting smell, so that when it’s being prepared spicy condiments have to be used, which makes taste buds work abnormally. Spicy food makes you feel like smoking, which is another source of cancer, whereas vegetarian food contributes to the elimination of the hiccups of the digestive system and of the excretion process and helps optic, auditory, olfactory and gustative nerves to function efficiently, whereas the heart is something else still, and might help eliminate mortal diseases such as cancer. And you went on explaining that, even if in the past man couldn’t prevent himself from assaulting other living beings, we’re fully capable of abstaining from assaulting men or animals if we really want to. Since eat we must, let’s eat cereals, vegetables and fruit (almost all varieties of which are endowed with therapeutic properties). I must say I had my doubts about the validity of your arguments, but at the same time I was surprised that while the others were only interested in knowing what to eat where, when and whether it was good and whether it was expensive, you were trying to eat what was the most useful and the least peccant. Even though you weren’t very strict with yourself on this matter, your neophyte’s enthusiasm has never ceased to amuse me, even now. I used to narrate all that to whoever cared to listen and behind your back qualified you as someone with the potential to develop yourself in outer space amid ‘the avant-garde of morality seekers’ and as a full-fledged member of the ‘jet set of soul searchers’. And worse still, you had a distinguished past, as a former staunch Marxist within the movement that wanted to topple a rotten society – Marxist or Marxian, by the way? – even though you were lending an attentive ear to the warnings of Orwell, Koestler, Bellow and the other authors of The God That Failed. To make a historic omelette, one must break eggs: that’s something unavoidable, just as a true political revolution couldn’t do without the red of blood. And even if you insisted that society must change, you also insisted that life is too sacred to be destroyed under any pretext whatsoever, unless he who holds his life in his hand decides otherwise in complete freedom. Your political stand was in contradiction with your moral stand and you had to choose one way or the other and you hesitated for a long time before choosing the latter (although at the time the Communist Party of Thailand was getting strong as never before). Maybe it was your former political stand that gave you a mechanistic turn of mind you couldn’t get rid of, no matter how much you tried. But, even though you were turning your back on revolution, you didn’t despise the revolutionaries. You said they were suffering too much to be forced to hear themselves being denigrated and many a time you would accuse the state of being a gigantic and inhuman mechanism which had to be controlled or at the very least which we, as individuals, must have the guts to check. You made wry faces when you mentioned social injustices and even though you kept associating yourself with the commemoration of the October 6 and October 14 events, even though you kept playing the leftist by giving a hand during the celebration of Raphee Day35 and the First Gunshot36, even though you read and read over again ceaselessly Ten Days That Shook the World or went to see and see over again ceaselessly Reds, step by step you were sinking into the realm of Tao, Zen and Hindu doctrines and you were beginning to study the thoughts of Phutthathart37, Krishnamurti and E.F. Schumacher and, in your enthusiasm, you proclaimed yourself a vegetarian for life. You took up yoga, which had your young man’s body take the harmonious proportions of a Siddhartha. You surrounded yourself with a rarefied atmosphere that changed with your moods, from the serene eeriness of Buddhist meditation centres, of Plato’s Academy, of the Takasilas of ancient India and of the Zen temples in the mountains of Japan – the inspired facilities of Tao making me think of a hut under bamboo by the side of a pond – to the atmosphere at once splendid, scintillating and scruffy of Montparnasse cafés frequented by all manner of artists, as it was then you started to produce portraits to order in the grotty bars, drab hotels and debauchery lanes of Bangkok frequented by foreign tourists. This kind of work earned you loads of money and you invited me to keep you company for the hoodlums to leave you alone and you offered me beer after beer, which generally ended with me sloshed in your room full of paintings and books at Seewiang, a place where order seemed to be banished and where cleanliness was allowed to make extremely rare appearances when you happened to be fed up with ambient dust. Sometimes you and I quibbled about trifles for hours, but there were also times when each minded his own business, so that the words we exchanged could be counted, and there were many other times as well when we behaved as if we didn’t know each other, not that it was intentional on either side. I’m lying down in a deserted, freezing night as the moon shines softly and the sky is saturated with particles of mist. Isn’t it strange how recollecting one’s memories makes the past more romantic? That’s what I’m asking myself. In the night, the north wind moans. The gold-coloured moon and the thin curtain of mist float above the earth – terrible north wind that seems to blow from the other end of the word. I’m old by now. And so are you. We both got singed, wizened and crackled in the fire of all sorts of experiences and now I do nothing but think of the past that was mine. I’m playing with death and asking myself how it’ll end. Old people think about death. What about you? How often and how much do you think about it? Or do you try to understand it? Or do you think it’s meaningless, as death is the only thing that can’t be understood? Or are you trying to repulse it? Trying to be young again by drawing the ideal young girl, by writing madrigals, by creating a situation full of sentimentality and delirium that’ll enable you to clasp a bunch of flowers and go out in the twilight of dawn declare your love to some young lass one more time? Why do you squander women? You squander more of them than I do because your women are prostitutes or unruly youngsters or forlorn matrons or else women broad-minded enough to understand that fornicating is fornicating, an exchange of courtesies, not the control of one partner over the other. I don’t squander women as much as you do, because I don’t go for prostitutes if I’m not drunk, my phobia of venereal diseases being an inhibiting memory dating from the time I loafed about with my dissolute chums and even of the short period I spent at sea – whereas you’re burning with sexual cravings to the point of permanently having condoms in your bag to take advantage of the least godsend while suffering from a plethora of scruples. You bastard! The more you sank into your lousy ethical preoccupations and the more I was busy destroying my sense of right and wrong, and I was only sure of myself when I was certain my conscience suffered agony in the deepest and hottest hell. But, be that as it may, you and I continued to be guided by strong sexual stirrings. What exactly is sexual desire? Even now I firmly believe everything I’ve done I did to attract the attention of the opposite sex. I may happen to say that man aims for the stars, for paradise, but this kind of attitude is meant for women to be interested in me. One of these days I’ll climb the Everest or I’ll plunge to the very depths of the navel of the sea or I’ll write a treatise of morals thicker than the Tripitaka just so that women are interested in me or else I’ll do none of the above if doing none of the above makes women interested in me. I’ll force myself to death not to be interested in women if forcing myself to death not to be interested in women makes women interested in me. The realm of the subconscious is mysterious and full of truly terrible anguishes and terrors. Sexual impulses: do they drag into the mud the supreme aspirations of man? Fornication: does one learn something by fornicating besides how to fornicate in a more exciting way? Has anyone ever attained perfection in matters of fornication? the perfection philosophers and artists are so fond of and so often refer to. Does one fornicate sometimes with truly classic languor? Does one fornicate sometimes with Dalilike stretches of the imagination, with a harmonious mix of light and shadow, a display of elements, creative thought, technique and mystery? Politically committed fornication! Fornication for fornication’s sake! Here I am being sarcastic with you yet again, it seems, and furthermore it’s mockery that rather lacks wisdom. You always said we can do anything, but with the proviso of showing a little wisdom. The only thing you care about in the acts or behaviour of man is wisdom, and you deem you’re able to consider wisdom under every angle in so far as your own wisdom allows. That’s a remark that deserves a kick in the you-know-what, and the only way to give it a kick in the you-know-what with wisdom, inasmuch as my wisdom can judge right now, is to knock it senseless at one stroke. As for you receiving a kick in the you-know-what with more or less wisdom, that’s for you to determine. You often talked in English of wisdom, you often talked in English of intellect, you often talked in English of sensitivity, which was a way of talking that deserves kicks in the you-know-what, even if you were damn careful not to appear too pretentious. And you always said the only thing necessary to assess wisdom was wisdom. We shouldn’t measure the depth of the sea with a punting pole, which is another saying deserving of a kick in the you-know-what. The more we knew each other, the more I admired you and the more I had the secret urge to give you a kick in the you-know-what, and when that secret urge grew enough for me to worry about it, instead of watching it closely and finding ways to suppress it (I don’t hesitate to see in it the worm in the apple of friendship), there I was feeling altogether delighted and very lucky and I took care of it with the tender love of a mother pampering the child she’s sure will grow to conquer the world. But there was in you, it seems, something sublime, so that I didn’t dare touch you: something that might be called virtue. In which period of the world history did that famous virtue appear? Is it older than granite or basalt? Who discovered it and who gave it its name? Whatever period it did come about, I find its name a really bad omen and itself as devoid of beauty as it is of the least usefulness, except to adorn the ego of respectable people when they talk about themselves, as respectable from birth to death is what all beings in the world without exception deem they are compared to all the others who aren’t them and who therefore aren’t respectable, QED. I contented myself with the hope that when you’d found fulfilment in marriage you’d be a husband virtuous enough to wash you virtuous spouse’s underwear. Forgive me. I’m getting carried away. I always do bad things, always worse than I am when I’m with a gentleman. Your virtue meant not worrying about others enquiring about your virtue, and that, would you believe it, that was precisely one of Confucius’s qualities. And furthermore you persisted as relentlessly and quietly in holding yourself above the notions of good and bad the world lays claim to and you lost yourself in your dreams. And everything considered, at a formal level one could say you were a handsome young man, though a little on the scruffy side, and there were young girls at the U to steal glances at you or look at you openly or tell you frankly or with ulterior motives that they’d be happy to be the thread of your screw and ready to elope with you, be you taking them to hell or to paradise. But you played dumb and many a time you brought fixed-price women and other night butterflies, your temporary lovers, to us, and all doors and windows shut we drew nudes with those bints as models, whom you paid with the contributions of those who took part in those sessions, a most civilised arrangement which had those long-faced broads that had designs on you say you needed the honey of sex but didn’t want to be tied up. Even though you bored me to death with some of your speeches, I knew perfectly well that at the very bottom of you there was silence, a silence which deepened from day to day like the silence of the world before the first cell appeared or of the world whose last cell will have disappeared. Even if at times you were gay to the point of singing or getting up to dance, I knew perfectly well that at the very bottom of you there was sadness, a sadness which was crystallising and which nothing could prevent from crystallising, not even the beatific smile of a goddess, and many a time when you became withdrawn into your fragile self like a jellyfish I took care to keep my distance. I began to move away from you when I began to go out with a woman. I was madly in love, I was in rut or call it what you like. You and I went places together often, we met and talked often like bosom friends, but there was a moment when I turned away from you. No doubt because I was fed up hearing your opinions on women all the time and I wanted to express my opinions on women for you to hear them in turn. You kept saying Don’t pay attention to women – a waste of energy, a waste of time. One must know how to contain oneself, and when you saw that I listened without saying a word, you went on to say how great a hassle women were and as far as you were concerned one of these days for sure you’d practise chastity as Gandhi had done. You were utterly fed up with women, or so you said, even though you changed partners several times a month and your sexual promiscuity made your ideal of chastity hardly credible at all. Every night you cruised the sex tracks of Bangkok and that’s where you’d often pick up girls, bring them back to sleep with you and sometimes pass them on to me. When I distanced myself from you while I went out with Darreit Waeojan, you lost yourself into circumlocutions that can be summed up as follows: going out with a good girl is looking for trouble as one can easily fall into her clutches and, for a man, bachelorhood is something precious that’s worth safeguarding. I answered with skilful evasion that smelled of beer, saying that for me it was a challenge and I was always ready to take up a challenge. But who can tell what his future portends? Having taken up the challenge, I went through all sorts of events which made me giddy and I almost lost my sanity. And when you add to that an idiotic behaviour of the kind of a moronic spider getting stuck in its own web, I found myself practically driven to the dead-end of a cul-de-sac. At the time I rented a flat with three wayward friends from the South who’d come to carry on their studies and seek work and who later left each on his own and we never met or contacted one another again even though we’d fled from school together, travelled far together, wandered around and loafed about together, drunk, played cards and smoked grass since high school in the South and those three were among the five or six who’d given me money to take a piece of skirt get herself a scrape. Life at the time was of unthinkable freedom. I ceased to frequent the circle of players under the pines, oddballs all in all, as I distanced myself from you, an oddball you too. It wasn’t a sudden and definite flight, but it seemed I needed more time to myself. You smiled an almost disdainful smile when you learned I had a girlfriend. You seemed on the point of forewarning me but you stopped yourself and told yourself I’d better be left to learn on the job. The way I swelled with conceit must have passably grown on your nerves, as on my very first date with Darreit I almost dragged her over to introduce her to you. It was too much and something to be ashamed of. It was like shouting out to you who only went for prostitutes that you had to know the ‘clean form of love’ I was demonstrating for your benefit. Only a decent woman makes a man proud, but in the case of a loose woman, even if you conquer her and she lets herself be had gratis, there’s really nothing to be proud of. You showed yourself irritated when you saw me go into excessive raptures over my new love and you changed the subject as if the ecstasies of a kiddo over his heart’s desire reminded you of the whimpering of a milkdeprived puppy, as if you’d never whined thusly and would never whine again. You jerk! Don’t you understand we all whine when we’re in love? But heck, who can tell what his future portends? At the time, I had no idea where the road where I stood was going to lead me. Everything in me was but gracious beauty adorned with exquisite colours and fluid movements like a golden dragon fish swimming in the aquarium of an excessively dreamy breeder who sees a rare pearl slip off a white fairy’s tapering fingers and sink into the emerald sea straight down to the coral reef at the very bottom allowing only light bubbles to float back up by way of goodbye, while you no longer believed in love and said enigmatically that the era of reinforced concrete in which we lived wasn’t conducive to a literature that would bring forth a Song of Solomon or a Gita Govinda38. That remark of yours, before I understood it, it was almost too late.




the way of the sinner

La seule honte est de n’en avoir point.

Blaise Pascal, Pensées



 But then, Darreit Waeojan, was it really love? Did we ever talk of love between us? We must have. Everything we did you and I was so foolish, Darreit! If we met again it’d be a meeting between strangers. You must’ve changed a lot, more mature, more beautiful – happier in life maybe also? This I doubt, though. Maybe you’re already married and have children. When we met you were only eighteen; I was just past nineteen. How many years ago was that? Nine years already? Quite a long time, long enough for us to have changed completely. You must have only a vague recollection of me by now and in your memory I’m probably nothing more than a pitiful young jerk. I still think about you at times, you know, Darreit, but not as seriously as I should, and I don’t think about you out of desire or nostalgia but rather with puzzlement or wonder. It could be said we met by chance. It could be, but it wasn’t the case: we met and knew each other in Bangkok, a place where everyone meets and knows everyone else. We became lovers and we lived together for a while like many a boy and girl who have it off discreetly before marriage, but that didn’t mean we loved each other firmly like the couple of the century all couples crave to be. It was more of a game – a game with fire. It was the result of strong sexual impulses on your part and on mine which escaped for a time the frame of conventions: we ran off it you and me by building a scrumptious castle above the pit of death, a candy castle, a chocolate castle, a puff pastry castle, a dairy ice cream castle. Japanese dream… American dream… We found happiness in it, skin-deep happiness; we found sorrow in it, skin-deep sorrow. Our tears were like drops of synthesised chemicals. Our sorrows seemed to be made of plastic. Our love at times seemed to taste of mint, at times seemed to taste of strawberry. Our craving for each other when we were separated at times seemed to taste of chocolate, at times seemed to taste of honey in lemon juice. Our relationship was but rainbow-coloured curlpapers and decorative candle lights in green, yellow, red, sky blue, royal blue, cobalt, ochre yellow, ultramarine and so many other damn colours before ending in blood. Nine years already? Demons help us! Let me heave a good long sigh. Time changes time and changes everything. Soon after we split, I wrote you letters, a sky-blue delirium on a background of flat and dull sky-blue despair. But those letters I never finished or sent. They were letters to be down right ashamed of. Just as well I didn’t send them. If you’d read them you would’ve wept. You’re very sensitive as it is and trembling like a flower petal, aren’t you now? Maybe you would’ve found your way back to me to beseech me to flee with you to the horizon once again, but don’t you know by now at least that the horizon is merely an optical illusion? I can see myself sitting fist under chin, gazing vacantly through the window, my other hand rolling between its fingers a pencil, then letting my eyes rove blankly over the words written on the page. Each letter had only seven or eight lines; each was written during days dimmed by a mist of sighs and during the never-ending nights of the ghost of misery. I loved you and I missed you… I loved you and I missed you… There was one occasion also when I tried to sketch you. Portrait of a young girl… But after a few strokes, I had to shake my head slowly. No, that wasn’t like it at all. I wasn’t goddamn able to achieve a proper likeness. Be that as it may, though, I see you in my head. What did you have in mind giving yourself the looks of a young Japanese girl? I mean your haircut and the way you dressed. I remember your navy blue outfit. You had such a suit and it suited you fine. Gosh, I’d never have thought a girl crazy enough to wear such a suit could be so ravishing! It almost made you look like a character in a modern novel or a character in a Japanese TV movie of today. Gosh, the first time you talked to me of your navy blue suit, I remember my chest constricted, you know. But when you actually put it on, I forgot the tension in my chest and started to imagine your true naked forms under that suit – an uncontrolled access of libido I owed to Japanese porn magazines. Then we went side by side to buy Japanese trinkets in a Japanese gift shop, cruise in a Japanese department store to buy clothes from Japan and taste Japanese food, buy mangas and a knitting-and-crochet manual from Japan. You bought; I looked at you buying.

The Japanese dream… the Japanese way of life… If there’s a people I detest and distrust, it’s definitely the Japanese! But with you I kept my displeasure covered up. It was only after I’d slept with you a great deal (fornicating the Japanese way, of course, itai itai) that I explained to you in detail how much Japan was exploitative and deceitful. I didn’t expect you to understand. I knew you too well to hope you’d become in time a quality adult or a quality political animal or something of the kind: you were yourself. Soap-bubble-like tastes and way of life had sunk deep into your being. When I told you that, in everything concerning Japan, I considered myself a Thai Theep39, you remained dumbfounded for a long while, not because of my aggressiveness at the time but because you didn’t know what a Thai Theep was. Oh, Darreit-chan, where are you now smoking Mild Sevens and drinking Suntori whisky or Kirin beer or Sapporo beer or eating raw fish or sukiyaki or yakisoba? Are you still as besotted with Chojotai’s songs? The Japanese village in Ayutthaya newspapers say is going to be rebuilt, have you visited it yet? What’s Thai Theep, you asked. I answered roughly Thai Theep is just sei ma koo tei.40 Actually, I didn’t want to offend you but I was furious to hear you repeat for fun you’d like me to be Kobori and you Angsumarlin41. I retorted with a bookworm’s sense of humour that what you were saying was moving me infinitely. Let me tell you something, shall I ? Do you know that we Thai people, these days, if we behave well, you know, once dead we’ll all go to Japan… Oh, the past! Step back; stand back and look at yourself. Look at that idiot with the mourning look of one who lives in death and is trying desperately to get out of it. You force yourself to enter the demented and absurd whirlwind of the past hoping it’ll help you know yourself better before you die. All the stories you tell are stories full of sound and fury told by a patented idiot. Look at your posture, half-sitting half-lying on the mat, the pillow and blanket still redolent of come and bearing traces of your sperm. Look at how you hold yourself as you blow out smoke, letting it float before your wrinkled face, dishevelled with tousled hair, unkempt moustache and shaggy beard. That’s clearly the attitude of a madman, of someone who’s no longer conscious of objective reality or, if he’s conscious, can only perceive it in snatches. Sometimes you hold out your hand as if you wanted to make a grab at something, with the look of a dog that snaps at its own shadow. Sometimes there are sighs, typical of one who wants to push back from his chest the weight of worry that oppresses it. In the stillness of the night, in the piercing coldness of the air, you are afraid. The screeching of branches against the roof, the occasional rustling of a bat by your ear, the lonesome growling of some dogs that sleep curled up around the pillars of the house and the odd noises coming out of the cremation site that you can’t quite make out, the furtive trot of rats out to find fare in the fields, the hardly audible crackle of snakes in hunt – all of this makes you shiver with apprehension and you must expend colossal psychic energy to force yourself to remain normal. The best is for you to swallow a sleeping pill and then fall asleep and get ready to confront your nightmares. But that’ll make you even more apprehensive than the threats of the reality you’re confronted with right now. You elected to travel back into the past in order not to stay idle. Sleepless nights full of sighs like this one are made undoubtedly to punish sinners. Chase you away: I have to chase you away as I’d chase a rabid dog and leave it to its fate. In these conditions, I must insistently urge you to get rid of your thoughts, heavy as lead and murky like cheap ore. I’m going to look at you dying. But what the heck are you doing now? You seem to be saying your prayers. Where the heck has it gone, your hidden ambition to be a god tormented for all eternity rather than a blissful animal? How laughable it is of you to have come up with this moronic ideal of sacrificing yourself for others, of being the legs of the cripple and the eyes of the blind, following your reading of The Book of Job. Faith and foolishness are first cousins, all full of tricks and ulterior motives. Faith plays the part of foolishness and foolishness of faith, but in the last analysis it’s imperative for you to have faith. As for foolishness, don’t worry, you trundle a full load of it in your evil skull. Why don’t you think of imposing a quota on your stupidity? You’ve got all your time, haven’t you, you the half-witted god, you the chimpanzee of genius, to impose a programme of voluntary limitation of stupidity on yourself. That sounds rather grand, don’t you think? What you ought to do now is read one of Alfonso Maria de Liguori’s meditations in Preparation to Death or some chapters of the Tibetan Book of the Dead. That should take care of your anguish. Oh and where is it you found all that junk? You lug it about everywhere with you and then pile it up in the filthy recesses of your brain. No book in the world can help you, not even those books allegedly written by God. No one is in a position to help you, no more than you can suffer from toothache in lieu of someone else, quite simply. I’ll force fate’s hand, I’ll force fate’s hand, I’ll force fate’s hand… Ah! So that’s what you wish for in your prayer! What are you thinking of to mouth such words sticky with blood? Fireflies frolic above your dishevelled mass of hair and empty eyes. The moon sends forth soft diffuse light above this deserted and silent land. Isn’t that the meritorious austerity you were dreaming of? So why are you so sad, so discouraged? This isn’t the right time to say doleful prayers to request the intervention of sacred powers. Not at all, Darreit. This isn’t the right time to meditate on the unfathomable mysteries of the metaphysics of death. This isn’t the right time to delve into the bloody boring solitude of the ascetic that one and all seek. Not at all. But this is the hour when I should drink myself comatose, roar vulgarly, laugh filthily and sing at the top of my voice while, standing at the rim of the now arid ravine of what used to be the link between you and me, I’d throw in there a rose by way of a scornful goodbye. Time is lead-heavy and exerts unbearable pressure on my mind like the clouds of a devastating storm that pile up before wiping out the city of evil and turn it into dust. Time, time that cracks my chest and compels me to lower my head in despair. You don’t understand, Darreit, because you’re more stupid than I. And that’s exactly why you’re happier than I. Time for you has the rainbow of love and the vastness of a starry ocean, has the dwelling of happiness pervaded with the fragrance of flowers and the cooing of lovebirds. Your soap-bubble young girl’s dream was more disgusting than a pigsty and I had to keep my objections to myself, not without bitterness. The love you proclaimed was merely the mask of desire; besides, it was something artificial, whereas desire is authentic stuff. Nine years already? In all this time you must have slept left, right and centre aplenty. I myself have slept left, right and centre as much as I could and I’ll keep doing so as long as I have the strength for it likewise. I’d like so much to see you again for us to couple anew as the demon of fornication demands, until we have each had enough and part. Diligent fornicators don’t go at it again and again for too long. Only goofy fornicators do so. It’s only intellectual fornicators and ultra-moralist fornicators that do so. Darreit Waeojan, come, let’s make love on the sacred Bible, on the pages of poems, on the flowerbeds, on the tombs and even in the sky like Hanuman and Benjakai. Once satiated, we separate, each turning into a propagator of supreme fornication, each being the decisive instrument pushing each country to organise a Fornication Week as there is a Correspondence Week, and eventually the United Nations Organisation will have to proclaim the International Fornication Year as it not so long ago proclaimed the International Youth Year. In every nook and cranny charity fornications will be held and will go multiplying like charity concerts or charity fashion shows or charity rallies. It’ll be the year when the government will fornicate with the people and the people will fornicate with the people for the people and the people everywhere will erect billboards with the slogans long live fornication! and orgasm is nirvana. Revolutionaries, soldiers, politicians will queue up to fornicate with the people, which will have the people thoroughly screwed, intellectuals and even high-society folk will go and vulgarise the correct methods of fornication among the masses, artists of all stripes will churn out art for fornication at top speed and will come to realise that the quarrel between art for art’s sake and politically committed art isn’t worth wasting their saliva on, and scientists and industrialists will produce a surfeit of fornication-conducive technology. It’ll be the year of the sans-culottes in high-society circles and the year of the sitting-with-legs-apart posture for their ladies. It’ll be the year of golden opportunities for manufacturers of condoms and contraceptive pills. Doctors will see their income shoot up from the sale of aphrodisiac medicine and treatment of sexual inappetence. There will be oyster farming all over the Gulf of Thailand and the huge deprived area of Kula Rong Hai in the Northeast will be covered with farms rearing Spanish flies… To me, your name has a weird consonance and deep charm. Darreit, what does it mean? I asked you. You answered as if you couldn’t care less, Don’t know. That name had dawned on your father as he was starting to learn golf. Never mind what it means. You wondered at my question, but your wonder was the same as your other emotions: it didn’t last long. You wanted a quality, very expensive tennis racket and, pronto! you got what you wanted. You then tried your hand at tennis as, you explained to me, everybody was raving about tennis and Bjorn Borg went to the head of all the girls in the world. You even put his picture on the cover of one of your schoolbooks. You had a photo of him on a wall in your bedroom, as well as of Sophie Marceau, Phoebe Cates and Momo-e, but you had yet to master tennis when you gave up, with the excuse that it was too brutal a game for a diminutive woman like you, it developed your arms unequally and it darkened your skin and ruined your complexion. A little later you felt like trying out swimming. The advantages of this kind of sport were that (you counted on your fingers) it put to work all parts of the body, which would give you harmonious shapes, your skin wouldn’t darken as you’d train early in the morning and late in the afternoon when the sun isn’t too strong, and the last argument was that everybody was learning to swim, such as your girl friends for instance. Whereupon you bought three extra swimsuits and you wore each of them only a few times before you gave up again, with the excuse that apparently you were allergic to chlorine, the instructor was too strict and his remarks often made you lose face. It happened once, I don’t know what came over you, you bought a baseball glove simply because it was pretty and the Japanese love to play this kind of sport. When you’d gone on vacation to Japan with your father, you explained to me proudly, you’d seen it with your own eyes and you’d been very much impressed. Wherever there was a playground or a bit of turf, it never failed: baseball was being played there, by children as well as grownups. You had an acoustic guitar (come straight from Japan, you didn’t fail to point out) which your elder brother had given you and which you played for me. At the time songs adapted from western and Japanese tunes were the latest thing and you were crazy about them. The way you played set my teeth on edge and I couldn’t stand the way you sang either. You sang out of tune all the time, which had me telling myself silently, when someone like you is able to memorise a text one considers oneself lucky, and I merely said aloud, half in jest half in earnest, Jeez! How I’d love you to sing on the radio or on TV! You smiled with pleasure before turning sullen when I went on, That way, I could switch to another station or channel or just switch the thing off. You boxed me or pinched me and then you asked me with a tender, slightly ashamed voice Did I hurt you? You didn’t hide at all what you thought of singers or film actors. Those were girlish infatuations: if you disliked you disliked intensely; if you loved you loved intensely; if you were indifferent, you were indifferent, but then intensely. Those stars and singers you adored, to me were but a shallow bunch. You loved to yell hoorays at the top of your voice during sporting competitions in the ultra-expensive private college (now promoted to university ranking) where you studied. Some of your friends, you told me, just to play basketball, right, they spend an unbelievable time choosing themselves a pair of underpants and all that to win four to two, as if it were football, duh. For all that, you shouted frantic hoorays because you reckoned it was a way to be trendy. But all your behaviour was utterly innocent, so that pretence played no part in it, or maybe pretence had become your way of life. You wanted or you didn’t want. You loved or you didn’t love. You blossomed or you withered. Everything and its opposite had become your true belief. It happened once that you beseeched me to stop smoking and practically obliged me to come and fetch you after classes, and that because you had a friend who’d succeeded in convincing her boyfriend to stop smoking and fetch her after classes and had mentioned it to you. You told yourself Oh how nice it’d be to hold a man in my power! and you wanted to have power over me, and I was stupid enough to oblige. What rot, really, that love between you and me! As it happened, if you accepted to be dragged here and there with me, it was merely because you wanted to be trendy. You thought studying and having a boyfriend – unbeknownst to parents or tutors – was a necessity among all necessities and if you allowed me to kiss you, hug you, grope you moderato, it was because you found that daring, something cool in its way, according to your expression. Your life approached perfection if you had a boyfriend who took you everywhere during the day and if he called you up to flirt in the evening, and the more often it was and the later it was the more excited you were, even if you took the call with a sleepy voice. It was so tasty to bring round, pamper, bamboozle, sulk at, tease and tame a boy! It was so great to be alone, to be sad, to be lonely, to be discarded, to be bitter or to shed a few tears when you quarrelled, to be all sugar and honey, to be all ecstasy, to be all shivers, to be drunk with songs and dazzled with stars when you made up again, to grumble, bored and cocky, Oh the room is so full of roses they’re all dried up. Should I keep them or throw them away? You could have sweet daydreams when you received a present or a get-well card or a letter written on exquisite paper slipped into an exquisite envelope. I can see you among your girl friends while you spoke about me, half-embarrassed half-assertive. Of course, you overdid it at times and you underdid it at times, just so your friends would admire and be jealous of you. In your spare time, you read a women’s magazine. You’d subscribed to the most risqué of all. I like daring stuff was what you said. You zeroed in first on the horoscope, then delved into the serialised romance, examined the fashion pages and let fly your criticisms: This model is pretty. Lovely this one, don’t you think? But this one here, well, not a stir. Oh wow! That one’s really at ground zero; with just enough to hide your cherry, who’d dare to wear stuff like that? You read the gossip columns, played the guitar and sang in a warm and clear voice, out of tune as usual. You were absolutely convinced that singing in a warm and clear voice would always be fashionable. You worried over the frequent written tests and you cried your eyes out if your marks weren’t as good as they should’ve been, and when you really had lots of spare time, with your pack of girl friends you went to buy gear or shoes around Siam Square or else in Bang Lamphoo, trying them on to see what the others would say, leaning left and leaning right, twisting your neck to see yourself from the back, chest thrust forward, tummy tucked in front of the mirror, went to buy cakes or sweets or else eat in a gourmet-recommended restaurant. To be served in this kind of establishment and talk, chitchat, criticise, compare this restaurant you’d chosen with the restaurants you’d already been to took time, as you spoke and then it was a friend’s turn to speak and then another’s and then another’s. Sometimes your differences of opinion generated such resentments that crushed feelings kept parties silent for days on end. At exactly ten p.m. you couldn’t keep your eyes open, and you always woke up early in the morning, which more than anything else gave you the looks of a child, a child not yet grown up but used to having everyone giving in to her every whim. Once I went to see you at your hostel although it was nearly ten at night. You were called up to come down and receive me in the parlour and you came out of your room and appeared wearing a diaphanous nightdress under the shocked eyes of your friends who stayed up later than you and mine which didn’t know where to look. You yawned several times without inhibition while we talked, but for all that didn’t try to hide your delight. When I left you, for all I know you told your friends casually you’d already slept with me several times or merely wanted to show them you had guts, and when you were asked if coming down to receive a man in such dress was to titillate him, you must have answered Of course! This way at least I’m sure tonight he’s going to dream about me. And the fire of lust smouldered in my chest and in my imagination your body was always naked and of neon-light whiteness. I never told you what I really wanted from you. No man is stupid enough to do so. I wanted to sleep with you. It was a period of ceaseless excitement and tension. I didn’t love you at all. You’re not the sort of woman I could respect or could lower myself to be the slave of. I knew perfectly well the relationship between you and me was but a kind of child’s game which neither of us actually played in earnest and which would end soon, like a rainbow or a soap bubble. I knew I’d lose you in three possible ways, either by ditching you or by you ditching me or by common agreement, you and I deciding to put this matter behind us. I don’t know where you are now. Maybe not even in Thailand – in the Philippines, in Japan or in Europe or in the United States, continuing your studies, working or married to a foreigner. Are you already dead or still alive? A few days ago, I found again your phone number of when you were still at the Ailada hostel for young women, three-nine-two two-eight seven-seven. I found it by chance in a book of poems by Angkharn Kanlaya-naphong. At the time, I called you up almost every evening in that hostel where you lived with your girl friends and I always ended with the formula Sweet dreams. And you answered You too. Oh goodness gracious, what a lousy puppy kind of love! So sublime it could have been used as a receptacle for a TB sufferer’s mucus or something of the sort, you poor thing. But you were too stupid for words and that’s why I couldn’t love you. I know well one doesn’t speak like this, and certainly not to a woman. I’ve raised myself sufficiently well to know women are made to be treated with deference, mildness and courtesy, admired and comforted and even loved or adored, even when you have a furious urge to send them packing with a kick, all that in order to be able to sleep with them and ditch them in the end. One mustn’t criticise women or start off at them in a vulgar and offending way as hoodlums do. But you were bloody stupid, darling, busy as you were with your so-so magazines, your so-so songs and your so-so girl friends. Why, when there were sports competitions at your college and you played volleyball – your darn sky-blue team, right? – why did you have to pamper yourself as if you were to take part in a fashion show? And why didn’t you feel any shame at secretly hoping to become the goddamn star of your class? And why did you have to fall under the illusion you were a modern young girl by wearing your nails long and putting liquid soap and a whole makeup paraphernalia in the bag you carried on your shoulder at all times and which you forced me, beseeched me who at the time was even more bloody stupid than you and more bloody stupid than a buffalo even, to carry it for you? Who had taught you to venerate the ideal according to which a young girl must be beautiful, energetic, daring, lovely, bursting with charm and decent in every respect, ideal which you endeavoured to attain without knowing it’s the ideal of the sow? I dared not speak to you of those rather unsavoury things as they would’ve made our love less savoury. You were a woman of yesterday’s world. You were born to be a wife, to be a mother, to be a sexual object of quality. And me, my forehead was flushed and my eyes blurred with the craving I had of your body even though at the time I thought like a leftist babe. With me you showed yourself enterprising and daring. You gave yourself small airs of audacity and unflappability. You followed me in my room, but once you were in my arms you shook and begged me not to hurt you. You cried your synthetic tears and it made me weak and when I let you go you got up, laughed, fled and slammed the door in my face. And I was mystified by your fairy’s trickery and all I did was to stare at you with the look of someone who lusts after a heavenly rose beyond reach and all I did was to make a solemn vow to myself to crush you utterly at the first opportunity. We remained nonetheless good lovers to each other. Of the loads of books you borrowed from me you never finished reading one. You had to take upon yourself to hold back your dreariness for good each time you found yourself with me in bookshops or in front of the second-hand booksellers’ displays on one side of the Royal Esplanade, and the moron that I was had to be constantly wary not to put you in a bad mood. I myself pretended to be delighted when I found myself with you in clothes shops for youngsters in the city centre, which disgorged deafening music with frantic rhythms and dazzling multicoloured lights and trousers, skirts, shirts, belts, shoes, handbags with funny shapes giving the whole area the looks of an amusement park rather than ordinary shops. Touting for custom with hands and voices, competition was in full swing and I moved awkwardly amid colours, accents and fluxes all muddled and deafening. The new wave of trendy Bangkok youths gave me the impression of being Rip Van Winkle gone asleep at the Woodstock gathering to wake up in the midst of the Bee Gees’s nightjar whooping and Bonny M’s slipshod beat and all I did was dog your steps, bored stiff and stunned, and you’d take care of my moods. At the time, I began to get addicted to coffee and I felt kind of happy when you dragged me into the cafeteria of this or that hotel to have me taste filter coffees and strange blends which you said it was a mark of good taste to consume. Irish coffee and cappuccino and espresso and Kilimanjaro and Brazilian Santos: you told me that if you had to drink coffee you’d only drink such brews, and you advised me to enlarge my horizons as a coffee drinker instead of merely drinking bitter and acid black. You showed yourself delighted when you stirred a cappuccino with a cinnamon stick and you slurped the frothy cream through the stick and, lowering your eyelids, you lowered your face to smell the heady aroma of the coffee with an air of fulfilment. Sometimes you went back to your native town, Mahachai, a small town less than a hundred kilometres from Bangkok in Samut Songkhram province, and you filched your father’s cigarettes and cognac to pass them on to me, John Player Specials in black cardboard packets, the only brand your father smoked, so you said, and Otard in hieratic black bottles, which you told me was your father’s favourite brandy. I wasn’t particularly eager for this sort of thing but rather frightened and shocked by the power of money, as in spite of everything I didn’t forget I originated from the sandy soil of Phraek Narm Daeng. You received each month two or three times more money than I did. Sometimes you couldn’t prevent yourself from showing you were superior to me and said or did something as a warning not to forget the signal favour you were doing me by condescending to be my girlfriend. In such cases, I swore in my beard with resentment and I would’ve loved to answer you with a slap on the face, but all I did was to disappear for a few days, and as punishment I didn’t go to wait for you in the evening after school and I didn’t call you up. Finally it was you who came to me and my mates hastened to leave us alone in the room as all true roommates do… Yes indeed, such was the tender age, the dreamy age, the lovely age, the daring age, the pubescent age, the age with the colours of your rainbow. You must resign yourself to it. You started to write to Nartaya about a month after your arrival in Bangkok, which wasn’t very clever of you, no matter how you look at it. What needs to be pointed out is that it was you who wrote first. Throughout the first month, you waited for her letter as you thought she was going to write. She had your address at the U, which you’d given her before you left, and as you kept waiting without any news of her, you ended up writing to her. You wrote to her to tell her that, even though you were far away from her and you were satisfied with your new life as much as could be, you had no intention of abandoning her; then you evoked the days gone by which, you assured her, remained present in your mind as if they were yesterday, and you beseeched her very sincerely to forgive you to have been the cause of her suffering, and you ended by saying that the more time went by the more you missed her. You should never have sent that letter or the next three ones either. Actually you could just as well have disappeared for good from her life as if you were dead. But why didn’t you act like that? From love? From pity? From nostalgia? Go figure. You didn’t receive any letter from her, even after you wrote to her four times (with on average an interval of one month and one week between letters). In your fourth letter, you complained in rather sharp terms, and you assured her this would be your last letter: if she didn’t answer, you’d never write to her again and everything would be over between you. That’s when you received her first letter, duly sealed and registered. It was a letter whose length you didn’t expect. You were hardly finished reading it when a second arrived, and then a third and then a fourth, with the character, one could say, of lightning attacks. Each of her letters was a litany of complaints on the theme of separation. In each consonant you heard insane delirium; in each vowel you heard the incoherent mumbling born of a nightmare; in each space between words you saw the heaving panic of someone in search of a lifeline before dying; in each clause you perceived the smell of tenebrous and icy despair; in each paragraph, like a last breath. It was a way of writing that seemed to be a transcript of the taped confidences of a simpleton or a mad woman. Ideas were incomplete and didn’t cohere. The text was riddled with grammatical mistakes. The fanciful spelling betrayed extremely unstable moods. You were torn between indignation and shame as your eyes coursed through those delirious and grieving sentences and phrases, besides the compassion that distressed you and made you gloomy like dusk in the cold season. You were a bit angry. It was an anger which came automatically from the evil doings of your selfprotection mechanism, which consisted in covering up your fault by accusing someone else instead. But look at this letter, you told yourself. Doesn’t she have any education or what? Simple words any dullard starting primary knows how to write she manages to misspell every single time! And for that reason you wrote to her less and less often. And your increasingly delayed letters expressed an evanescent solicitude, expressed increasingly formal regrets. Wishing her much happiness sounded hollow and contrived, and ending with a protestation of love seemed to offer no guarantee for the future. If you wrote to Nartaya less and less it was also because you were more and more intimate with Darreit and, the longer it went on, the more your intimacy got tightened in the irons of the rainbow. But you kept perusing Nartaya’s letters. As you read, you kept thinking of the saying No matter how many times you get rid of a snake it always comes back to coil itself around your neck. She spoke of her bleeding and uterus infection, which kept getting worse and tormented her so much she slept badly every night. She kept getting thinner, she kept getting weaker. She was losing weight at an alarming pace and it seemed that sundry illnesses forced her often to remain confined to bed for days on end. To set your mind at rest, you told yourself it probably wasn’t as serious as all that, she must be worrying over nothing much, she was panicking for nothing, she was laying it on a bit to be pitied. But once again your personal sky was covering with louring clouds whose shapes changed from one species of demon into another species of demon increasingly terrifying as days went by. If ever Nartaya was afraid of dying and told the truth to San, even if of course she had no intention to act like that, or if ever San fell on your letters and tried to reconstitute the puzzle and at the end of tight crossexamination managed to extract the truth from her, he’d come after you at the U and would tear you to pieces undoubtedly. So you wrote a new letter to Nartaya to ask her to burn all your letters including the one she was reading, emphasising it was a matter of life and death. When she wrote to tell you she’d done what you asked her (even though she’d so much have wanted to keep them in memory of the first and only love of her life), you heaved a sigh of relief. You took out all the letters she’d written to you to read them once again. You found that second reading even drearier than the first, so that as you read you took your cigarette and singed holes into the sentences you’d already read and you singed holes in all the letters and watched them burn with a dispassionate eye. The sky-blue paper with rose patterns seemed to shrivel and groan in pain as if it were alive. To help the letters die faster you took a match to them until they were reduced to ashes you threw in the wastebasket. Even the postcard-sized picture of her you’d begged her to give you (it was a black-and-white photograph whose contrasts and composition were rather well done) in your distress you punched full of holes with the tip of a pencil. One day, Darreit came into your room and found that picture in one of your books and asked you whom it belonged to. With a dolt’s unreadable face you told her you’d once been madly in love with the woman on the picture, but then you backtracked by saying Oh but what’s the use for you to know? It’s a rather corny story, you see. She’d dropped you when she met another man better than you in every respect, that’s all. Then you told her in a pleading tone Forget it! The wounds that come from the thorns of love heal completely if they’re properly attended to. That’s what you believed. But Darreit kept asking for details and showed she was ready to feel sorry for you, to sympathise with you and to love you more than before. But you told yourself that to improvise a plausible story would require prodigies of imagination and you’d sooner or later make a blunder, so you cut the matter short by saying you were trying to forget that woman and to recollect the past would only make you suffer more and feel lonely. Then you showed her once again the pencil holes to reaffirm how determined you were to forget the past, bitter like poison and dark like the dead of night and deeper than the navel of the sea and, caught in a surge of romanticism as happens in the presence of the opposite sex, you said without raising your voice, your face impassive and serious, that your determination would surely bear fruit sooner or later depending on how much she’d help and how intimately. That was a fairly innocuous way of courting but it somehow frightened her. Confusion turned her cheeks pink, as good authors have it, for she had perfectly understood the hidden meaning of your words (words that had the proper dose of affectation once distilled). She was embarrassed and her embarrassment was so natural you couldn’t help feeling surprised. Darreit wasn’t a native of Bangkok. She shared a room with two or three girls from back home. Actually, she could’ve stayed with some relatives of hers, but she reckoned living with her friends made her more free. Her hostel was down Sukhumvit, near the flat you lived in and not very far from her college, one bus ride away only. Given that you didn’t live far from each other, you met often and you arranged for these meetings to multiply. At first you did as if it was by accident, but soon you did it deliberately, as a way to say in body language I’m interested in you, you know, miss. She and you looked at each other, smiled at each other, greeted each other and exchanged a few words as is the custom, and since you were a male and young and dashing, you built up a reserve of courage from day to day and when you figured you’d filled up, you went out to wait for her since morning. That day you’d showered, dressed up, combed your head and powdered your face to look proper for once, and when she walked past, you expressed the wish to keep her company and asked permission to accompany her to her college, to which she consented out of curiosity. You phoned her every evening to wish her goodnight and sweet dreams, which soon had the two of you going out together to see films, stroll in shopping centres, huddle up against each other in coffee shops or take a walk with your arms around each other in public parks until you were thoroughly tired and wet. When you took her back to her hostel, it was pitch dark and you were reluctant to part. Then you got lost in the red swell of roses of her lips, in the perfume of her breath whose spell made you forget even your name. You swam in the blue stream of bliss when you kissed her and felt about to die drowned in that blue stream when she answered your kiss. You were stunned by her whispering and you were softly sucked underground when you heard the faint tremor of her breath. Many a time did you climb to the top of the cliff of uncertainty to let yourself fall into the bottomless pit down below that had but a musky smell of jelly, which made you crave to faint or die a little. She herself was melting out of weakness and kept saying It’s too much, it’s too much. She told you she felt stiff all over and her tongue hurt, so that many a time all she did was to keep lying still, allowing you to fondle her in the grass behind a discreet grove or clump of bamboo in the Khlong Jan botanical gardens, in the Dusit zoo, in Lumphini Park, in Suan Samphrarn or in the cinemas or the dim shops for youngsters, although she was still wearing her college uniform. We went to roll about on the sand at Hua Hin and we tried to meld our bodies into one behind the rocks at Siracha or even in the thick shade of the lettuce trees in the mini-park of her college, where she told you to beware of keepers lying in wait. The place swarmed with mosquitoes and our faces, arms and legs were covered with blisters and one day, on an ultra-romantic late afternoon a bee which had come from who knows where and which resented you over who knows what stung you on the shoulder blade. Darreit was as greedy and violent as you were, as insatiable as the sea is for water, the gulf for boats and death for lives and the sky for stars. Nevertheless, she remained a lotus with doggedly closed petals which let the crazed insect that you were gather pollen from her from the outside only, which made you utterly frustrated. But finally, after she accepted most willingly to be led to your room and you remained there alone only a few times (thanks to your roommates’ complicity), she and you decided to live together. All of that took less than three months. Your room, even though it was rather cramped, had been conceived in such a way that each of its residents was able to have a measure of privacy. As for hers, it was cleaner, bigger and more comfortable, but privacy was out of the question. You thus had to start seeking a new dwelling, which you finally found in a housing estate in Minburi. The unit was no bigger than a seaside bungalow and slummy with old age, surrounded by a tangle of grasses and trees and lost in that distant Bangkok suburb with a faintly rustic atmosphere, which made you spend more time travelling back and forth to go to classes. Several other houses of the same style in the vicinity were devoid of tenants or residents and left to deteriorate and no one cared. Because of the cheap materials used and their rough-and-ready construction, these dwellings, once pretty like dolls’ houses, were depreciating before your very eyes, but she and you had the satisfaction of being together, alone in this calm where at night you heard the strident clamour of crickets and cicadas and the eerie croaking of frogs and toads as if you were in the countryside. On rainy nights you saw the jumping flashes of the torches of seine fishermen. The other houses and clumps of trees were desolated blocks of shadow. Thanks to the meagre light by the roadside, people caught ricefield scarabs. Most of the telephone booths were out of order by dint of depredations and almost all emitted lingering odours of urine more or less pronounced. The housing estate was rather distant from the main road. During the day, there didn’t seem to be any danger, but after ten at night it would’ve been imprudent for a woman to venture there alone. You warned her about this and enjoined her not to leave the house at night, which made her laugh as if she couldn’t care less. And it was there, even before you’d finished putting away your belongings, that you blithely gave yourselves to each other without using any prophylactic. From the day she’d informed her friends of her intention, they’d raised all sorts of objections, but she’d kept on packing without paying attention to them and had even turned the whole affair into a joke, saying that her friends must be jealous. Sure, to have a lover and sexual relations before marriage wasn’t exactly new, but it didn’t cost anything to try, and as far as sexual relations were concerned, if her friends had already had a go at them, she’d have plenty to make them jealous; then she added heedlessly she felt like living with you and that’s what she was doing, that’s all; if she got fed up, she’d leave, ditto. She didn’t understand why her friends made a song and dance about it and after all she wasn’t the first woman in the world to decide to open her legs to a man. Such was her sincere opinion as a worldly-wise young woman. Obladi oblada… Life went on so smoothly as to be worrisome, so easy, so free as to make you wary. You went to classes, she went to classes. You went to fetch her at the college and you came back home together late in the afternoon. At the mouth of the street you bought fruit and readymade dishes to eat at home. On clear nights, you dragged the canvas chair onto the balcony and you looked at the stars with a map of the sky you’d bought at the Planetarium, sought out this star, sought out that one, that constellation, that other one, then you mused passim about the birth of the universe, about life on other planets, about the curse of physics that has matter unable to travel faster than light, about the indivisible relationship between space and time. Before long, you moved heaven and earth to lay your hand on a telescope. You still dreamed of writing poems and you reckoned it was as noble a task as astronomy. On some nights, on that very balcony, came to your mind funny images and punchy formulas you tried to remember to turn them into poems, but you ended up forgetting them all and you were upset and cursed your devious memory (one always values too much what is no longer) and then, with a disapproving click of the tongue, lest you forgot you took the notebook in which you consigned your thoughts and put it by your side. Whenever an interesting thought came to you, you hastened to jot it down. But once put down in writing it had nothing profound or beautiful or creative as when it had come to your mind but on the contrary took the lightness of a slab of concrete, the finish of a kitchen mortar and the elegance of a dumbbell. And what about the rhythm, then! hobbling along like a yaws case treading gravel. As for Darreit, she flipped through a magazine as she listened to music lying on the bed or else did her homework as she listened to music sitting at her desk or else played the guitar and sang along with the music sitting on top of the stairs or sometimes slept as she listened to music under the not very well stretched out mosquito net (Oh ho! There sure were hordes of mosquitoes there!). Far from her friends, she complained she felt lonely and told herself she’d like to bring a television set back from home to stave off her solitude, but even her boredom didn’t last to the point of becoming alarming. You observed her with perplexity, wondering what it was exactly that made her who she was. Her beautiful, well-rounded and naturally red lips, which had a supreme ability to utter fiery comments and ill-considered remarks, her eyes always ferreting around in search of pretty clothes, her nose which wanted the fragrance of Dutch flowers and the perfumes of France, her ears attuned only to muzak and her earlobes pierced only to wear weird earrings, her heart which was pining to be Japanese – who was she? where was she from? what sort of environment had she grown up in? what had she gone through and known in the course of her short life? No doubt fate wanted to get an eyeful to have placed her and you in the same bed like that. Under the soft light of the bedside lamp, her face was ravishing like dawn on the day Hiroshima was bombed. Under the folded blanket, her breasts as big as Tsukuba apples (her own expression) rose and fell slowly. Her skin was creamy and immaculate by dint of costly lotions and creams and her retarded sylph’s face was smooth and spotless as she regularly went to Dr Montree’s clinic. Then you devoured her with your desperate delirious eyes and you’d have liked your life together to be a honeymoon for all eternity, for this body that breathed in and breathed out never to waste away. But in any case you were proud of yourself, and not a little, as you’d hardly got rid of one woman when you found another to join your fraudulent number. According to the criteria of the moronic male that you were, the physical characteristics of the universe held for you in the sole physical characteristics of the yoni. But Darreit truly was a dream young girl – obladi oblada – for she was unable to do anything at all with her ten fingers. Her clothes, she hired someone to wash and iron them. To cook morning and evening, no need, as she claimed it was more convenient to buy precooked meals, though actually she still didn’t know how to cook rice in the rice cooker and her basic knowledge in the matter of cooking was worryingly scant. Even coffee she managed to make tasteless. As for the floor, let’s not talk about it: she never wiped or washed it. The piles of your books she’d taken the liberty of ransacking she never put back in order, and neither did she tidy her own piles of books and tapes. The dishes she didn’t wash either as, sorry my love, she was allergic to washing liquid as she was to detergents, you see. She wanted to be what she was, that is to say not burden herself with any chore at all. Her brain she reckoned was a no-worry zone. She was at an age where she thought she had the right to enjoy life. She did you the honour of explaining to you she was in fact between two ages: not quite a girl any longer and not yet a woman. When you’re a girl there are too many constraints and rules and when you’re a woman, well then, sure you’re free, but you have the duty to be responsible for yourself so that in this uncertain interval between two chords of the violin, she wanted to be happy flat out. That’s when you told yourself you were nothing to her but a form of happiness. Sometimes she even asked you to wash her hair and give her a bath, which you did most willingly and – ah yes, even now you remember with nostalgia how excellent a partner she was in bed. Her little voluptuous body excited your senses tremendously and generated in you inextinguishable cravings. And her naked whispers, then! enough for you to choke and drop dead. You learned from her that there is nothing strange in a man falling dead in the arms of a woman. At such moments, your brain always worked overtime and you found yourself crippled with fear afterwards as usual, reproaching yourself to be too negligent so that one day or the other she’d find herself pregnant. And you still remember with nostalgia how beautiful her hands and arms were. One night, as you lay on the canvas chair on the balcony, she came to you from behind, tiptoeing to surprise you, but you smelled the scent of talcum powder and soap that lingered on her body right after the shower along with the aroma of the coffee she had gone to the trouble of brewing for you. Was it one of the first nights you were together? You knew she was preventing herself from laughing. She held out the cup of coffee under your nose but finally put it down on the railing and threw her arms around you from behind. The coolness of her fingertips and the softness of her arms and the smell of her body threw your heart into jolts and it seared in pain for no reason, a sharp spasm, nothing much more than the pinprick of a rose thorn or the bite of a tear of wax on the finger. You stroked her arms and kissed them. Those arms you’d already stroked and ogled innumerable times staggered you at the fleeting thought that they were clearly the arms of an actress, arms of a glowing white that seemed to give out their own light – what was their colour like? ivory? jade? moonlight of the third night of the first quarter behind a shred of cloud in December? She was like the woman in the imagination of bards of yore much more than the ideal woman of Marxists, you remarked to yourself, mouth pinched, not knowing whether to be pleased or not. She lay herself down on the same canvas chair, raised her legs over yours, curled up as if it was icy cold, took out the cigarette from your mouth which she kept busy with her own and it was the prelude to the after-midnight of a fawn once again. You were still very young even if you were losing your innocence fast, but you still remember that after making love with her the first few times you weren’t happy. Once done, you were sad, tired and discouraged. You only blamed yourself. From your experience with Nartaya you knew that after love for a while the woman is damn boring and you had to forbid yourself fast to think like that. Darreit wasn’t happy either. She was hurt. She was afraid. She realised she had to confront certain internal contradictions. It was only the next few times that she began to get excited about her discoveries. Her chest, her belly, her thighs that were her very own and that she had fingered so often didn’t seem to belong to her any longer. She confessed that it was different when it was her who touched herself. Why ? she asked herself and asked you directly. The hands, those human hands, your hands, her hands, almost of the same shape and having the same functions… She was bewildered. She was scared. She was curious. Our entire body is erogenous, is that it? Everybody, all couples, is that it? Oh ho oh, easy now. Slowly now. Softly now. Is that how it’s done? Everybody, all couples, is that it? Princes and princesses? Our parents too? Oh ho oh. She was embarrassed. She was ashamed. She wanted to know. She wanted to try. Her nails were nicely curved and true pink. The sweat in the hollow of her palms reflected light, scintillating like a salt stain. Her breath still had the smell of the mouthwash. The dimness in your soul; the dimness in her soul. Your fault, her fault. Your sin, her sin. Your travel towards sin; her travel towards sin… Kreetharrat – nuptial bliss, you say? Nai Tamra na Mueangtai42 calls it nuptial bliss, really? What a lovely word, nuptial! A name to give our daughter, don’t you think? What? You call that rub-a-dub, do you? Very funny. But why did you have to feel at fault, demoralised, hopeless, old? You always felt like that after the ritual of love and it would always be thus, even if you fornicated with a goddess. But maybe not. And not either if you fucked like a god. Eyes meet and it’s orgasm. Eyes meet and eyes meet again and again and it’s orgasm, double, triple. Help, Dr Nopphorn! To sublime fornication, sublime orgasm. Phloi, dear Phloi, have you ever been to the shrine of the Buddha footprint?43 She and you immersed yourselves in the muck of sex and consented to rot in it. All roads in your mind at the time led to sex. You made sex your refuge and your memory. Karmarrommanang saranang khatchami.44 The craving for sex between her and you was rather indiscreet and seemed to happen any time. It seemed making love was for you a roundabout way of taking revenge on the world. Sexual frenzy formed a halo above your head and hers. You were still inexperienced; she was still inexperienced. You were still robust and in good health; she was still robust and in good health. She, like you, lived in Bangkok, the town at the vanguard of sex in the world, comparable to Mecca for the multitude of sinners of the planet who come in pilgrimage there at least once in their lives. Everything kept on going well between her and you until the day a girl friend she’d shared a room with at Ailada, good old Or, maybe because she was a stickler for the noblest principles or because she nurtured the best intentions regarding her friends in all sincerity or through sheer jealousy, manifested herself in the role of the model young girl, which is a praiseworthy behaviour, and took it upon herself to do what was necessary by contriving to repeatedly call up Darreit’s uncle, Mr Chalat, a middle-aged businessman who had been highly successful in the sale of insurance policies, to whom she reported in detail Darreit’s depraved activities and heterodox behaviour, whom decent people like her (good old Or) couldn’t stand being witness to without intervening, which had for immediate result to very much worry that mature man, who took off a little of his precious time to rush to see Darreit at the college in order to set the matter straight, whereupon Darreit proudly confirmed that it was true without hiding anything as soon as he asked her, which left him speechless. He thus tried another tack, opting for diplomacy, and undertook to list the pluses and minuses of the situation which was neither here nor there, pointed out to her that what she took for love wasn’t love at all but a mere infatuation, a passing caprice of the heart, to which she answered Yes it might well be so, an answer which, when a little later she told you what happened, sounded to you like a misplaced sarcasm worth its weight of kicks in the you-know-what. That retort having somewhat taken him aback, he took out his expensive handkerchief which was square-cut from the times of Marie-Antoinette to wipe the sweat of worry that pearled on his successful businessman’s forehead, heaved a sigh of frustration and started again from scratch by asserting that in point of fact her only duty as a young girl was to do everything to succeed in her studies and if she amused herself once in a while in order to relax she couldn’t be faulted but to set up home with a devil like you who didn’t have enough to pay his return ticket to hell, that was truly inadmissible behaviour. Why didn’t she think about what her father would feel, he who’d reared her ever since her tootsies were no bigger than oyster shells, and why didn’t she ask advice from himself, who was nothing less than her uncle, a very close relative who’d known her since she was in the cradle and when she’d almost died of whooping cough while still in her infancy it was he who’d kept her company day after day in that ultramodern hospital and once out of danger it was he again who’d arranged for her the propitiatory ceremony by inviting monks to come and have their eleven o’clock collation and chant the appropriate prayers, and he went on to say that, not only was Phamorn, her elder brother, a first-class tearaway who’d never amount to anything, but here she was seemingly following in his footsteps even if it wasn’t in the same direction! He’d never have believed she and her brother Phamorn would turn into difficult children. He’d always thought you only found disturbed children’s mischief in tabloids short of copy and to meet one in the flesh was disturbing to say the least. And this dyed-in-the-wool conservative set about decrying changes in society, cursing without restraint the pernicious methods of modern education and condemning the laxity of laws and police incompetence as he was beginning to ask himself if her hand hadn’t been forced, to which she answered that not at all, nobody had forced her hand, she was concubining of her own free will. When for the third time he pressed her to admit that her hand was being forced, for the third time she protested that that wasn’t the case. He lit a cigarette, took out his glasses and excused himself to go to the toilet without forgetting to urge her to watch over his briefcase given that it held tens of thousands of baht he had just withdrawn from the bank. He came back after having spent quite a long time looking for the toilet and with a softened voice beseeched her to stop behaving in a way that upset him. He promised her he’d keep her brief affair secret and never mention it to her father. She answered she didn’t see why she should move all her belongings to find herself back among her girl friends given that she was happy in the house she’d rented with her boyfriend. He became angry and told her in an infuriated voice he wanted to ask her for the last time to do what he suggested, otherwise he’d have no choice but to tell her father to come and settle the matter himself. She was well aware he was exploiting his position to force her hand. His endless arguments made her vacillate. His seasoned-politician-type eloquence convinced her at least when he evoked her father’s violent reactions if he ever found out about her affair. She was aware her father was like all fathers in the world who hate dishonourable stories of this kind: if he had the least suspicion she’d land herself in a fine mess. So she told her uncle in a slightly guilty tone she was most willing to take into consideration all of his suggestions but he should leave her a few days to think things over. Once she had reached a decision, she’d let him know personally by phone. Thus ended between the two of them the least romantic meeting that ever was. When you met again late in the afternoon on that same day, she told you the whole encounter in detail as one would do who has time to waste. She talked to you while stuffing popcorn into her mouth and crunching it. Her fright mixed with the excitement of finding herself confronted with a perilous obstacle in her young-girl adventure, every twist and turn of which she seemed to want to absorb in order to narrate them to her progeny once an old crone. But when her excitement petered out she had the chagrined look and empty eyes of a bird fallen from the nest and she asked you insistently what she must do, to which you answered nonchalantly while smoking one of her father’s cigarettes that in your opinion there was no need to do anything at all. With your experience, you were afraid of nothing. Good grief, it wasn’t for such a puny story that you were going to go into a panic. He could well threaten and frighten anyone but not you, a young man who’d already had four or five of his poems published and who’d go far, in the opinion of an editor who lavished praises in lieu of fees. No need to do anything at all, you repeated, and that was really what you meant to say – maybe because you were more preoccupied with the problem of Nartaya, like a crow scared stiff at the sight of an archer. You were afraid San would present himself before you as a messenger from hell and drag you there forthwith. Darreit was surprised by your indifference and complained it might be because you weren’t directly concerned that you didn’t seem to be worried. You explained that even if your uncle knew she and you lived together, he didn’t know where, right? and after all Bangkok was huge. She objected in a worried tone that her uncle could learn it from her friends, as before she moved she’d given them her new address, as is only natural for someone like her who loved her friends. You retorted that even in that case the house wasn’t easy to find as it was way off the main road and furthermore none of her friends had come here. Darreit seemed about to cry and you had to waste much time pacifying her. Confronted by a real problem, especially something that happened to her unexpectedly, she panicked and was depressed, which was contrary to her way of being as you knew it. Nevertheless she said gallantly she was going to stay here, that’s all. She wasn’t going to go back to stay with her friends. She was fed up with moving. After all, nothing dramatic had happened. There was nothing to be afraid of. The first few days neither she nor you were really at ease. Darreit was depressed and often found herself excuses not to attend classes and beseeched you to stay with her at home, which you did reluctantly. Staying at home doing nothing made you feel nervous and, torn between anger and challenge, when Darreit asked you if she should call her uncle Chalat to inform him of her decision, you answered that there was no need. Several days went by without anything happening. Obladi oblada… You questioned her with your eyes: so then, where is that danger you’re expecting? During that period she candidly revealed to you her family background, which you didn’t really want to know. Her father wasn’t only very rich and highly respected at province level, you see, he also had an occult influence she didn’t quite understand, actually; yet she didn’t believe it was really something extraordinary: almost all of her father’s friends seemed to have some too, more or less, and her father wasn’t as influential as all that. He only had a few underlings and they didn’t meet all that often at her place. They stayed there only during the electoral campaigns of candidates to the provincial assembly, the municipal assembly and the powerful national assembly. But when she became a big girl, her father undertook to withdraw from shady dealings to earn his life honestly and lead a peaceful existence. For all that there were still war weapons hidden at home and there still were lots of people who respected him. Many came to ask him for money and advice, be it for the preparation of Thort Kathin and Thort Phapa45, for alumnae meetings, galas, fetes, cremations, ordinations – numberless occasions for which her father had to dig into his pocket more or less, depending on the cases, but while he’d given up on fishy business (at this point, she couldn’t help arching her back with pride) her elder brother, on the other hand, who had inherited his father’s hot blood so to speak, had begun to gain a reputation among the hoodlums of his age by being a nuisance to people in the neighbourhood. She said that had he not been his father’s son he’d have long been shot dead. You listened to her without saying anything and with the looks of someone attending a boring entertainment, and you only had a little fun when you thought fleetingly about violent crime stories replete with gore, mysterious, exciting and rousing, under the matchless pens of a Phanomthian, a Seikdusit, a Sor Naowarart or a Pheichorn Satharban, and thought further of some pages dense with dangers the hero must go through, of the titillating love the heroine will experience at the cost of many a tear, of secret societies that must be destroyed because their activities endanger the security of the nation, of heroes every last one of them hefty, handsome like gods and valiant like the knights of old, who’ve come alone or in twos – back to back to coolly confront the villains – or even three if not four at a time, and wherever they appear the villains end up beaten to a pulp, all ferocious as lions with troublemakers and meek as lambs with the dames, fiercely patriotic, true righters of wrongs even in orgasm and unable to see physical abuse without quivering with indignation. You listened to her while having fun with your mental wanderings so much so that you let yourself feign a cruel smile, stubbed out your cigarette to let off steam so forcefully the stub almost leapt out of the ashtray and, when she told you her brother used to attend two or three vocational schools a year and had done so for years and finally never finished his studies, you had a soft throaty laugh. You felt like kicking that moron, though you didn’t know why. According to his sister, he was a womaniser; and us fellows, the more we womanise the more we protect our little sisters, each and every one of us. You pacified her on the theme If there’s any problem, I’ll take responsibility for it, and you told yourself with jubilation that to have responsibilities made you credible as an adult to the power of 42, so that instead of being worried, you felt much brighter. See how you are! You lost yourself in a grandiose daydream: you were a hero, an authentic male; you had to keep calm, be firm and daring and shoulder a whole lot of lousy virtues until your back gave way. With your two arms you’d protect her from imminent dangers, she who was your goddess. Your chest would be warm battlements for the one who was like your own heart. Your daydreaming swelled to world proportions, which only made of you a toad in a calabash, became the longest-lasting in the world, which only made of you a centipede in a calabash, and the most brilliant in the world, which only made of you a firefly in a calabash. You stamped like a thoroughbred at the starting gate, excited like an athlete before a competition, but you began to relax after ten days had gone by, and after two weeks you started to be bored stiff. You kept on going to the U in the morning and came back at nightfall. You loitered with your friends of the circle under the pines, played chess or philosophised on the love of mankind or went to sit alone in a quiet corner beneath the trees and wrote a smutty poem or else settled in the library and read a Chinese action novel until it became a habit and only went back home when the library closed. As for Darreit, she kept thinking up reasons not to go to class and wanting to do nothing, even though ordinarily she did almost nothing anyway, so that you were telling yourself that separating for a while wouldn’t be so bad, as this woman, who was truly a dream woman, forced you to have the patience to constantly push back the limits of your patience indefinitely. You were beginning to be fed up having to answer her questions when you came back late. Slip away to spend the night at some fine arts friend’s you couldn’t do; drift away along Bangkok’s epicurean nights, you couldn’t either. You were fed up also having to meet her again after her lessons day after day in the joint that served the oxtail soup she wanted to eat, the fast-food places where she gave appointments to her friends, at the entrance of cinemas which showed films you didn’t want to see (don’t forget to get a ticket for me). You were beginning to find no fun in having to sweep, dust, wash in the house, do the dishes, put out blanket and mats to dry, wash the sheet and pillows, clean the bathroom (I beg you: your underwear, how many times have I told you to put it to dry outside or else it’s going to smell musty and besides it messes up the bathroom). The decorative indoor plants you’d taken the trouble to bring back from the market were covered in dust it’d never have occurred to her to wipe out. That shirt you’d just washed to wear she grabbed and wore instead. Mangas and Suphaksorn’s romances, I’ve nothing against your reading ’em, but I forbid you to put ’em on my books, you hear? Your used socks, you mustn’t stuff ’em into your shoes but stretch ’em out under the sun; hey, look, that’s why a scorpion hid there and bit you. But as you didn’t react, as you said nothing, she didn’t detect the smell of your boredom and impatience at all. And she must’ve begun to be fed up with you similarly. It was beginning to be no longer as fun, as pleasing as she had expected. That politically engaged literature you make such a big deal about, she told you, in my opinion it’s rubbish. That the sky on one night is different from the sky on another night, what the hell does it matter? Where does it get you to know they aren’t the same? And when someone who doesn’t know how to count very well like you talks about the importance of the theory of relativity, don’t you think you’re overdoing it, uh? And if she was a failed Japanese as you said, well then you were a failed westerner and to know that the NASA budget is one fiftieth of the Pentagon’s and that when the mummy of Ramses II was sent to the United States to be analysed, it was taxed by American customs at the tariff of dried fish, I can’t see what’s so exciting about that. Or even the letter of King Rama V instructing Prince Damrong to find him ‘confidential’ photographs of a young Lao girl or even the interview of Rama VIII: when you found them in the library and hastened, all excited, to talk to her about them, she told you: Oh, yeah, right, and then what? As for the Tripitaka episode where a Brahman asks the Buddha to show him his testes, she had to force herself to listen to you with the impression you were being excessively insolent. And why did you have to laugh at Wimon Siriphaiboon46 by saying that if she was so smart, let her have the Bangkok buses lean to the right instead of letting them all lean to the left, given that the lady was fiercely right-wing and also her heroine? And why did you have to mock Samak Suntharaweit47 by imitating exactly his way of speaking to say But finally journalists have never been able to fault me for anything but my nose, when this gentleman was her favourite politician? And everything you did she found irritating.

You were a foppish intellectual and she was certain you were a little off your rocker when you started to imagine you’d climbed stealthily towards the iridescence of paradise and surreptitiously slept with a fairy, whereas you were certain this kind of imagination was nothing but positive proof that you were a poet. You were about to have a row with her to see what would happen, but you had to postpone it when you received a totally unexpected letter from Nartaya. She had sent it to the U because it was the address you’d given her. It was a thick, registered letter like the others you’d destroyed, and the most surprising was that she had posted it from Bangkok. She had come to Bangkok with a relative on her mother’s side and she urged you to go and see her at that relative’s house, which was on a street off Phetchaburi Road. There was the address with a map and the bus route as well. That letter was like a thunderclap in a sunny sky. Why was she in Bangkok, what for, you asked yourself anxiously. You almost tore it at once without reading another line. She wanted to come to see you at the U from the day of her arrival in Bangkok, she said, but as it was the first time she came to Bangkok, she was all disoriented, she didn’t dare. She was scared of everything, even just to raise her arm to flag down a taxi. She didn’t dare to ask her relative to accompany her to the university as she didn’t know what excuse to give her. She wished to soon be well enough to go and see you herself, but in the meantime couldn’t you rather come and pay her a visit? Her present address was in the letter itself. Why lately hadn’t you been answering her letters? Sometimes she wrote three in the same week. At the beginning of your separation she’d tried to forget you. She was resigned to all that had happened and wished to forget everything. She didn’t complain about her sad fate but meant to face it as calmly as possible and she didn’t want you to be frightened or worried for her. But as soon as you’d written to her to anxiously find out how she was, her good resolutions had begun to weaken and she finally had answered your letters. But then in the last month or two, what had happened to you that you no longer answered her letters? What was she to think? But well, whatever it was, she forgave you. She was dying to see you. She missed you. She’d like you to be very near. The letters you’d ordered her to destroy, she’d burned them all. She’d really burned them. She could guarantee that much to you, even though she still didn’t understand why you wanted her to act like that. Had she done anything to anger you? But if you were angry, well then, too bad! She was still as well disposed towards you as before. Maybe you had a new girlfriend and were now in clover to have turned away from her like that, from her who was suffering physically and mentally. She missed classes often. She couldn’t study any longer. And right now she had to stop her studies temporarily (unless it was definitively – how would she know?) and her parents had come to take her back with them to her native home seven or eight days ago. Or was it that if you hadn’t answered her letters lately it was because you hadn’t received them? And it was from home that she had come to Bangkok, saying she was going to have a checkup, whereas to tell the truth she was ashamed and afraid, whereas to tell the truth what she wanted most was to meet you, whereas to tell the truth she felt that her condition was too serious to be treated. She wanted so much to meet you, maybe for the last time in her life, you know. She’d come up to Bangkok with more money than she’d ever had in her life. She’d like to share her life with you once again. She begged you to come and see her. Please. She’d never said anything of what had happened between you and her to anyone, not a word. She’d let nothing slip out. She remembered very well you had strictly forbidden her to. She also knew that if she acted otherwise you’d be angry and she and you would be in serious trouble. It was like she’d told you: she was determined to face her sad fate without making waves, but if there was an imperative reason for you not to go and see her rapidly, please let her know by letter. Do not leave her dangling. Find a way to come and see her. Don’t be angry with her. If she’d made a mistake or something to displease you, say so frankly. She swore to you she wouldn’t do it again. She wanted so much to see you. She’d like so much to be able to go and see you… The house where she was in Bangkok was in a small street giving onto Phetchaburi Road, the road you had to take every day to the U. You read her letter as you sat on a bench at the foot of a pine by the pond, shaking with pain and all numb. You tore her letter into small pieces and you let them fall into the pond. Your heart was beating wildly. You couldn’t hold still, walked back and forth. Although it was only midmorning and you had lectures all afternoon, you gathered your books and went back home, fearful like a rat. You didn’t dare go out for three full days, withdrawing yourself, withdrawing yourself as much as you could withdraw yourself into the shell of your self. Nartaya might go to see you at the U but thank God she didn’t know where you lived and by staying at home you were safe. Everything between her and you should’ve ended for good, but you were the one who’d restarted it all. What a moron! But Nartaya should’ve understood it was over. She should’ve understood that sometimes you lose and sometimes you win: that’s what life is about. Something that simple and she didn’t understand. How could she be thinking of winning every time? If she did, who’d be the loser then? Lost for lost, she should accept her defeat gracefully and have the dignity to acknowledge that wanting to appeal was ignoble. But here she was now trying to contact you like a vengeful soul and attract you to her and thrust you deep into the mire of perdition with more money than she’d ever had in her life. Just how much? How many thousand baht? More than ten thousand? She wanted to share her life with you once again. That was sheer madness! And where? Inevitably in some dingy rented room in Bangkok. Just the two of you. Bloody happiness! No longer than three months, let’s say four on the outside, before her money would have run out. And how could we live together given the state of her health? So, just like that, she fancies you’re going to be her home nurse, to have dragged her body thus all the way to Bangkok? Can you believe it? She means to turn you into her servant. Women are worse than venomous snakes; the ancients knew what they were talking about. Or else she came to pay tribute, that is to say she wants you to sleep with her again because she hankers for the thing. Oh no, thanks very much, madam. No way. Well, you see, I’m full up myself, madam. How could you sleep with her? By now her uterus must be entirely rotten, mustn’t it? To be with a sick woman… take care of a sick woman… sleep with a sick woman… Better be dead. Oh, and if she died right then, what would you do? The temple? The police station? Where to go first? Whom to see? Answer what questions? Obey what orders? Would you be handcuffed? Would San come and fetch the body himself? All these thoughts plagued you and made you anxious and agitated and you couldn’t help retracting as much as you could into your shell, confused and furious. You were afraid someone would pick up your trail, as it was possible San had come to Bangkok with Nartaya. Are you so sure that what she said in her latest letter didn’t conceal some trap or lure? Maybe San is aware of what’s gone on between you and Nartaya and maybe she wrote this latest letter under his dictation or even in full complicity. You were afraid to be found out. You were trying to think of a place where to hide, of a way to get away. The dying are unpredictable. As different as men may be, the instinct of a man about to die is at its most incisive, at its most vigilant. Who knows if Nartaya won’t be able to crawl all the way to you like a snake with a broken spine tracks the man who’s wounded it until it finds him and takes its revenge. Someone will surely find you. You were wary and utterly distrustful. In the unfathomable depths of your fright, you raved to the point of telling yourself that whoever found you might be just a stranger, someone with an impassive and mysterious demeanour, someone straight out of a nightmare, and it’d be enough for him to stare at you once for you to grovel at his feet and fall into his power for good, accept to be dragged to some peculiar and deserted land before some frosty jury. You roamed around the house, stared at the jumble of wild grass and at the shallow pond soiled with mud and the rotting corpses of animals, trees, duckweed and water hyacinth. The fourth day was a Saturday. You took the risk of going to the U to check your mailbox. There was no letter from anyone. No one told you anything. You stole into the library, which stayed open on Saturdays, but you didn’t understand what you were reading, distracted and yet looking suspicious. You went out to take shelter in the dimness of the cafeteria of a shopping centre, selecting the corner you deemed to be the least noticeable and the darkest. From there you did the round of the weekend market at the Royal Esplanade, made your choice and bargained only to realise you hadn’t the heart to buy anything at all, neither clothes nor foodstuffs nor plants nor flowers. You spent a long time at the second-hand bookstands, bought as many books as you could carry and delved into a cinema, but you understood nothing of the film that was showing. When you came out of the cinema it was nine in the evening. You stepped into a close-by fast-food outlet to drink a coffee, smoked cigarette upon cigarette, carefully wiped the dust off the covers and edges of the books you’d just bought and flipped through each volume just to kill time, wrote two or three lines on a paper towel on the theme I’m going crazy. May that bastard Satan come to my help! I’m going crazy, taking the compulsory slightly manic look of poetasters until, by the time of the last bus, you gathered all of your courage to go back home. In the bus, people were getting scarce; in the streets, people were getting scarce; it made you all the more jumpy. When you were back, it turned out that Darreit wasn’t asleep yet. When she saw how keyed up you were, she took fright and plied you with questions and speculations. You quarrelled with her, pulled the clothes out of the plastic garment bag and threw them around, tore up the wall poster with the pretty colours, knocked over the ashtray which you took and sent rolling on its edge along a shelf, hypothesising that the ashtray was the wheel of fate and the shelf the wall of destruction, then swept the ashes to the floor, pointing out to her that the floor can just as well be used as an ashtray even if it isn’t as judicious, then you stubbed out on the floor the cigarette you were smoking as a demonstration for her to understand, using the heel of your foot to squash it, pointing out to her that the heel can be used just as well instead of the hand even if it isn’t as judicious. You knocked over a glass of water and sent plant pots flying all over. You pressed the switch to wilfully cut off electricity in the whole house, from the small balcony, cute little bedroom and compact kitchen to the bathroom so vast it could practically have been tucked under the elbow and carried around anywhere at will, and after that you switched the electricity back on, turned off some lamps then lit up everything again in order to see what difference it made to quarrel without lights, with only a few lights on and with all the lights on, and you concluded that to quarrel in complete darkness was the best way to quarrel as it saved energy. Other remarkable observation: quarrelling with a few lights off was tantamount to quarrelling with other lights on. Then you whirled into the bedroom. The solemn mattress on the stoic bed you pulled out and threw on the floor and it landed by the foot of the bed. You took the upper left corner of the mosquito net and knotted it to the right pole and took the right corner and knotted it to the left pole, so that even an expert would’ve been incapable of unfurling it. And to top it all, meaning to polish your delirium to make it sparkle even more, you went out to stand on the balcony, took off your clothes there and then and proclaimed, as if you wanted the entire world to learn the truth, that clothes were only invented to be naked underneath. Darreit was so scared she didn’t dare cry out. She pointed out to you tremulously that if it was her presence that depressed you, she’d pack up and go stay with her friends or else at her uncle Chalat’s. You answered negligently Suit yourself! Going to heaven or to hell was up to her. The next day you left the house in the first rays of dawn, each step heavy with apprehension without reason. No one could have understood why you hated so much someone about to die as Nartaya. You didn’t want to be involved in any way whatsoever. At the sound of the least movement around you, your heart beat harder. You thought someone was following you stealthily and this made you turn your head and look back all the time, and you endeavoured to shut your ears to the speech of memory that said you’d made her pregnant and forced her to get an abortion and now she was dragging herself up to you to demand to see you again out of the right of one about to die. And what if you wrote her a letter and refused all of her petitions, you asked yourself. But eventually you didn’t dare. A letter would be a link which would still tie you up, even a letter of dismissal. Besides, given the fragile physical and mental state in which she was, to refuse would be a far too cruel act. Better not write to her at all. You didn’t want to hurt her, staunch humanist that you were. But not to write was an act just as cruel insofar as you were firmly determined not to go and see her and it was out of the question also that she or whoever else would meet you (how lucky though that Bangkok was a city of strangers! The best hiding place is still its crowd of six or seven million or more black shadows) and that was why you’d become a travelling star moved by endless apprehension. You couldn’t stay in the house because keeping still gave you the impression you were waiting. It wasn’t clever to stay put awaiting danger while knowing full well it’d eventually reach you. The poison of madness that endured from the night before seemed all the more noxious. To counter it, you went straight to the cool-box of the first grocery store you found and extracted from it a bottle of beer and drank it greedily. After the fourth bottle you were back in top form and you realised your situation wasn’t as scary as you’d thought and you’d shown yourself until then too lilylivered. There was nothing to be afraid of. If Nartaya wants to see you, well then, go and see her. If she wants to live with you, well then, let her live with you, and if she’s really going to die, well then let her die. Whatever will be will be. But another part of your mind was warning you you were thinking in a short-sighted way more than you’d ever done in your life, for which you’d have to pay more than ever as well, and that right now your life was a whisker away from disaster. So you let yourself be swept once again into the whirlwind of panic. You jumped from bus to bus at random. You let your steps lead you to the Chinese district and in that district you found provisional shelter in the shape of a second-rate cinema which showed two Chinese films per programme. They were titillating films that deliberately offered plenty of glimpses of naked flesh. But you were tired and weak. You didn’t feel like watching. You sailed between sleep and wake in the husky growls of the soundtrack, the thoroughly vulgar and obscene dubbing and the revolting pong coming out of the toilets that reached you by whiffs. When you collected your wits, you looked around and moved to another seat. You acted like that three or four times without understanding why. It was late in the afternoon when you came out of that lousy cinema. You took the 25 bus, which took you to Samut Prakan. You ate in a seaside restaurant, forcing yourself to swallow, drank beer and looked at the flocks of gulls in the dusky light, solitary and afflicted as if you found yourself in front of your own grave in a deserted cemetery. You took the same bus back. This time you slept like a log up to the terminus. The night had fallen. It was drizzling. Bangkok was sullen and wet under a cloud-smudged sky. You counted the money you had in your pocket. There was more than enough. Then you thought about Nart Itsara. You called him up at the Seewiang hostel, where he took the call in a sleepy tone. You told him you’d like to stay at his place if he had no objection. He answered Mm Mmm Mmmm. And for the next four or five days you slept in his rented room, briefly went to see Darreit just once, told her you were quite busy and if she couldn’t stand staying alone in the house she might invite her friends to sleep there or if she preferred she might go and sleep with her friends at Ailada, and it turned out later she did both. For an entire month, as soon as the lectures were over, you hurriedly fled from the U. You no longer made a detour for the club under the pines to kill time in front of a draughtboard or a chessboard and you often sighed in relief that there was no news of Nartaya. She must’ve lost any hope you’d do what she wanted. She’d made your life a misery long enough and finally accepted defeat. Yeah, but was she really dying? Or was she merely pretending? When someone says he’s dying it doesn’t necessarily mean he’s really going to die. It’s just a way of speaking, isn’t it? For instance, I’m dying of thirst, I’m freezing to death, I’m bored to death, I could die laughing… and furthermore women like Nartaya are weak to death, precisely. She thought she could buy you off with her tears or what? By now she must’ve left Bangkok. And you suddenly felt pity for her, feeling a pang at having deceived her. Actually, a scrupulous humanist like you didn’t want in any way to disappoint her. But what else could you do? Well, that she’d scared you to death for an entire month, you forgave her for that. Then you reconciled with Darreit, apologised profusely to her with sincere accents, admitted as a gentleman it was your fault if she found herself lonely and didn’t understand. The woman who’d broken your heart, the very one you’d shown her a photograph of, she did remember her, didn’t she? Well, she’d begged you to make up and that had upset you very much. Being as you were in a rather destabilising period of your life, you were full of contradictions. As for thinking about the past, so happy and so sad, for sure you were thinking about it. But you were trying to deny yourself any weakness, right? Sure, you’d taken your time about it, you admitted that much. That woman had been at the origin of your creativity, the silvery source of your dreams, the magnificent pearl dug out of the depths of the sea of your imagination, you do understand, don’t you, before you met her, Darreit. That woman had been deserted by the man who’d broken your heart and thus, out of despair, she’d tried to see you again to heal old wounds, but in the end you decided to turn her down and that, because you had her, see? Darreit wasn’t very much interested in what you were telling her, but said in a plaintive tone she now felt like going back home. She didn’t know whether her parents knew and that bothered her. She’d been on the verge of calling up her uncle several times to ask him whether he’d informed her father or not yet. She meant to tell you frankly she really couldn’t stand anything that was ambiguous or furtive. The usual date of the money transfer from her father had gone by for several days, but why wasn’t he sending it? She was wondering whether her father wasn’t setting up a trap for her to go back to get the money, wondering what her father actually wanted. Maybe he had suspicions about his daughter’s behaviour? She didn’t have any money worries for all that. She had enough on her account to live comfortably for another three or four months, but she felt like going back home, she didn’t know why. Let’s say something was bothering her. You, who were only a wisp of straw which had only just escaped from the grip of someone drowning like Nartaya, cut the matter short easily by telling her not to pay attention to it. Fear and suspicion have killed lots of people, you know. You rather felt like taking a rest. Everything would be all right. You spoke softly and calmly. There was nothing to worry about. Her good uncle would do nothing of the sort, and even if her father knew he probably wouldn’t say anything. Didn’t he indulge all her whims? Since he’d lost every hope in her brother he was all the more willing to please her, wasn’t he? Come now, believe me, everything will be fine. You hadn’t felt as carefree in a long time. You were happy and you wanted other people to be happy also. You didn’t understand why she had to be so glum. So you had her drink a beer, you vaporised air freshener in the entire house, you spread rose petals over the stoic bed and called it the couch of the queen and her lover, and this ended with her and you rather tipsy making love ravenously. The next day you went and bought a narrow-necked vase, bought fifteen asters you stuck into the vase, bought a couple of goldfish you baptised Adam and Eve to breed them in a big brandy glass with a big bunch of algae inside and on the glass a sticker saying no feeding with apple, bought three pots of cactuses you baptised Bedouin, Cleopatra and Ethiopia, bought a bracelet made of seashells you baptised Kan-ha and a ring made of seashells you baptised Cha-lee, and a bottle of sweet white wine of local vintage. As for her, she bought a package of dry, seasoned seaweed. She munched while saying she’d eaten some during her trip to Japan. She held out a strand of it to you and told you in the tone of a child possessive of her sweets Only one, okay? and once you’d eaten it asked you what you found it tasted like, oishii nee or not? to which you answered it was a little better than a smack on the mouth with a ruler. You were happy ; she was happy. Obladi oblada… You put things away, had a thorough clean, scouring what had to be scoured, washing what had to be washed, put out to dry what had to be exposed to the sun, shaking what it was alright to shake, putting aside what had to be put aside, throwing out what had to be thrown out, with much noise, knocking against this, bumping into that, swearing blithely, grumbling joyfully, singing a volley of songs by Uea Sunthornsanarn with the voice of Santi Lunphei. As for her, she tuned in to Radio Chulalongkorn’s Japanese language course, listening carefully when she was asked to listen carefully, endeavouring to repeat when she was asked to repeat, answering the questions when she was asked to answer the questions, and then she played the guitar and tried to sing a Japanese song and from there took her Mikasa volley ball and practised the under and set in the narrow courtyard in front of the house. When you asked her whether she’d also bought her volley ball during her trip, she answered in a most clear voice Hai! and went on with her training. You were happy, she was happy in this old, not very large house with a one thousand baht monthly rent of which you each paid half. The true life of a couple, for fuck’s sake! On the following days, you asked her to do some footing at dawn, drank a glass each of Ovaltine or milk reconstituted from milk powder, took a shower then went smooching up to the mouth of the street and separately left for class. In the evening if you didn’t come back too late you both went out to run again. You’d very much have liked to have your old racing bike. You should’ve brought it with you. You would’ve liked to have a bike, liked to have fields of vivid green grass with waves of little flowers, clumps of flower trees and a watercourse to ride across or around in the area.

Life would’ve been embellished and fresh as a picture on a New Year postcard. You grappled with the work pending, started to research and write dissertations, to consult those books the professors had already glossed and those books the professors had yet to do the groundwork on, to follow lectures without dithering any longer, but before you left the U it was almost nine p.m. because you were so taken up with chess that sometimes you only saw black and white squares when you closed your eyes, a condition you called chess meditation, or else found yourself newspapers or magazines to read in the library. But there were some days when you forgot yourself playing ping-pong until you were drenched in sweat, so that Darreit often had to implore you to come home earlier because she was afraid of ghosts.




death merely says hello

Woman was God’s second mistake.

Friedrich Nietzsche, The Antichrist



 As everything was returning to normal, you received a money order from Daen. Actually, this was nothing unusual. Daen sent you a postal order every month, which reached you at the latest on the seventh of the month, assorted with a letter in which he asked how you were doing, urged you to be serious in your studies and sometimes told you what happened in the military camp where you’d lived. And in the letter you received in early September, Daen wrote to you that Nartaya Pisutworrakhun was dead. Nartaya was dead. Dead in her native house upcountry. She’d come back from Bangkok grievously ill, had taken to bed and some two weeks later had died. San had come back from the cremation a few days earlier. That’s what Daen was writing to you and all you found to tell yourself then was, No wonder I didn’t receive any more letters from her. Your next reaction was fear, a really bad scare, because her attempt to follow you to Bangkok had been nothing but a last appeal, the panicked gesture of someone at death’s door. Oh, it was indeed true she’d revealed nothing of her fate to her brother and she hadn’t told the relative at whose house she stayed in Bangkok that she’d come to meet a bastard. Before coming to Bangkok, she must’ve fought against herself until she was too weak and ended up losing, just as she’d fought against herself not to answer your first four letters and ended up losing. What a strange girl she was! She hadn’t told anyone of her torments because she feared that by doing so she’d harm you. She’d always done her best. She’d lost everything. She’d been scared, worried, and had seemed to progressively lose all control over herself even though she had the use of all her mental faculties. She must’ve sought the comfort of the plasticine to the very last minute before she passed away. Her life couldn’t go on because of the battering she’d received and she must’ve been aware of it and resigned to the unavoidable. And many a time must she have tried to grab death rather than wait for death to grab her. She’d died because she no longer wanted to live. She must’ve wasted away, wilted, emaciated to the point of having arms and fingers wrinkled, and dry as splinters, with no longer the will to eat or sleep, letting the flame of life flicker and slowly go out in unspeakable suffering. Nevertheless, she’d struggled to come to see you while you were getting drunk on entertainment, frolicking in happiness like a mad colt, burrowing into happiness like an insect into pollen oblivious of death, sinking into happiness, choking on happiness, plummeting ever deeper into happiness. Although you should’ve taken responsibility for Nartaya’s bleeding and rotten uterus, you only cared about fornicating with Darreit Waeojan. Shame fell on you and numbed your face. But soon the sense of reality repulsed your guilt feelings. You read the letter again, as you were afraid your eyes had betrayed you. Not at all: it was an ordinary letter which announced a death in ordinary terms, devoid of emotion like a news item in a newspaper. Were there other signs of danger? None. None whatsoever. But then, damn it, it meant you were out of the woods! You’d achieved victory by some miracle and you found yourself white as white can be, whereas before through your own stupidity you were about to blunder badly. Your life was still beautiful and your freedom complete – a beautiful life that many times lately Nartaya had made not beautiful at all. Surprise turned into a blunt bewilderment that overwhelmed your senses for a while. How was it possible? You were no longer the accused. The last proof, Nartaya herself, death had destroyed. The secret remained secret. If anyone was in the know, it could only be you and it was unthinkable you’d reveal your villainy to anyone. Stark raving mad though you could be all too often, it was out of the question for you to exhibit your turpitudes in public, given that you were always boasting about your minor virtues. The slipknot of worry had been taken away. The punishing vice of reality that crushed your temples had gone too. A weak being must die. This world is a world made for the strong only. After an extremely harsh struggle, after fierce resistance to pressures so intense that madness threatened, after aeons of crushing crises, finally the name of the winner had been proclaimed. What follows a victory if not its celebration? You hastened to cash in the money order and left the U as if treading on air. The celebration had to match the circumstances: not too exuberant to avoid being a source of gossip. The September sun was scalding. A heap of clouds forecast imminent rain. You lit a cigarette and inhaled avidly. A bit of paper of the unfiltered Gold City stuck to your lip and you spit it out in a rather uncouth way. You walked along the football field covered with lush grass, along the tennis court, where female students were seriously ‘knocking down the wall’ and you gawked at the legs and haunches of each of these broads with a practised eye, walked past the classical music section, where someone was playing the piano, past the row of benches under the yellow flame trees, where young couples here and there were fawning on each other. Your heart banged away with an unusual beat like a barbaric drum and you still had the letter in your hand as if it was the very proof of your victory. You walked as one talks in one’s sleep. You walked as if in a dream without realising it. The throng of students massed in front of the cooperative annoyed you, so that when you left the precinct of the university and entered the nearest restaurant, instead of ordering just one bottle of beer, you ordered two at a time, threw the content of the first over your head, chest and back for this almost frozen beer to put out the blaze of your senses, then raised the second to your lips and drank greedily as you wanted to be drunk as soon as possible, and as the beer you drank wasn’t enough to achieve your purpose, you ordered two more and forced yourself to gulp them down as if you wanted to acquire colossal strength to thunder against the clouds pregnant with rain and dissipate the suffocating heat of the approaching midday in a single roar. When you got up after paying the bill, you found yourself in an advanced state of swaying, as after all you were still a rookie in matters of booze. You went out and hailed a taxi with the alternating gestures of a seasoned hitchhiker and quick-tempered cop. A cab stopped for you. You hurriedly explained your destination in detail and you hadn’t been sitting in the taxi five minutes, your head lolling and arms and legs sprawled out, when you slipped into the state you wished, that is, forgetting all and being forgotten by all. Forgetting some dead young girl, forgotten by the very same dead young girl. And soon, caught in the opiate smoke of a delicious somnolence, you fell asleep. That was a fact you’d remember later with pain and shame, because as you slept in the taxi you kept holding firmly in your hand the letter in the same way as Nartaya must’ve kept holding in her hand the plasticine even into her coffin, as if you’d wanted to proclaim to the face of the world that you were innocent. Once in front of your house, the driver woke you up, which made you raise you head and ask What’s up? An earthquake? You got out and stood swaying in the middle of the road without quite realising it was raining by then and, under the downpour, you shouted in English at the driver whose car was jolting along the now flooded potholed road, Long live taxi drivers! You entered the house and just collapsed asleep on the rickety table of the ground floor. When you woke up it was already dusk. An army of Bangkok mosquitoes whose worldwide reputation is well established was mobilising its commandos to harass you with a zaniness that brought to mind the heroic deeds of kamikazes during the Pacific war. Darreit wasn’t back yet. You shook your head to dispel your drowsiness and started to swear when you realised you still held in your fist the letter announcing Nartaya’s death. It was all crumpled and torn, having caught the rain, and the ink had run, so that it was almost unreadable. You slut, you cursed it. That damn thing followed me as if it was alive, as if it wanted to haunt me. You tore it up with your teeth as a primate would raw meat again and again and spit out the bits one by one for them to suffer the rain once again. Nevertheless, the words saying that Nartaya was dead were etched deep on the tablets of your memory like the inscription on a stele. You looked at the pelting rain, appalled, depressed, ashamed, feeling guilty and sloshed. A woman had had to bear the worst sufferings and die because of you, among a sucker’s idle daydreams of your life as a young man, among the grosgrain, coarse truths of your life as a young man, among a moron’s shallow and pretty fantasies of your life as a young man, which a black rash inflicted in a rage now covered over. And you merely asked yourself in a daze – less a question, actually, than a distraught musing requiring no answer – why she’d had to die. You writhed with internalised suffering, your face screwed up as if you were going to weep. You knew you had to be strong. You couldn’t show any weakness. You mustn’t be stupid and you had to stop all of your bullshit to not bay at the moon like a dog. You had to forbid yourself to do what your impulsive mood prompted you to, which was to write to San to confess, to tell him it was you who were the cause of Nartaya’s death, which you almost did there and then. A long letter explaining in detail all you’d done, written at a stroke, sent registered as well, after which you’d go on a trip. The rest of your days would be nothing but aimless wandering. But then you tore that letter in your head and threw it away as if for real. Night after night afterwards you couldn’t find sleep and you almost squeezed out the frustrations of all kinds you’d accumulated like puss out of a malignant wound by explaining to Darreit how evil you were. On some nights you found yourself standing on the balcony, indifferent even to the rain that lashed and drenched you from top to toe and to the sky that roared in furious madness, as if you wished for death. You were beginning to be a bit batty at the time and you soon got used to that aberration. A voice inside you beseeched in distress Nartaya, Nartaya, forgive me, forgive me. You heard that doleful voice and found to it a resonance as beautiful and uncanny as a funeral chant, as an ode to death. You were beginning to understand confusedly why we struggle every which way, tumble about every which way, lament every which way under the spell of the ‘Pharn Yak’ exorcising chant. On some nights the sky in mourning shed tears; under the drizzle, batrachians croaked, insects droned. You felt the icy wind of death constantly on your body, so you couldn’t sleep a wink. You looked downcast and harrowed as if you couldn’t drive Nartaya out of your mind. Demons help us! Someone dies: nothing to do with the fake deaths in the films you’d seen or in the novels you’d read. Demons help us! Why did you still feel so much pain, to the point that your chest was like a field racked with deep cracks? She’d come to the world one day, gentle and dignified like a princess in a fairy tale, had grown under mum and dad’s loving protection, had given happiness to her dear and near and borne their hopes – such a beautiful life, such a tenuous life; something sacred and precious, something able to blossom in all directions without limits just like the rays of the sun. A life, a soul, more marvellous than any marvel. The life of a single child is more marvellous than all the marvels of the world. The birth of a life has more meaning than the pyramids of Egypt, than Angkor itself. Biology has the same essence as poetry. Oh, at the time you didn’t know it yet, you didn’t understand it yet. You ached by instinct rather, and that instinct, in any case, you should be thankful for. Besides, you lacked words to express what you felt and only knew you were guilty and merely wove the net of your perceived culpability to wrap yourself in it. Nartaya’s death was for you a shocking experience which almost turned you into an old man… Goodbye, pure and innocent dreams – the dream to be a virgin, the dream to be an ascetic. Goodbye Nartaya. Can you see me, half-sitting halfreclining, chin against chest, eyes closed like the dead, in the desolate solitude of a Northern hamlet open to icy winds, fog and moonlight – the place I’ve selected to hold my own funeral. The cruellest death is death in desolate solitude. I’m defying death to see what will happen and I know death is glad to take up the challenge. Can you hear my voice? Can you see the evolution of my aberrant and confused feelings? That’s me, the loser who deserves the loss, the culprit who deserves the rod. I understand it’s your decision to no longer live that had you accept your defeat and I myself had a part in that decision. I didn’t answer your letters. I fled like a coward even though I’ve enough good sense to admit that, had we been calm and circumspect enough, we could no doubt have found a better solution. You were too young. You were afraid. You panicked. You didn’t understand at all what you were confronted with. You couldn’t control yourself. Oh, did you kill yourself? That question haunts me so much. But probably not. Probably I’m overestimating your tendency to selfpunishment. I only know you died because you no longer wanted to live, that’s all… Do tell them what happened to you after that. You’ve been nurturing your guilty feelings for far too long. You moron! You must remember what happened to you. And do tell them how you were paid back, interest and principal. You do remember. You must remember. Don’t pretend to be amnesic, as in reality if you don’t remember it’s because you don’t want to. They aren’t really curious to know how you’ll die a violent death, where or why, because they’re reduced to silence, because you reduce them to silence, and because your memories are the spoiled memories of someone about to die. But because of their very indifference to you, you must find a means to take your revenge on them, to hurt their feelings and, by the same token, hurt yourself as well. Ah, you’re tired. You breathe feebly as if you were exhaling your last breath. Your face is a puzzle of wrinkles. You’re an old man curled up like an old baby in the old womb of old-age solitude. You can’t stand the aggression of your memories, memories similar to big cats in a dim cage that are shaking the rails to be set free, pulling on their rustsoiled chains to be free, that are seething with resentment, roaring so much that the earth shakes in liquid waves to be free. Your memories are now beyond your control and are your enemies. Your memories are at times like panthers, at times like lions, at times like buffalos, at times like cows, at times like venomous snakes, at times like crocodiles, at times like dogs. Rabid dogs. Vindictive memories, memories of a criminal, memories imponderable like the shadow of a lapsed soul, memories at times heavy with the weight of the whole world. The best is to liberate those memories and follow them. Who knows? Maybe they’ll go back where they started from. Back into their home, their grotto, their lair. Let them go, just let them go. Nothing is easier. And then follow them, watch them. Nartaya was dead and you couldn’t help feeling hurt every time you thought of her death. San was still alive somewhere or maybe he was dead, you didn’t know. But you were angry and ashamed with yourself to have caused his sister’s death. And what you did was to run away into the world of emotional adventures, with books, chess, friends and women, booze-ups sometimes and travels as well, to forget that Nartaya’s death was irremediable. You still attended lectures, you went back home every day, but no longer at a fixed time, and increasingly late. More than ten days after you learned of Nartaya’s death, you found yourself confronted with a new event, which was actually ancient history but reached a degree of violence you’d never have imagined. It was a very ordinary day which began in a very ordinary way and went on in a very ordinary way with a light drizzle which turned Bangkok so wet, soiled and muddy it was annoying. After class, you loitered talking with a female friend for quite a while and she took you to listen to Beethoven’s Sixth at the music department, which you did not for Beethoven but because she sat next to you. You were in no mood to listen to pure music of that kind and you hardly enjoyed it. Before you left her, it was dark. You parted at the bus stop after walking side by side under the same umbrella (hers) and as you walked you had lewd thoughts about her and even after you’d parted you kept on having them, whereas she kept you company as a friend who, everything considered, was not particularly close. When you got out of the bus it was already very late. You entered the street leading to your house, which was five or six hundred yards away. Darreit must be waiting for you there, probably unhappy that you were late, you told yourself, and you’d better find yourself an excuse of some kind. She must be lying on the bed reading a novel for women. Maybe she’d taken a shower and would already be in her nightdress. Songs were wafting out from some lit-up houses and there was also a distinctive noise of backwash. The foliage above the fences was saturated with raindrops which drenched you when you hit a branch as you walked by. It was drizzling on and the sky promised a downpour. You pressed your books against your chest and hurried amid a ruction of rowdy crickets. A smell of rot floated up from the gutters. A ricefield crab come out of nowhere hobbled near a rubbish bin. You even stopped to look at it for a moment, surprised to meet a ricefield crab in Bangkok. You’d forgotten to tell yourself you were in the outskirts of town, and you still remember that when you pushed it with the tip of your sandal, it reared its claws, and you also remember it was drooling rainbow bubbles like suds from some washing powder. You turned it over on its back and knew then it was a male and you gave it a little smile. Some of the lamps along the street were off and those that were lit were assailed by swarms of bugs. The sky was dark, starless, moonless. Far in the soggy open country, fishermen’s lamps flickered. It was a cosy night which was going to give blanket and bed extra meaning. You weren’t aware whether there was anyone walking before or after you. On the puddle-riddled road from time to time a car would pass, which made you run up and jump to avoid being spattered as it whooshed past. You could see the fine hatching of the rain in the headlight beams as the car got away and, at one time, a posse of mosquitoes began to drone over your head and you had to whirl your arms about to chase them. But when you turned into the path that led to your rented house, you started in bewilderment as you could see not a single light in the house was lit. You hurried on, almost running. Not a light, no song on the radio which Darreit was in the habit of turning rather loud to keep her company when she was alone. You felt a rush of anger at yourself for coming back home so late. A young woman all alone in a house. Had something happened? Those human louses that bum around the motorbiketaxi stand, maybe they’d been waiting for such an opportunity for several nights and had found it tonight. You broke into a run. Thunder rumbled in your back as if to unnerve you. Passing in front of the three, longvacant little houses nearest to yours, their foreground taken over by grasses and a dense tangle of creepers and wild cannas, your anxiety grew all the more and you threw yourself into the darkness of an event you didn’t want to anticipate. Darreit was in no way able to defend herself if attacked. You thought about the public phone booth that stood two electricity poles away and didn’t work and stank of mould and piss, and about the neighbours, all minding their own business, and you even saw in your mind the headline and her picture in the papers. The white latticed wooden gate was wide open. You stopped there. You observed the house and its narrow surroundings steeped in darkness. You called her two or three times as you rushed to the entrance at the sound of a scuffle followed by a strangled shout from Darreit, Stay away, don’t come in! What happened next was, in short, rather natural: your head came into contact with something that crashed into you full-force and almost knocked you senseless. The books you carried went flying as your body collapsed on the ground. You had the impression of dreaming with open eyes; you had the impression of being dead while still alive. Two or three persons stood and moved like shadows around you, and feet and fists pummelled your body, your face, your arms, your legs without discrimination or restraint.

You didn’t even have time to shout, and they said nothing. Nagging pain and the smell of blood filling your nose seemed to keep you conscious rather than make you swoon. The soggy ground on which your body flipped over, huddled up or struggled wildly was rocking as if under an earthquake. You tried to get up, tried to swear, tried to protect yourself, even tried to fight, but there was nothing you could do at all. The rusty taste of blood filled your mouth, increasingly pronounced. Your clearest thought at that moment was that those scum must’ve already sorted Darreit out and it was a thought that gave you unbearable pain. When you tried with great difficulty to move, a leaden foot on one side or another or several feet swung to smash you, to reduce you to a pulp. Your eyes saw lightning strikes in the dark. Your skull weighed tons. Your smashed-up face was all crooked. You had to spare your moves and ended up no longer moving, overcome. You panted as a beast at last brought to heel. You let two of the men drag you to the cement area of the house. A lamp lit up on the ground floor, projecting a dim light. Your feet dragged and bounced on the cement all along and when they released you your body flopped down and merely tried to get on its knees and shake its dangling head. You didn’t understand what was happening to you. The next moment unbearable terror seized you at the thought that that was the end for you. You grabbed an empty beer bottle that lied there and, with a weak and bruised hand, undertook to smash it to turn it into a weapon. Instantly a massive body got close and bent over to snatch it from you, but as you clung to it with the prodigious strength of someone paralysed by the fear of death, a foot of that massive body stomped on your wrist and hand, which drew a strangled groan out of you, and you had a most clear vision of broken bones and nails turned blue with coagulated blood. (Luckily enough it was the right arm, as you were unable to use it for nearly a month.) All you heard was the clink of the beer bottle rolling out of reach like the last hope of a loser, and then Darreit’s desperate sobs. Another lamp lit up. It was a light on the upper floor whose switch was by the doorjamb. You perceived that light even though you kept your eyes closed, just as you perceived the blood in your nostrils which now dripped slowly to your mouth before falling onto the ground. And what followed was Darreit’s intermittent sobbing and then there was nothing but silence. You raised your head and looked around, saw Darreit standing beside a man in his late forties, tall, deathly pale, a spare line of moustache over his lips. His grey hair was streaked with silver and his face had the impassivity of one who controls himself well. There were another four men standing around. You were beginning to understand slowly and arduously that these individuals were not pathological criminals but Darreit’s father and his hired hands, characters as you thought only existed in detective stories you scorned. You tried once again to get up using your hands to lean on the wall and you had to do it several times before you managed to stand. But even then your body was folded forward like a TB sufferer coughing his heart out and your head dangled under its weight of pain. Your misty eyes looked at the few drops of blood on the cement that had fallen from your nose and mouth and saw the mud that soiled your favourite jeans and favourite canvas shoes. The four hired hands didn’t move. One of them was smoking placidly. Not the same as in a movie or a book. Darreit went on sobbing non-stop. Her father walked up to you. He grabbed your hair and pulled it to make you raise your head and you came face to face with him. He held you at arm’s length and you merely looked at him fearfully. He frowned. He breathed heavily. He pulled your hair even harder and shook it without saying anything and flung you to the floor where you fell in a heap like a snake thrashed to death. That was an affront you told yourself you’d seek ways to avenge. Lying down, you looked at Darreit move her belongings and go out with the others, and there was nothing you could do about it. The storm which, actually, had been threatening for some time had gone, taking her with it away from you unexpectedly and pulling down to the ground the sapling that you were. Before that, you’d done nothing but daydream and drift, high-spirited, prancing to your heart’s content, knowing no bridle, and the pain this time was a sudden and stupefying wake-up call. It was a settling of accounts as you’d never imagined, more violent than you could ever have envisioned. Your expertise in looking for trouble was under a cloud and your clumsy genius to ask for it was tarnished and suspect from then on. You were in total mental confusion from the thrashing administered without restraint by the barbarous hoofs of reality and it’d take a long time before everything was back to normal – before your wounds were healed and your bruises subdued, before your tendons had eased back and your muscles recovered from their contusions, and before the black-and-blue sustained by finally hoisting the white flag of defeat had at last faded away. You thought of impending revenge every time you smeared an unguent on your wounds, with every pill you took and with every spoonful of light macrobiotic-style food you swallowed. The attraction of violence solicited you increasingly each time, and the dogged certainty that a life of danger is a life tempered in the fire of immortality led you to seek ways and means to pay back the detective story characters in question. You found your happiness in the spirit of revenge and your supreme entertainment consisted in making them look ridiculous. You floated above your bodily pain like an angel moving above clouds. You considered yourself an adventurer of the twentieth century whose body swings on the cable of destiny stretched above the chasm of death. When you dragged yourself up to a doctor’s on the night of the thrashing, you explained without batting an eyelid that you were a penniless student who’d competed in a boxing match to finance his studies and lost. When you resumed classes, your friends at the U asked you how come you were so badly bruised. You answered them you’d quarrelled with hoodlums around Bang Kapi and the contusions they saw resulted from a beating you’d managed to survive all by yourself. You ignored their concern and the looks they gave you. But when you found yourself alone you worried your brain might’ve been damaged. With Nart’s help, you moved to Seewiang, the block of flats where he lived. It was an old house which was in fact a hostel but didn’t dare acknowledge itself as such for fear of having to pay more taxes. For five hundred baht a month, which was rather stiff, you got a fairly large corner room. The tenants were technical school and university students as well as petty civil servants, ladies of the night and taxi drivers. There was also a family from the Northeast, who cooked their own food whose pungent smells spread throughout the house morning and evening. Nevertheless, it wasn’t a bad place at all for the capital and, furthermore, it was close to the U. About two weeks later, you went to see Darreit’s friends at Ailada to find out about her. That good old Or promptly turned her back on you. She must’ve known what had happened to you, as it was she undoubtedly who’d told Darreit’s uncle where she lived and Darreit’s uncle of course had informed the mayor of Mahachai, Darreit’s father. You went to Ailada in a most pitiable state, taciturn, reserved, broken-hearted and at times looking oddly absent as someone starting to lose his mind. And when you asked about Darreit, you learned she’d gone to live at her uncle’s and was there under strict surveillance at her father’s insistence. She had to go to classes and come back at specific times and had almost no possibility to go wherever she pleased any longer, and all that was her own fault. Her girl friends told you that the best she could do was phone them up and she’d keep complaining about the restrictions imposed on her freedom, which made them very sad. Talking about telephone led to your getting her phone number. Your stupefied and almost absent looks got you many protestations of sympathy, many words of comfort and encouragement as well as pieces of advice about being patient, strong and determined in the pursuance of life, which you welcomed with extreme gratitude, although to tell the truth you felt like puking there and then instead, as you knew perfectly well that once your back was turned those cows would tear you to pieces through spiteful mockery. Maybe they fancied the lesson you’d received would make you colourless, odourless and tasteless for life. So be it, you told yourself rancorously, let them think so to begin with! And you went on living as usual, attended lectures, spent your spare time finding things to read in the library, taking roots in coffee shops, doing the rounds of second-hand bookstands and seeing good films, listening to intellectual debates, writing soap bubble poems and sending them to sundry magazines which published some of them, but very few actually compared to the number of poems turned down. All of that you did to be an exemplary trendy young man, with the help of much simulation, intellectual arrogance and provocation. And even though you’d for long mixed with groups debating political, artistic and literary issues, you were close to no-one in particular, which stemmed from the fact that you were too pretentious to be anyone’s friend. Without the least self-examination, you could see that the juvenile faces and eyes of the friends taking part in the debates were riddled with the rust of stupidity furred up so thick it was indelible forever. Ranting on about what you yourself using big words understood but vaguely, behaving with the distraught frenzy of the infantile leftwing kind which endeavoured to ape the senile leftwing, expressing opinions which in the end turned to invective, including giving oneself undue importance – all of that was to demonstrate a high school student sensibility, which led you to think that in reality university was but a larger-size high school. You didn’t know you were hardly different from those you despised, even if it was from another standpoint, and in many respects you were actually much more disgusting, much more revolting. Frequenting those ‘progressives’ led you to understand little by little that you were no political animal.

You were no doubt an animal of another species, maybe even an animal for short, but certainly not a political animal, and you little by little distanced yourself from them, when you didn’t wall yourself in the silence of the chess lover that you were. Maybe that was Nart’s influence, who, though he seemed not to care about anything, kept an unruffled composure. It was during that time your intimacy with Kangsadarn grew to the point you often went for lunch or coffee together, but she was unable to distract you from your infatuation with Darreit. On a November day, as the Loi Krathong festival had just ended and Bangkok still seemed hung over, you went blindly ahead to see Darreit at the private college where she studied. It was the start of a new term at the U; you’d just scraped through all subjects; you’d celebrated the deed by going to the North with Nart and you’d come back to Bangkok full of life again, like the jungle when flowers bloom. You went to the administrative building of her college and asked to see Darreit. You made as though you’d dithered for a long time but finally couldn’t hold back. Darreit was both delighted and surprised to see you again, so that she almost greeted you with a hug and a kiss. You looked at her and a glance was enough to notice she was more of a woman and more beautiful than ever. She even seemed to have grown a little taller. As you walked side by side along the narrow lawn in front of the administrative building, you asked her most naturally, with the simplest words, whether she still loved you. She stopped walking and, standing in front of you, inspected you from top to toe. When she was certain your body and your face no longer bore any trace of physical abuse, she smiled and said just as naturally, with the simplest words, Sure I love you. You laughed so much your eyes crinkled and then you asked her, with an impassive look and in an impassive tone of voice, More, less or as much as before? She slipped her hands in her skirt pockets, appeared about to shrug and laughed before she answered More than before, of course. Hearing that, you said, as if you were inviting her to go eat an ice cream, In that case, let’s resume our life together, a proposal to which she not only agreed with words but with gestures also. Where was it you took her then, once out of the college? To an ice cream parlour – that’s right, an ice cream parlour, and you ate a papaya boat in the same papaya as her, huddled one against the other in a corner of the shop far from prying eyes, so smitten with each other you were both melting, and you went to a Siam Square cinema which showed a slushy film she and you scarcely understood, so busy were you exploring your reciprocal bodies as much as could be groped, which was far from straightforward, for all your complicity, as the place didn’t lend itself to it. The two of you went out half way through the film and you took her to visit your new room at Seewiang to see if she’d like it. After spending some two hours there, you went out and, thoroughly happy and exhausted, you tottered out to eat in a small, quiet restaurant nearby and there you asked her permission to drink a beer which put you in a slight and very pleasant state of intoxication. Then you asked her if she didn’t want to pay a call to her girl friends at Ailada, as you knew how fond she was of her friends, whom she hadn’t seen for a long time, to which she answered Good idea. If you acted like that it was to save face after those girls had sympathised with you, which you took to be a mark of disdain. Besides, you wanted to show them someone like you wasn’t to be looked down upon, as your relationship with Darreit had resumed its course, namely firm, captivating, daring and exhilarating. Darreit and you arrived at Ailada around five in the afternoon. Her friends, with quivering bosoms, looked at you both sitting in the same easy chair of the hostel’s parlour, where on other easy chairs two or three young girls each talked with their boyfriends and four or five others who had no suitors read a newspaper or a novel, nibbled preserved fruit, knitted away or looked at television as they chattered. At times, the phone would ring and one girl or another would run down the stairs to take the call. Girls came in and went out, some in casual attire, others still in student uniform or sort of, that is to say wearing their shirts over their skirts and having swapped their shoes for mules or open sandals. Sitting in the easy chair, you were reading a western translated by Pramoon Un-hathoop while listening to Darreit chatting with her friends. Sparrows chirping, you told yourself, soap bubbles. But you were obsessed by a soap bubble girl… Love doesn’t only make you blind: it gives you pimples on the face. But no, darling, you got it wrong: I use Fresh & Dry. Keep him waiting, but make sure you look your best. Each time I meet my friends they ask me how I manage to take care of my hair. It’s no fun being a woman, really: wherever we are, no matter what we do, when we sit down we must always keep our legs together; going for meditation at the Thammakai temple would be just as well! To me, it’s in the navel that the mind is located. I say, suppose through meditation we could get a preview of test papers, that’d be great, wouldn’t it? Let me tell you: to love is to cry forever and a day. Ah, those high school kids! You know what they told me? That they no longer want to salute the technical school fascists. The super chic scruffy fashion for blokes these days, personally I find it gross. Did you see me wearing a kimono on those pictures when I was in Japan? Rather difficult to deal with in the loo, by the way. But actually, I seldom pee. Ever seen anyone who looks good on an ID picture? Gee, I’d really like to see Arpatsara’s48 ID picture when she was seventeen. Oh, but he’s just a kid and there he was making advances to me, so I told him Little fellow, go back home and put on a Luft Junior to begin with; clear off! One evening I came down to answer the phone, I don’t even know who it was, and then he was insisting to have one of my panties. Ah yes, grilled saba? I had some when I was in Japan. My boyfriend, he’s not trying to be thin, he’s just thin like his friends, and then he has the cheek to tell me I’m fat and before long with my back jowls I’ll look like a piggy bank… That night, Darreit spent it with you at Seewiang, and the next day in the afternoon she went to fetch her belongings and moved in. Her uncle Chalat was in Phuket with his wife on business. She had few books but loads of clothes. Your large room at Seewiang was rather cramped once the two of you found yourselves in it, and before everything had been properly sorted out, you were fairly tired. She and you together again: it felt like a dream. You didn’t feel at fault and she didn’t feel at fault. She hadn’t hesitated at all to resume living with you, which had you wondering incidentally whether she’d be ready to live with anyone anywhere so long as she didn’t have her father or uncle on her back. Coming back to live with you this time, she didn’t look as cheerful as she should have, due to her old anxiety, which overcame her from time to time. You yourself didn’t look too sure you weren’t overdoing it. The previous woman in your life had just died but you’d practically forgotten her. You were not truly afflicted, as if you perceived that affliction is a stupid luxury. You’d just been beaten up because of a woman. You were looking out for being beaten up a second time by getting back together with that same woman. You didn’t have time: you were busy fuckin’, as Americans say. Being with Darreit this time, you were engrossed in fornication as if you wanted to dedicate yourself to the search of its sublime secret, as if you wanted to make yourself mature through earthly pleasure in order to shorten the distance separating you from spiritual pleasure, for the latter to get nearer so that one day you could definitively renounce the former. Your tongue hurt, your lips were numb and incessant shivers of ecstasy fatigued your body. She and you practically never left each other and that had you and her sleep soundly and travel away from anxiety occasionally. It was you who’d taken the decision to let her move in, whereas discreet assignations would have been an easier, safer option – in other words, a smarter move. What the heck were you thinking at the time? You’d decided to live with her until old age as an ideal fucking couple, was that it? Not at all. And what about her then? Instead of objecting, she’d agreed wholeheartedly with you. What was she thinking? Or wasn’t she? That living with you made her freer? That she was less bored? That it showed daring? That it was cool? Or maybe she had it up to here with her uncle Chalat, because, once she was with you, her life so to speak knew no rules, and in her eyes the absence of rules was the basic definition of freedom. She’d really moved her gear and books and you were fucking proud to have so much meaning for her and you admired her courage, which actually was a daft way for her to take excessive risks. She went to college as usual; you went to university as usual. Sometimes you loitered there until nightfall. As for her, she went to see her friends at Ailada or else invited them to come to Seewiang. Your room, when there were three or four persons in it, was chock-a-block, and Darreit started to remark she’d like to rent a small house and even if it’s a bit far never mind. But you turned a deaf ear as the room, old though it was, was clean and had two windows. The owner didn’t say anything if tenants took a woman in with them. You’d begun to get used to the place as in the immediate vicinity there were lots of shady trees – coconut, jackfruit, custard apple, mango, pomegranate. There were decorative plants in pots, well displayed and well kept. There were three or four bantam cocks in a big cage against the fence near your room that went cock-a-doodle-do all day long. There was also a cage with two guinea pigs you liked to tease and sometimes gave grass to. You still didn’t think of moving and were waiting for the father’s or the uncle’s reactions. Several days went by. Dead calm. You were annoyed. You were bored. You hated waiting idly and you were beginning to wonder if they’d finally admitted defeat. Actually, you didn’t know what to do about the fact that she lived with you and you didn’t know either what to do next, all the more so as your decision to invite her to live with you struck you as far from correct and stinking to high heaven. But as time went by, she and you little by little recovered from your apathy and were increasingly happy going to classes, frolicking about headlong in the room, strolling in department stores and public parks. She resumed trying to sing her Japanese songs and started to collect odd jars of all sizes and decorative patterns. You started to stay up late and resumed writing poems on a young man who collects a string of heartbreaks as mementos of the swarm of butterflies you’d seen in a public park (and the idea that it might be the last swarm of butterflies in Bangkok gave you a shock), on the dusk of the past and the dawn of the future, on the blind, unavoidable fate of society eaten up by cancer, on idealistic young men destined to a life of pain and solitude, on the shimmer of clouds above the horizon of hope and the sun of struggle, on the cohorts of destitute fleeing towards the capital, and on all that your blunted mind could reach and grasp. You were going back home later and later in the evening because it was the time of university games and you killed time by going to see one match after the other: sepak-takroh matches some of which lasted as long as four and a half hours; one football match in which the winning team suffered three goals within the first nineteen minutes before giving its all and ending victorious five to three; the amateur boxing final bout which, though it lasted only three rounds, was gripping as it took place at a frantic pace throughout; and female volleyball, where you eyed up the players’ curves and listened to their weird shouts rather than mind the score. You began to feel like going out for a run every morning and drinking milk and riding a racing bike. Your health was beginning to deteriorate and your face was smeared with straggling hair and a bushy beard. Your skin was lacklustre and you had the ethereal behaviour of the inveterate rhymester. And all of a sudden you developed a great passion for astronomy books. You began to think at times of your true place in the universe. You thought about the plausibility of the Big Bang theory and the notion that the end of the universe is the maximum entropy. And then you read nothing but books about death, you dreamed and mused about death, but then, what do you know, you fell in love with kung fu novels and you started to devour them, even though the best works of the best writers in that vein are but secondclass novels and a far cry from serious literary creation. Though you had the opportunity to read lots of good books during that period, most of the time you were only reading for reading’s sake. Books are like mirrors: when a buffalo stands before a mirror, the image that appears on the mirror is that of a buffalo, and in no way that of a god. You read a great deal, you read non-stop, voraciously. You went out of the library and straight into book rental shops and you read. You read even as you walked along the pavement, read because you felt like reading, read as if you were afraid of being as stupid as Wolfgang the Vulture. Fire turns wood into ash but toughens steel. A live rat is worth more than a dead lion. There are two kinds of people who, once they’ve taken a decision, will not change their minds: the imbeciles and their opposites. Who wants to climb high mustn’t look down below. If you want to peddle something, you must show where you stand. It isn’t difficult to remain in someone’s memory: just borrow money and don’t return it. To kill an infant in the cradle is less of a sin than to want to do something and not do it. Art is a haven for impostors. A diamond in mud is worth more than a grain of dust in the ether. All of that remained in your head for a while and finally was forgotten. Books change nothing to nothing. You turned to dirty jokes and guardroom songs which you sometimes told or sang to Darreit. She blushed with embarrassment but asked for more of the same and sometimes told you a smutty story in turn, her ears on fire, and you realised that when a woman is embarrassed she’s lovely in another way. You were happy; she was happy. Obladi oblada. You never spoke about your common future and she never begged you to stay with her until the end of time, which women demand as soon as you sleep with them, making it a life and death matter. She even talked to you about other men openly and told you frankly also in which way they looked sexy in her eyes, and you told her often about other women. It was a behaviour which, as strange as it might seem, was most ordinary and natural, and you both knew that if one or the other showed jealousy, it was pretence, it was just a way of having fun. So that the relation between her and you was cool in its way. There was no morrow, because the next day one of you may well have left the other. The person left behind might suffer a little but you could be sure there’d be no scene of deep distress or raging despair as are so often displayed to express sorrow at the loss of one’s beloved in the pages of magazines or in variety programmes for youngsters on the radio. There’d be no supplicating missive or resentful poem or if there were, it’d be without much conviction. She and you weren’t lovers of the kind to appeal to the sad. She and you were happy. Maybe because there weren’t yet any money problems, as you still received Daen’s money orders and she still had a fairly sizeable amount on her bank account. It could almost have been an ideal love if only she’d known how to do some cleaning and wash occasionally the much-used sheets instead of leaving all that to you. And when we’re in the room, don’t dress too provocatively because we aren’t alone here – and with her habit of poking her nose into everything, she was in and out of the rooms of one and all, and those were men’s rooms, of course. You managed to find a shoot of devil’s ivy and she found you an empty wine bottle for it. It was a slender and tall bottle and when you put the devil’s ivy in the bottle, a new stalk grew out practically overnight. You put the plant in the darkest corner of the room and the reflections of its leaves sent a suffused light in the dim recess. And you bought an orange jasmine tree, a tangerine tree and an asoka tree, which you planted in stoneware pots in a row at the foot of the bed, which was flooded with sunlight every day, and the orange jasmine tree blossomed, making the entire room fragrant, the tangerine tree produced yellowish fruit, but the asoka looked rather depressed, and you couldn’t help telling yourself it was a bad omen. You also bought a kabuleka in a pot, which you hung by a window, and it blossomed every day for you in red, white and pink. You found an empty flowerpot, filled it with humus-rich soil taken from the tree-loving landlady, pressed down the soil, covered it with coconut fibres, thoroughly watered, and studded it with red ixora stalks which grew green again three or four days later. The wooden floor of the room was waxed to gleaming point, the piles of books were sorted out and the room was all the prettier for it, with the bantam cocks’ crowing as background noise almost throughout the day. Calm and coolness. A private corner, not bad at all for a big city like Bangkok. When you begged her to take care of the plants, she bought a vaporiser and undertook to spray them morning and evening and, as a bonus, she gathered red grains of palm trees strewed over the park of her college to grow them in one of her glass jars with the aim of turning them into bonsais, and those damn palm trees grew and grew as if they wanted to shame any bean sprout. She scrupulously discharged the duty you had bestowed on her. She seemed to have grown a passion for plants and gave you news of each every day, and she couldn’t help dreaming that it wouldn’t be a bad idea to plant a cherry tree to admire its blossoms. The buds of the ixora began to open and the devil’s ivy covered itself with leaves the size of five-baht coins without a spot of dust on them. The kabuleka cloaked itself in a profusion of scarlet flowers, the flowers of the tangerine tree fell out, the yellow fruit came out in abundance and, at the same time, it began to shed its leaves. The leaves of the orange jasmine tree turned dark green but it refused to blossom any more. As for the asoka, it kept growing slowly but it remained still very small all the same compared to the asokas one can see in the streets and the asokas you saw in your imagination on Vasitthi’s asoka esplanade. It was the first and the only one you grew, but you were satisfied, as in any case you’d long felt like having one and you seemed to prefer it to the other plants, whereas she found it very ordinary as a tree and not at all decorative and she even told you that, each time she saw the kabuleka, she couldn’t help but think of the pink moss those pigs that love to waddle in marshland mud like to feed on, and the ixora reminded her of the interminable, deadly boring ceremony on the Paying Homage to the Teachers Day which had her humming to herself defiantly panyawutee karei teitei49 almost every time she watered them. But you forgave her. How long did she live with you that time? A little over one month. On a full moon night, you opened the windows wide to let the cool breeze and soft moonlight flood the entire room and you turned out the light and had Stravinsky’s Ebony Concerto play for the plants to hear and the trees and her and the moonlight and yourself as well. You sat smoking, your back to one of the walls, slurping very strong and fragrant coffee while she lay on the bed. You leaned to one side to put one hand behind your head. You were sitting quietly, observing the dark shadows that the moon moved slowly across the floor – relaxed and at peace with the whole world. Darreit too was relaxed and at peace with the world, except the music, and she pointed out that that fellow Stravinsky had the face of a grocer. It was a beautiful night of happiness you’ll still remember even after your body has rotted away. At the end of November that year it rained a lot, flooding from the North swept down and Bangkok found itself flooded as if the Chao Phraya mistakenly believed the capital was besieged by the Burmese as Ayutthaya had been in the old days and was promptly coming to the rescue to safeguard national independence. It rained every day. Bangkok was bleak. Bangkok was dirty with stagnant water. Rats and roaches swarmed about in search of new shelters, theirs having been flooded. A good many people in Bangkok had to shit in plastic bags, piss in plastic bags, which they threw onto the rubbish dumps the refuse collectors went to discharge who knows where. Sandbags sold well, umbrellas sold well, rubber boots sold well, medicines for colds sold well. The water rose then withdrew quickly then came back, but young girls in shorts still gloriously went for strolls in Siam Square and were still as attractive in the defiled surroundings. The rich fled and slept in first-class hotels or went on junkets abroad. The middle class and the common folk shared the trouble equitably. In the streets you saw snakes, centipedes and sometimes turtles, and do you remember how you found a gourami lost in a gutter around Sukhumvit? The university had closed down. You had to stay listless in the room all day: Darreit’s college wasn’t flooded, so she had to attend classes even though the water gave her feet fungal infections. That day, where did you go? The Goethe-Institut showed a German film free of charge. You went there after staying dejectedly in your room for days. You got out of the bus at the Royal Esplanade terminal and walked along the road at the back of the Public Relations Department building to enter the Goethe-Institut compound through the back door. Like every time, you stopped, taken with admiration at the sight of the long row of wooden Chinese shophouses that slithered motionless above an all-cracked basin of stagnant water. It was a building all in one piece, old and dilapidated, looking gloomy and rotten, with something like thirteen or fifteen dwellings, all lived in. Very, very old, a hundred years, possibly more. Actually, you’d told Marnit Seewa to hurry to take pictures of it before it was pulled down one of these days. And that day you stopped again to look at it for a long while and you thought Damn, if only I could paint! The stark red of crown of thorns in the dragon-patterned flowerpots on the little wooden bridges joining the edge of the street and the narrow threshold of each dwelling; the vivid blue and odd patterns of the shimmering sarongs spread out on the balcony railings; the almost two metre high dragon trees with acid green leaves stuck into big aluminium cans and the orchids with stalks as white as jade; the yellow plastic hammock in which a baby of the male sex looking difficult to deal with lay after his bath, his hair not yet dry, talc-white from feet to scalp, a plastic sword in his tiny hand, with an old woman in a sleeveless round-neck blouse and a loincloth folded the old-fashioned way sitting against the doorjamb and nodding off, one hand on her lap, the other holding the hammock to swing it; a cage with budgerigars provided with a miniature house in which one of them brooded, three others peaceably conversing on the perch, a fifth examining itself in the mirror with conceit; a cat stretched on the chapped floor licking its coat with as much minutia as sloth; a young woman with a sour mien, sarong knotted over her chest and fag stuck in her mouth, asked you with a bellicose look what the hell was your problem standing there gaping… No, all of this is irrelevant. And then what? Then, you must remember. At the Goethe, you met Nart Itsara in the library. That day, there was a free film show and that’s why both Nart and you had gone there. No, you hadn’t agreed to meet there. Which film? Chinese Roulette or Bread of the Early Years? Not too sure. You can’t remember very well. Rather the latter. Do you remember that when you came out of the Goethe night had fallen?

Water covered the streets and splashed and waved with every passing car. It was nearly nine when Nart and you jumped out of the bus near the entrance to the street to walk back to your rooms at Seewiang. The two of you looked utterly weary because of the long bus trip. The two of you bent down to fold up your trouser legs. Nart took off his sandals to hold them and walk barefoot, as they were finely crafted items made in India, but you didn’t take off your white canvas shoes because it was time to clean them anyway. Do you remember? It was drizzling and you looked at the sky so that you had your mouth agape, as when we look at fireworks or anything overhanging that forces us to raise our heads full tilt, and your forehead was pleated like the forehead of a dog in doubt. You let out two or three swearwords and put your bag, made from faded jeans cloth, over your head, then led the way. You didn’t need to turn round: you knew Nart was behind you, wading through the water phlegmatically, if wearily. The main road at the entrance to the street was still teeming with people and cars. Houses and shops were barricaded with sandbags. You stopped to buy cigarettes and lipped one and handed one to Nart, who said Thanks in a low voice – it felt like you were busy reading. You talked about the film you’d just seen as if to discuss it, but Nart merely grunted Mm-mmm sotto voce. You walked away from the grocer’s at the bus stop while smoking and entered the street. It was rather cold and the cigarette was delicious. There were lots of people in front of the noodle cart, the rice with red pork cart, the coffee and bread-and-custard cart. It was drizzling non-stop. Under a canopy, one cart sold fruit, one cart sold swallows’ nests, one cart sold soymilk. Almost all the vendors wore rubber boots, looking busy over their fare, aprons around their paunches. Vapour rose from the cooking pots, warm and fragrant vapour, that smelled good and sugary, that smelled good and meaty. The buyers held umbrellas aloft or else protected their heads with newspapers or else stood holding their ribs. Most of them bought foodstuffs to eat at home. Hardly anybody ate at the laid-out tables. You stopped by your usual bookshop. Its newspapers and magazines section had a kiosk upfront. You asked for permission to use the toilets inside and, once you came out again, you flipped through a book or two, a magazine or two and loitered over a nudie. The bookshop also sold tapes but the tapes section was inside and Nart urged you to leave before it poured for good. Past a shop selling imported booze and tobacco, three or four bars, a veterinary clinic, a hairdresser’s, a dry cleaner’s, then a turn to the right. There was nothing any longer but puddles and Nart put his sandals back on. Yours oozed with each step a creamy froth with a repugnant noise of suction, chick chook, chick chook, and your hands were ghostly pale and the tips of your fingers all wrinkled. The street narrowed, with fewer and fewer cars, fewer and fewer people. Past a large house surrounded by a high white wall crested with broken glass surmounted by a fence of barbed wire. Interminable. Past the next-door house, just as big, with a dense row of hibiscus behind a very high barbed-wire fence, an Indian guard in front of the entrance and a gibbon in a cage near the fence on the inside. You told the guard Hey, fella, let me play with the gibbon, then you pulled apart the hibiscus to peer at the gibbon in a cage as big as a cage at the zoo and you imitated the shout of the gibbon wooooo wooooo wooooo wooooo. It turned round, took a look at you then turned back, uninterested, and you cussed him between your teeth Stupid gibbon! Ghastly gibbon! Nart had already overtaken you. After the row of hibiscus, you walked some length past a tall building unfinished for lack of funds, the scaffolding still in place and the walls unpainted, it took a while to walk past it, a strong odour of cement offending your nose, the dirty grey of the cement offending your eyes. There were shoring planks piled up everywhere and iron bars dumped everywhere. There was a wheelbarrow leaning to one side and a clothesline stretched sideways. Across the street, there was also a row of cement adjoining houses just finished with people in four of the units. Inside you could see bluish ceilings and television screens almost identical, except that they showed pictures from different broadcasts. You lit another cigarette. A middle-aged woman carrying a plastic basin came out to throw used water in the street in a wide circle and then hastened back in. Turning the corner of the building, you saw Nart who walked far upfront, about fifty yards away. You were about to shout at him to wait for you, but you started when someone suddenly popped up from a dark corner of the building. A man. Another. Black sky. The street right there unlit. The building dark, but these two even more so. As dark as phantoms, but even more so. The man who stood up in front of you, you felt you knew him. As for the other, you only had a glimpse at his face. At Donut in Siam Square. Alarm. Fleeting thought. Fear. Recalling that other time when you’d been given a beating, beaten up with hard objects. Visual thought, not aural. No words. Recalling the sudden aggression in the dark that had translated into pain, stupor, searing shooting pains on skull, face, chest, belly, shoulders, arms and legs. Maybe it wasn’t even a thought but a mere memory. Eye on the alert. Surprise. Fear. Wanting to scarper but unable to move, as when incoercible angst seizes you in a dream; knowing perfectly well what you were faced with, as when, in that dream where everything moves, you’re stuck with a cramp or ankylosis or paralysis. Incapable of moving, incapable of emitting a sound, as if under a spell. Very much like that. Those two are too close and it’s too dark. Right there, it’s too dark. You stretch out your arm towards them and say in a loud voice What do you want? I can see you, you know. You see a flash. You say Knife. Don’t tell yourself Beware. Tell yourself only Knife.

White. Darting at you. Your body, crashed into, loses its balance over two or three steps and falls on the bitumen. A shooting pain as if from a mild electric shock. Brutal cold in the abdomen and then the cold ceases, leaving nothing but pain which radiates around the perforated area. Panic and confusion. The pain spreading like ants darting away from a fire, spreading everywhere and withdrawing and spreading anew, closer than before, more distant than before. Pain. Heart that swells, that knocks, as if the ground is being hammered again and again on an irregular rhythm. From the wound the ants of pain reach the heart, the arms, the legs, the hands, the feet, the face and even the palms, the arches of the feet and the nails of the fingers and toes. Pain. Your bag sent flying since you don’t know when. Hear in one ear the sidekick’s voice telling the knifeman, Throw it away, you fool! The knife, I mean. The knifeman suddenly stupefied, maybe because he hears the scaring moan you utter. Time is paralysed. You don’t know for how long you’ve been shouting. You don’t know for how long you’ve been lying huddled up like a baby hurt in the womb of pain. Your two hands clutching your wound since when? That smell of blood that reaches you, since when? Those desperate throes of a bashed-up snake, of a sandscoured eel, since when? You see the knife fall. Stretch out to get hold of it. Very near, yes, and yet so far away. Time is paralysed. Time is stiff forever. Time has a cramp forever. You try to crawl. Your face furrows the ground, once, twice. Must get there, you tell yourself, must reach it. Torn between fear and anger. Fear of dying, anger that pulses like the blood spurting from your wound. Aching but pleased. Pleased with your anger. You see the knifeman still standing dumbfounded but his sidekick has disappeared God knows where or maybe not yet but you can’t see him. Why isn’t he leaving? Clear off! What more are you going to do? Finish me off? The paralysed man starts to churn out curses in a voice that gives the impression he’s crying as if he’d lost his mind. You son of a bitch, you bastard, you shit, why did you oblige me to do this? His loud voice intervenes between the pulsations that make as if the ground is being hammered again and again on an irregular rhythm. You grab the knife and attempt to raise yourself up to brandish it as you crawl. Shaking, stiff, knotted body. Your head flops. You plunge forward. Try to raise your head. If you don’t kill me I’m going to kill you, you tell yourself, but not a word comes out. Words without sound. Anger pulses like stomach cramps in your entire body. You see the knifeman take two or three steps backwards and blend in with the darkness, and then violent strikes of lightning explode, red, orange, yellow, green then orange again then red again then green again then black. Bloody black. You hear curses and footsteps slowly decreasing. You flop down again, huddle up, hold yourself and groan. At that moment you’re afraid your heart, having to pump blood more and more violently, will be clogged. You gesticulate, struggle like a snake being beaten up, wriggle and writhe, face against the ground. The bitumen is cold. Lying like that’s too rough, shucks, damn uncomfortable. Try again to turn over. To forget everything. Don’t know what to do. Don’t know where to go. Can’t even think, don’t think. Maybe I’ll keep wriggling, I’ll keep struggling until I have no strength left. You hear a rumour of curious people around you, see a face looming in close-up that screens off the sky and, at the idea you’re going to die, you thrash about, fling your arms back and forth, panic, frantic, bawl in refusal of death. No way out any more. Here I am, me, dying. Come have a look. There’s nothing anymore but pain, a demented dark red pain as if a giant brush dipped in blood is applying long, hard, furious strokes on black material, a pain which rises and falls and goes from left to right to left to right in a square, a circle, a zigzag, a dripping red pain, red as when you stare at a flame for a long time and then close your eyes and see but red and then black. That damned black… Darreit, I’ve almost completely forgotten you after all this time. You’ve almost no meaning in my life anymore. Neither you nor your brother, Phamorn, that motherfucker. I’d met him only once. By accident, actually. In a fast-food in Siam Square. He was there with a tableful of mates of his, with looks that gave me a furious urge to kick his you-know-what. He and his underlings, all of them worth a cheerful kick in the you-know-what, each in his own way, all of them young louts gone astray, devoid of any future and wasting their lives away day after day, indulging in all manner of debaucheries, from what you’d told me. I had a fairly good idea of what ailed him. Actually, he was about the same age as me, but indulging in drink, hash, heroin, amphetamines or even other narcotics such as lacquer or thinner he wouldn’t give up had made him look seedy prematurely. Disappointment corroded his heart as rust erodes scrap iron. He was a shame to his parents. He met me as I sat brushing against you in that fast-food outlet and he gave me an insistent, hostile and threatening stare for me to acknowledge his power. I was savvy enough about scum to know what that meant and I held his gaze in defiance. He got up from his table and walked straight up to me. But once there, he turned instead towards you to ask how you were, did you go back home often and how were your parents, without paying the least attention to me as if I didn’t exist. It was getting a bit much, and I blew the smoke of my cigarette right into his face and looked him up and down with a superior air. When he looked away, I sniggered, disdainful. Having thus pleased myself, I started to yawn, looking annoyed, and to stretch myself in a provocative way. I knew his friends were watching him and he didn’t know what to do. Finally, he brazened it out and asked Oh, so, you’re together again, are you? The question was addressed more to you but, fearing you’d be embarrassed, out of courtesy for you it was I who answered by uttering a Right! worthy of a vicious dog. And where are you, these days? he asked me. I answered right away we were at Seewiang, Sukhumvit 23, to which he said one of these days he’d pay us a call. And this is what he truly did, in a totally unexpected manner so far as I was concerned, and the knife in his hand caused me to find myself lying writhing on the bitumen, a shiny, well sharpened knife I keep as a souvenir, even now. He probably didn’t mean to kill me, but only wanted to make me suffer to give himself more importance, to be better accepted by his peers, that’s all, like all those youngsters deprived of the opportunity to follow a path approved by society and who, to compensate, gather in dark corners and slowly turn into social outcasts. Darreit, it strikes me as rather unjust to have practically never thought about you during all of these past years, and if I chanced to think about you, it was never in a positive way. When I left you, I was kept busy by other things. Can you imagine? I no longer know if I’d recognise you if I met you or how long it’d take me to pronounce your name correctly. Looking at the past with a critical eye, I can see it was a good thing we split, as if we hadn’t done so then, we’d have done it later. We were too different in everything. You were beautiful, you were lovely, you were stupid, you were a sexual masterpiece, but I couldn’t love you and you’d soon have been fed up with my poverty. In your eyes, the poor are those who have no money for lavish expenses and one day or another you’d have denigrated my poverty and I’d have decried your extravagant habits. I see nothing praiseworthy in a young girl without income, and who besides didn’t try to have any, who managed to spend four to five thousand baht a month. I wouldn’t have been able to stand your luxurious clothes conceived any old how by designers, most of them faggots and super-faggots, who charge staggering prices with glee and also hold sway in handbags, shoes, belts and lots of other trinkets of various shapes and colours which only fools create to have fellow fools buy and wear – the work of macaques for macaques exclusively. I myself haven’t given up luxury at all, but I can’t stand stupidity, and it isn’t that I’m supremely intelligent, but I can’t stand anyone who doesn’t know how to think by themselves a little. You never showed interest in the substance of things and were merely intent on how to be through with your studies, how to dress up to be beautiful, how to do everything to be fashionable, and women like you can be found by the hundreds of thousands, by the millions. By now you must be the stupid wife of a stupid husband and maybe the stupid mother of one or two stupid children – stupid wife of a stupid husband and mother of one or two stupid children perpetuating the lineage of stupidity for it to grow and multiply. Man made to be a slave, woman made to be a prostitute. Our history is the history of slavery, and for slaves that don’t care for freedom what is there awaiting them but destruction pure and simple? But no matter what, I must thank you, thank you very much and from the bottom of my heart, to have had the gesture, before leaving me never to be back, to leave with me some money which, when I came out of hospital, allowed me to have not too many debts. It is thanks to you that this haunted knife became my property. I keep it on myself almost all the time as a souvenir. It almost caused me to die. How amazing that it almost caused me to die! I love it to madness because it almost caused me to die. A most ordinary knife but nonetheless for me it’s a haunted knife, pernicious and vile. Since I picked it up I’ve hardly ever parted from it. It lies in my shoulder bag among the books, manuscripts, pencils, pens, inkpot and other small objects when I go somewhere or else it stays behind a stack of books or else I slip it under the pillow when I’m in the room. I should throw it away but it’s close to my heart – a senseless infatuation. Many a time I’ve forgotten it completely but many a time I’ve grabbed it firmly and brought the flat of its blade close to my lips, cheeks, chest and abdomen and many a time in nights of solitude I’ve taken it in my mouth, bit, licked and kissed it. A knife with a sharp, shiny cutting edge. I keep its cutting edge sharp at all times. Its back is thin. The blade is about one span long, and I always ask myself how many inches of it, two or three or more, entered my abdomen, which caused me to fall flat on the ground and wriggle and groan like an evil soul in jail. Its handle is made of the horn of some animal like a stag and its weight balances the weight of the blade. On one side of the blade in the thickest part is incrusted the word ‘Aranyika’50. It’s a shallow, almost erased inscription. Maybe that’s why I often tell myself it’s a very old knife, maybe centuries-old, and I see a village of old where the knife is caught in the smoke of war and the mephitic smell of patriotic blood, with a group of mightily muscled warriors, a short loincloth round their rumps, amulets hung at their waists, magic armbands round their biceps and magic headbands round their heads, eager to fight as they mobilise to repulse the foreign foe. I’ve gone as far as rambling and wishing without hope it was the knife of a shaman made from nails taken from a coffin and endowed with magic powers strong enough to drive out a spirit. Or even that it’d be the knife of a crocodile hunter who’d already killed innumerable such beasts, including the king of crocs in its dim underwater palace. Whereas in fact it may just be a knife with a blade made of inferior-quality metal meant for the kitchen or for a boy scout to carry for the fun of it or, at best, nothing but an ordinary knife found in the drawer of an old sideboard in an old house. If I give it excessive importance, it’s only because it’s the knife that almost took my breath away and it’s the knife that almost turned me into a murderer. And it’s because of it that during a period lived in a state of semi-delirium I bought myself a chain to bind myself with. I found that chain in a display of old objects at the Royal Esplanade among loads of other stuffs, winding lamps, primitive electric torches, whetstones, prehistoric flints I wasn’t sure were authentic, chunks of flints from which came the lighters, old keys of all kinds, trilobite fossils, arrowheads. It was an iron chain so old its rust was green, three to four yards long, with a ring at either end. I bought it for thirty baht only, hoping that if the roman candle of my madness came to burst, I’d bind myself in time. Actually, it was but a gesture born of a passing impulse, like the passing impulses that many times since have made me want to untangle my hair, raise the tips of my moustache skywards, daub my body and face with paint or go out and kill someone.




the gypsy’s dream

We are the creatures of air, / Our roots in dreams / And clouds…

Salman Rushdie, The Satanic Verses


 I’m not trying to think seriously about it to come to a conclusion. You and me… The relationship between you and me… Maybe there’ll be a conclusion, and maybe not. I’m not trying to think. To think is death. Trying to think is trying to seek death. We met around a game of chess at dusk. Everything began, went on and ended as in a dream. The Old Lion loved you and took pity on a young man like you. He practised simulacrum out of love and managed to get me to play along. He took great care of all his students. In the small territory over which he held sway, he behaved like a father to his children. Young people didn’t interest him particularly unless they had problems. Didn’t you play the young man with problems to try to catch the Old Lion’s attention? You annoyed me. I was beginning to dislike you increasingly as days went by. I was jealous of you. Yes, I admit I was jealous of you then, and even now. Someone like me able to feel jealousy? Jealousy is a form of respect for the narrow-minded. It annoys me to entertain such a feeling. Annoyed I was already at the time and annoyed I remain, even now. To be jealous of others is to trample your self-esteem underfoot. I shouldn’t show you too much consideration, even though you’re very superior to me, even though you’re my worst enemy, an enemy I’m incapable of subduing. But one of these days I’ll kill you. I’m capable of killing, even God. I am God, as everyone is. Thus I have the right to kill God. As far as I’m concerned, Lucifer interests me more than God, Theiwathat51 interests me more than the Buddha, Judas interests me more than Jesus, Choochok interests me more than Weitsandorn52. I am God. I’m not mad yet. I’m just pretending to be mad to see how the people around me, all the people who have their feet on the ground and flatter themselves they aren’t mad, react to me. I am God, as everyone is. I’m the God of darkness, the God of twilight, the God of pox, the God of clap, the God of canker. You’re the God of dawn, the God of truth, the God of dream, the God of wisdom, the God of love, of peace, of brotherhood. I’m the God of demons, the God of wild beasts, the God that holds the power of destruction. I’m the asura53 that can’t be fooled. God has but crude tricks and lousy puns. If you want to win over me, if you want to overpower me, you’ll have to make colossal efforts. You hold it to be your duty, don’t you, to free the world from ignorance. Deep down, that’s your ambition. You haven’t yet reached the age of crummy wisdom, which you decorate and prettify to comfort yourself, but you behave as if you had. You shit! And what rotten luck for me to have been knifed and what rotten luck for me to have had to stay in hospital under your patronage! You took advantage of it to play the hero, which you did in irreproachable fashion. I hate hospitals. I don’t trust hospitals. And regaining consciousness to find myself lying whacked in the whiteness and medicinal smells of a hospital almost turned me crazy. All of the particles of my body yelled and cursed against that whiteness and those medicinal smells. I left the hospital in an extreme state of drift and loneliness. I tried to free myself from my debt to you, in money as well as in gratitude. I hocked and sold the few valuables I had – radio cassette player, guitar, watch and fountain pen. I even sold my jeans and canvas shoes to the technical school students that stayed at Seewiang. I wrote a bullshit letter to Daen to ask him to send me more money each month. Back at Seewiang, I remained in my corner. I turned away from you and from all the other tenants. At the U, I tried to stay away from the group of players under the pines. Often I was struck unexpectedly with sudden bouts of sadness and I gave myself to them for lengthy periods, longer than those I was exempt from them. I put myself out to get a grant for bright but poor students, although at the time I was reluctant to claim I was poor compared to other students and besides, claiming I was a bright student would’ve been an arrant lie. In any case I did get a grant from the foundation created by a wise, old, long dead fuddyduddy who was of the very first batch of students at the university, someone who, while he was a student actually, didn’t have the wherewithal to eat three square meals a day and who, having become wealthy by dint of perseverance and determination, had ended up setting up a foundation in his name that made financial grants to gifted but penniless students without demanding anything in return. I was struggling over everything. I behaved like a cheeky beggar innumerable times. Sometimes, for a whole month I’d have lunch on Thanit Sukkaseim, Somphong Thawee and Khampan Seenuea and, the meal over, would slip out. I didn’t want to mix with them unless necessary. I even tried to do without cigarettes. I applied for a job at the university library. I scrounged on everything to repay my debt. Thirty thousand baht: an enormous amount. I had no close friend and I didn’t try to be close to anyone in particular. I knew that, under your impassivity, you were watching me discreetly and weren’t pleased because you knew that if I behaved increasingly erratically, it was because I was in debt to you. You were ill at ease. You never asked for your money back. You never did anything to show I was in your debt. But your mind always went to the essential, frank and lucid. Given that I was indebted to you, I had to reimburse you: that’s what you thought. You didn’t have it in you to cancel my entire debt. It was money you’d earned by the sweat of your brow. You had to save, you had to hoard up. You wanted to leave the U. You wanted to find yourself a nice place where you’d be able to live your life as you wished. You’ve always been someone who knows what he wants. You know better than anyone that you’re able to make your dreams come true: a new civilisation, you’d confided to me, a civilisation less soiled with blood, an immaculate civilisation. It was a rather Himalayan programme that would entail huge expenses. But when you saw me running around to find money, like the epic monkey whose tail is on fire and who, in his panic, hesitates too long to make it back to Ceylon and thus thinks he’ll set Bangkok ablaze instead, when you came to see me in my room and saw it looked like a destitute hovel, when you saw me lying my hand on my forehead like a corpse stuffed with depression and worry, you no longer knew how to behave. You asked me awkwardly how I was. You were loath to speak, and when you expressed yourself, you did so with much reluctance to impose. You looked like Jesus paying a call on a debtor. Every time I opened my mouth to ask for a reprieve, you’d say Don’t mention it, don’t think about it. Between you and me, the fog of alienation was beginning to thicken. I paid no attention to what you were saying. I found enough to reimburse one or two thousand baht at a time or even five hundred baht or even a hundred baht. Reimbursing you, even in dribs and drabs like that, gave me the feeling I was preserving my pathetic dignity. You must no doubt have kept count in your head, that is, you’d got from me on such day of such month so much. Actually, maybe it was more than thirty thousand baht. The private hospital in question vaunted its services in magazines for the refined, at bus stops, on the buses even. You’d taken it upon yourself to settle the bill: you were the creditor, I was the debtor, and we were both embarrassed. You postponed your departure from the U sine die, even though you had no heart to go on with your studies and an almost unbearable disgust showed on your face, in your behaviour and in your words. You took flight into your feelings as if you’d never be back. I don’t remember how much money I gave you back altogether. Maybe not even ten thousand. I don’t know if you really kept count, but I know that as soon as I’d given you the totality of the outstanding sum, you’d tell me No need, that’s enough, but you never told me that. You and I were growing increasingly estranged. It was surprising nobody knew I’d been knifed. You’d told no one. I’d simply disappeared and one day I was back. Nothing odd about that for the oddballs under the pines: some seniors didn’t show up for months; others cut short their studies just like that. It was a good thing you’d told no one. I don’t like people prying into my affairs. If they’d known what had happened to me, they’d have taken pity on me. I don’t like to be pitied. Whoever takes pity on me is up to a kick in the you-know-what. I’m not mad: I’m merely pretending to be mad. When I’m sane I pretend to be mad. When I’m mad I pretend to be sane. I live here alone with clouds of fireflies. The old deserted, dilapidated house creaks in the freezing night. I’m well and truly mad but pretend to be sane or I’m sane but pretend to be mad or half-mad half-sane or all of that or none of that. I’m not sure what I am. The night is freezing. The night has mist bathed in moonlight, but for all that, it’s still a dark and delirious night. Something or someone is watching me. Something hostile. I don’t know, maybe I have frayed nerves. I have no god. I don’t think of Siddhartha as God. If I believed in God maybe I wouldn’t be mad so easily. You have no god and you don’t think of Siddhartha as God either. If you believed in God, maybe you wouldn’t be mad so easily either. Before I came here, your friends told me you’d become crazy. Has someone told you I’ve become crazy? Where the heck are you now? In Bangkok or in your hut by the river? Maybe I’ll go and find you and kill you for good. I won’t give a chance to my cowardice and self-restraint again. If ever I see you again, I won’t hesitate any longer. Nothing, no one will hold me back. Who do you think you are and who do you take me for? We know each other well enough or else almost not at all. What are you thinking about? What do you think about me? We’d better never meet again, ah-ah-ah, because if I find you again I’ll kill you. I’ll be sorry to kill you, but I’ll kill you nonetheless. You must be aware of my suffering better than anyone. Perhaps you’re asking some friends of mine about me to know where I am and it’s you who is going to come and see me frantically to console me, to be compassionate as behoves a meritorious saint. Ah, if you come, it might be just as well, as, even if I am in this state of damnation, I swear to you that at the very least I’ll spit in your face. It’ll be man’s gooiest gob of spit ever. And I’ll kill you. I’m craving blood. Killing: a necessary act to end all kinds of complications. My abdomen wound progressively closed up and everything went back to normal, but I’m not as certain about the state of my mind. I don’t think it stands a chance of being as before. I drift aimlessly and scare easily. Very often I start shaking under the tension that knots my guts. I have no god. One withstands crises more easily when one has God. White peddlers came to sell God to Asia. Some of them begged me to believe in God. I refused. I have no more trust in God than I have in any new product. As for you, it’s the opposite. You bore with God’s salesmen. You praised missionaries for their toughness and courage. You said that at the very least we needed Buddhists of that mettle. You’re a good man. How many times have I said I want to have nothing to do with good people? You pose as a superior being. You bastard! At most, you’re a man devoid of emotions. At most, you behave as if you weren’t an ordinary man, which you are, though. You were looking for a way to turn away from art, from writing as from painting. But you were only trying, as you kept on painting and you kept on reading like a maniac and you kept on believing in serious writing, more serious perhaps than I’d ever perceived. Oh, I’m trying right now to do something you’ve already tried to do, which is not to think but act according to credible feelings. You were fed up with the people around you. You were close to several teachers and you debated with them as if you were on an equal footing. Your great virtue is to behave with the candour of a child. Didn’t some say your writings and paintings had the beauty and secret charm of the poppy flower? Indeed. Your dreams went very far. You found yourself in Bangkok in a circle of artists and pseudo-artists, in a circle of intellectuals and pseudointellectuals. But you managed to have a recollection clear as daylight of the places, moments and people you met, along with an overflowing imagination. Poppy fields with white and red flowers there truly were in your memory and in your imagination, with colours, furthermore, that were sharper and more ambiguous than in reality, and you painted them with mountain chains straddling one another in the background. Those were paintings of extraordinary beauty, as the painter rendered what he saw with an at once sceptical and inspired eye, as if in a trance, but with enough presence of mind to control himself when he was aware that apparent beauty is a calamity, that apparent beauty is death. And when you described maple leaves on Phoo Luang54, I felt the place’s very atmosphere as a paradisiacal park. You used words with the same deftness as you used colours. But it was only once in a long while that you came up with a painting you were proud of or with a poem you were proud of. Maybe because you were fascinated by the mystics. As a rule, I didn’t like your paintings. All those I saw at Seewiang were too enraged and sometimes too sad. You’re someone sad. You were made in the mould of sadness and you’ll be sad like that all your life, even when you find yourself at the apex of the pyramid of ecstasy. Have I already told you you’re a recluse, and more of a recluse than a moronic artist? A recluse – yes, my creditor was a recluse, in the literal meaning of the term actually, and besides, put to the test innumerable times by women’s beauty and seduction like all authentic recluses. Maybe because some hidden gift in you gave you charm, an apparently forever-imperturbable self-assurance, whatever turmoil it concealed, including as well your indifference to those skirts, the indifference of a rugged, desiccated and denuded mountain that turned them crazy about you, so that some of them showed their interest ostensibly. Deep down you were anxious, and of that anxiety you’d told me in a moment of total confession, and I’d been astonished that in spite of your reputation as a lady-killer, you were essentially nothing but a wimp. I don’t want to talk about God. I don’t want to talk about goodness. But why do I have to talk of these things in spite of myself? Or is it because I talk with you in the meek and delirious way I’m used to? You didn’t get involved with good women because good women meant responsibilities and, inasmuch as you weren’t ready to face up to your responsibilities, you didn’t fool around with good women. When you said no, you meant no. Or else was it because you were a good-looking fellow, even if a rather filthy one? Women who can’t control themselves, there are loads of, as university is a high school for children who have finished high school, that’s all, and it was that sort of birds that were after you openly. The times change quickly. Women these days are more at liberty to express themselves, which makes them all the more vulnerable. Dead is the slave at the oven and so is the very proper lady. Many a time did I hear many a woman say that if you only cut your hair and dressed as befits a gentleman, you’d be like a prince in a dream. Try as I might, I couldn’t see how, were you to act like that, you wouldn’t look awkward and in the way. Obviously it wasn’t something to do, even in one’s mind, as if one tried to have King Naresuan55 wear a tuxedo or James Dean a Raj pattern56. Your slovenly appearance fitted your good looks to a T. With that slovenly appearance of yours, you had a luminous mind; you were so to speak ‘a nicens little boy’, a teenage Stephen Dedalus. You were a dream little prince with shining white teeth, as you brushed your teeth with table salt. You stated that salt is the best toothpaste in the world. You were a dream little prince that wore no briefs. You claimed that great men such as Socrates didn’t wear briefs and neither did Jesus and neither did Confucius. Julius Cesar and Hannibal had proved their worth as warriors without wearing briefs. So you couldn’t see why you should wear any. Your brief on briefs had taken many people aback and strongly influenced Doam Wuthichai, Somphong Thawee and Thanit Sukkaseim. You were one of my creditors. I have no intention to show you respect. I hate you. If I sometimes say something positive about you, it’s only part of reality. You’re not Dr Johnson and I’m no Boswell of yours. You’re not Darwin and I’m no Huxley, who made as if he was Darwin’s bulldog. For sure, I’m not forgetting we spent together many wild hours in many places many times on many occasions, travelling on a whim, that is to say without a compass or any specific destination. We talked of gypsy wanderings, of bohemian life. As for me, I took that seriously, but for you it was no doubt but a whim or you only saw it as an interesting way of spending your life. Since I’d heard about you and since I knew you personally, you’d kept bunking off. You were absent over long periods. You travelled left and right thanks to the money you earned by undertaking various odd jobs, such as sketching portraits in the street, which sometimes landed you lots of orders and sometimes just enough to buy food. Nothing of your past was known. You had no guardian to worry about. You were free and answered your needs by yourself. I met you at the U and had really no idea of who you were. You had several tens of thousands of baht deposited in a bank. I don’t know how much exactly, but certainly more than thirty thousand. You kept in mind what you earned and what you spent, disbursed advisedly and carefully. I despised you for the importance you attached to money, but when I learned you were looking for a place where to take roots, I was dismayed and felt guilty like a lamp choking on oil. Vanished by my fault, the house and piece of land you had told me about and I could almost touch by merely stretching out my arm – a small house that would be perhaps a bamboo hut, a small piece of land of ten or fifteen rai, in the jungle, on a mountain, anywhere, so long as it was close to a water source, as water was essential to a programme of mixed agriculture such as yours, which would have a rice field, fields, an orchard, flowerbeds, stables, a henhouse, an organic fuel compost unit and even sheds to treat manure and slurry. The first time you talked to me of this sort of thing, I merely looked at you to make sure you weren’t daydreaming, but when I knew you better, I was alarmed at your determination. Among books on art, literature, travel, religion and the most progressive political weeklies, there were also bloody manuals of agriculture – how to graft rosebushes, plant anthuriums, rear bees, produce fuel out of animal dejections, make fertiliser by maceration and even how to prime soil. You were bulimic for knowledge. You pushed back the limits of your thirst for knowledge in all directions and all you knew you meant to know in depth. Everything you did at the time made me furious or distracted, moved and confused, to the point that when my brain got impregnated with all you were doing and saying, I thought I’d become irremediably mad and find myself cut off from the world of reality forever, holder of the unique privilege of a terminal short-circuit of neurones. If one is to risk a comparison, you were like a colossus who kept growing up and prevented me from seeing the horizon. You were lumbering, but a colossus still. I started to catch you out and to contradict you occasionally. I derided you behind your back as well as to your face. But you never retaliated, not even once. The fire of my envy transformed itself into jealousy that brooded, glowered and threw increasingly brassy sparks as days went by, but I never let any of this show. I was ashamed to be jealous and was well aware it was a negative feeling. Nevertheless, that jealousy tortured me, in particular during the brief period when Darreit came to live with me at Seewiang and made no secret of how attractive she found you. When she was in your presence, it was as if I didn’t exist, and she was often hanging around in your room, displacing your paintings to look at them, rummaging about your books to borrow some, asking you what you thought about this or that and believing and swallowing whole anything you told her with the stupidity of an animal under the yoke. And when she disagreed with me on some point, she went to consult with you and she went as far as asking you to do her portrait, because you’re a gentle man and, deep down, you have a limpid sense of humour and are candid like a child. You’re a man born to love women and to be loved by women, but when I showed irritation at your excessive intimacy with her, you changed your attitude. In this change of attitude, at first there was alarm and embarrassment, admixed later with a touch of utterly discreet derision. I hate you and everything I do now is to compel you to hate me too, even though it’s practically impossible: given what you are, it’s like compelling a standing stone to roar. If we ever meet again, I might do it, even if I have to provoke you so that you kill me, so that you savour the unbearable taste of the sinner’s condition, of what a murderer endures. I’ll die, sure, but happy to know that, demented and befuddled, you’re struggling blindly in this hectic and twisted world. I might really do it. Don’t forget I haven’t really decided yet whether I’ll kill myself tonight. I’m not trying to think about it seriously so as to come to a conclusion of some kind. You and me… The relationship between you and me… Even your shadow is denser than the essence of my self. You didn’t think only of taking roots and leading a simple, quiet life: you also dreamed of travelling the world. Of the magazines you possessed, National Geographic was the one with the most issues, which you read, it seemed, more often than you did the others, and besides you bought as many back issues as you could find in second-hand booksellers’ stands. You dreamed of hitchhiking around Europe and in America. You had several books written by veteran hitchhikers. When you read these kinds of stories or when you spoke of stories of this kind, you had a funny look, as if you couldn’t hold still but forced yourself to keep quiet and, soon after, you disappeared for a while with your beloved shoulder bag and tough tent. You told me worriedly, in a voice so low it sounded like a whisper as if to confess a damning inferiority complex you’d kept secret all your life, that the wind of the hot season always made you feel restless. Beginning with the Indian almond tree leaves turning dark red and finally falling before young leaves took over; the profuse blooming of tabebuia trees; the appearance of quirky and colourful kites in the sky; the shower of mango tree flowers spreading white velvet over the streets of provincial towns – all of that made you feel like an eagle in a cage looking at the other eagles flying in liberty. Your heart drifted all the way to the bookstands on the quays of the Seine in Paris where you would’ve loved to show yourself as a dreamer with great imagination, a place where the chilly fogs of the West forbid common mortals to come into close contact with one another. You felt like finding yourself in a dusky thoroughfare lined on both sides with picturesque buildings and dwellings crouching darkly in the darkness of a town that would be new to you. You felt like wallowing on the sand of a neglected beach where during the night your imagination would see flowers spring out of the sea and on the rumble of rocks a siren smooth her hair and chant alluring lyrics as man has never heard, or lie down by a camp fire on a biting cold peak from where in the daytime you’d see the clouds down below floating like hallucinations and at night the stars scintillate so near you could pick them up by stretching out your arm. One day you pulled travel books out of your stacks of books and said this one was Thor Heyerdahl’s Kon-Tiki, the story of the crossing of the Atlantic on a nine-pieces balsa raft; this one, The Ra Expeditions. Heyerdahl built a papyrus boat and sailed thousands of miles at sea to prove to the world Egyptians of the Antiquity were outstanding navigators and it was possible human civilisations had a common origin despite their being separated by oceans. And this one is Taiki. Kuno Nobble and Arnaud Dennick used a Chinese junk from Hong Kong to reach the Pacific coast and then head for Alaska and thus demonstrate that the Chinese of yore used junks to reach Central and South America. And this one is Saint Brendan. Timothy Severin built a boat with ox hides and ash wood and he left Holland and crossed the Atlantic up to Newfoundland, as Saint Brendan had done twelve hundred years earlier, several centuries before Christopher Columbus blundered upon America. Those books you’d read to surfeit and you gave them all to me as well as the map of Ferdinand Magellan’s first travel around the world. You had a crazy urge to put to sea. But your practical turn of mind compelled you to delay those dreams indefinitely. You kept restraining yourself, reminding yourself that in life one must take reality into account, and you endeavoured to save up as much as you could for your most earnest dream: the house and piece of land that at the time you had yet to buy. You said the house and land you were dreaming of would be an admittedly small-sized universe, but you had the satisfaction to tell yourself it’d be a universe in which you’d control everything. You’re a perfectionist. You’re a fascist. Sometimes, when things don’t go the way you want, you’re boiling mad and behave like a fascist, which is, I believe, what only some exacting editors, some composers and some geniuses allow themselves to be. Those tens of thousands of baht you had, how many rai would they buy? Ten rai? Fifteen? More? Somewhere, in some distant countryside, perhaps even in some jungle in the mountains – which at the time you didn’t specify, and as you hadn’t quite specified it, it was beautiful like everything that remains in the matrix of dreams. Water: all you asked for was that it be near a water source and for that water source to have water all year round so you could plant crops all year round. And once the land was acquired, the first thing you’d do would be build a hut with cheap materials, bamboo or mangrove or anything local. And once the hut was built, the roof would be of palm, elephant grass, reed or even climbing lily or a bamboo roof with strips right side up and right side down like farmers’ huts in the North. It’d be a hut not very big but clean and comfortable, which would provide protection from bad weather, and you wouldn’t allow the overall cost to exceed three thousand baht. You told me the basic concept of the dream hut was inspired by the huts so conducive to meditation of the monks of Suan Moak and Santhi Asoak57, though you were no full-fledged member of either community. You even allowed yourself to criticise Santhi Asoak in veiled terms by saying its members were too strict, to the point of being anti-natural, and you told me, in the subtle and impassive tone of the chess buff, what you were going to do so that your dream hut turned out sturdy, beautiful and cool. Since you’re well versed in interior decoration, I couldn’t help but approve and tell myself you were not off your rocker, as it’d be a dwelling under huge trees of various species, surrounded by potted decorative plants and clay water jars, with cows or goats with sonorous bells round their necks that you’d rear for their milk and for their dejections out of which you’d make cooking gas, with flocks of hens and flocks of ducks whose eggs you wouldn’t eat but could always gather to sell if need be, and flocks of bantam cocks you’d rear for their cock-a-doodle-dos. You were practically worrying ahead of time about those cocks’ amorous zeal. They not only covered their own hens but also those of fighting cocks, and Chinese hens and some grouse, and some of those bantams even went after hen pigeons. It’d be a dwelling that would blend with its original surroundings so that birds wouldn’t take fright, and such would be your hut, you who understood deeply the splendour of the black Taj Mahal in Shah Jehan’s dreams58. And you added that, as soon as you’d succeeded in drawing a decent subsistence from it, which would take you quite some time, you’d try to enlarge your domain and you’d create a natural park in which at the very least you’d rear stags no doubt, deer or roebucks and pheasants and hornbills and peacocks and rollers – animals that would live together without endangering each other, without endangering you and your crops. And you almost presented a petition to the government so that, first, it modified the antiquated law on the protection of wild animals in order to allow private sector participation; second, it stop altogether delivering permits of forest exploitation so that not a single tall tree be felled henceforth; and third, the basics of ecology be taught in the last year of primary or at the latest in the first year of secondary school. You were wild with rage and swore without restraint when you evoked the accelerated shrinkage of the share of forests in the total area of the country. And you got even hotter under the collar when you proclaimed that reforestation is a battle that must be engaged as fast as possible and carried out consistently, and you asserted that in the end it’d be preferable to order wood from abroad and we should forbid the importation of cars, clothes, beauty products, fruit and luxury products of all kinds. You kept repeating our forest was in crisis just as you used to keep repeating our society was doomed to unavoidable destruction, just as you used to keep repeating we were faced with spiritual bankruptcy. I forced myself to listen to you speak. I forced myself to listen to your silences. I was younger than you were; I was more stupid than you were. You were a colossus that kept growing; I was a dwarf that kept shrinking. I couldn’t help comparing myself to you. I was lambda. I didn’t restrain myself. At times I thought of fleeing, of finding myself another room elsewhere, of no longer talking with you when we met at the U or anywhere else, as it made me worry about my own stupidity, thus feeding an inferiority complex whose burden I found increasingly hard to bear, so that your culture and brilliant intellect would no longer impress me. But I was just a plaything of events. I’d been knifed. Searing pain had shot up from the wound and irradiated my entire body. And what had I obtained in exchange? A haunted knife that’s the symbol of raving madness and indebtedness, which have no other effect than reducing man to the level of animal or quasi-animal that knows nothing but worry. And you, my creditor, you had lost some of your money because of me. Your fabulous plans collapsed all of a sudden. You forced yourself to continue to attend lectures, full of bitterness. At the end of the term, you passed by a whisker. As for my results, they were at their lowest, but we still went everywhere together as before. We were always each other’s shadows. I walked behind you. I had become your de facto follower. I was a weed that grew in your shade. But enough is enough. I no longer feel indebted to you. Thinking about it all again now, I’m sorry to have made friends with you and to have associated with you for too long. Let me put it plainly: I was too sincere. For me, friendship is something that matters. You were very happy when you spoke of Suan Moak and Phutthathart and Narkharratchun and Arrayatheip and Krishnamurti and EF Schumacher. Besides, you were also interested in Tibetan mysticism. It’s through you I heard for the first time of Tibetan mystics such as Chögyam Trungpa, Fitjob Kappra or Lobsang Rampa, and you knew all sorts of anecdotes about the dalai-lama. Dalai-lama apart, all those names filled me with perplexity and I was utterly incapable of guessing the nationality of those that bore them. And when you said of the bizarre creeds and rites of the Tibetans that it was one of the heights of human wisdom, I didn’t agree at all and much time elapsed before I was ready to delve into their works. It was an era of totally confused spiritual search, even though Suan Moak had yet to become Disneyland and nirvana wasn’t yet in fashion among the new generation, with the exception of the few oddballs of the Buddhist association at the U. It all sounded like a fairy tale, especially when you devoutly sang the praises of Krishnamurti, one of the great teachers of the world and a spiritual master of such outstanding reach, given that you kept sleeping with woman after woman and time after time as if you wanted to purify your sexual appetite and many a time came back dead drunk in the dead of night once you were through with your ‘pathetic chores’, that is to say freelance portraits in the street or in some scruffy bar or the lobby of some rundown hotel. Dead drunk or half drunk, yet the more alcohol in your veins the more lively and gay you were. Your melancholy and taciturnity slipped out, and such indeed is the power of drink, that mood-altering liquid that truly alters the man whose thirst it quenches, and you were no exception. And I remember the wild life, the wandering life, the life always on the move. During the hot season vacation full of events that year, three or four of your friends in senior years who dedicated their lives to art absolutely and dedicated their art to society absolutely invited you to go for character-building by doing heavy work and thus better appreciating the tough condition of workers and farmers, a good training to accede to the status of ‘new youth’ according to the Maoist ideal. You figured that was a pretty good programme and invited me to join it as well, as at the very least we’d leave Bangkok behind for a while. During the hot season I didn’t know where to go. I took pen to paper to bluff Daen by pretending I’d signed in on a holiday course in order to avoid him beseeching me to go back to his place in the military camp in the South until the new term began. And when I received the monthly money order, I divided the amount into two equal parts, one for you, one for me, thus acquitting myself of part of my debt to you. Then we each slipped our belongings in a bag, looking like overgrown children. You took me to Tha Phra Jan59 and a long-tailed boat, whose deafening roar annoyed riverside residents and excited foreign tourists, took us right up to Bua Yai district in Nonthaburi province. From there, we went deep into a grid pattern of orchards, fields and rice fields where you guided me with the ease of someone familiar with the grounds and sometimes you stopped to greet a villager as if you lived around there. Then we floated alongside a durian orchard, a mango orchard, a flower garden with discrete countryside dwellings here and there, almost all of which required boats to travel about, and eventually we reached the shallow irrigation ditch of a neglected orchard covered with wild grass, creepers and coral trees. There stood a derelict hut where three friends of yours already were. One of the three was a musician of some renown in university circles who composed politically committed songs and played several instruments, with a predilection for the Indian lute. Another was a journalist on a hot season break who could stay with us for only seven days. He was a cheery fellow who liked to speak his mind. On whatever topic of conversation, he always managed to tear the government to pieces with caustic humour. He was the owner of the piece of land, and his house, an old Thai-style dwelling so big it might well have been thought haunted, stood some five hundred yards away from there. Even though he could stay with us only for seven days, he promised to come and see us as often as his work allowed. The third fellow was a painter like you, reserved and a fervent disciple of Krishnamurti. He’d just left the monkhood and his hair had yet to completely grow back. That fellow had the obvious idiosyncrasies of the mystic, as I’d meet so many others afterwards. But at the time I was too innocent to know what he thought and believed or even if he thought and believed anything. You always had plenty to talk about with him in particular, as he behaved like a defrocked monk who didn’t have to go alms begging to feed himself, slept in a hut, looked after his flower garden and his bees in Lampang, and drew and painted what took his fancy without worrying over whether it’d sell or not. I came to believe myself in a heavenly cenacle, like Kamanita as a young man among the ambassadors on their way to Kosampi. From the very first day I arrived there, an ambiguous atmosphere prevailed. It was an atmosphere which hesitated between equal doses of rest and frenzied work. We all set about repairing the bamboo hut and its nipa-palm roof, building a bamboo platform, digging a cesspool and draining the irrigation canal. We’d brought loads of books. We played the guitar and sang politically committed songs. We turned the buttons of the wireless to listen to the broadcasts of the clandestine radio of the Communist Party of Thailand and Radio Peking. At the time the ‘firebirds’ of the jungle weren’t back in town yet. The revolution was racing ahead at full hope. The Communist Party of Thailand was growing as never before. The strategy of ‘surrounding towns from the countryside’ (in CPT parlance) was bringing the hour of victory closer. Mao Zedong’s little red book was forbidden, and because it was forbidden it was easy to get and we read it at night by the light of a roaring camp fire as if it were a sacred book (it was forbidden to pronounce Mao Zedong’s name without showing respect) after a day of physical labour and the official session of recreation in the early evening. We still found the time to lie down and look at the sky at night. It was there I learned to play ‘Under faith’s starlight’ on the harmonica, which our musician companion taught me. It was there you allowed yourself to enjoy happiness and showed a trait you’d never really shown before, as a valiant knight without equal in oratorical jousts. There were tense and sincere discussions on topics regarding society, politics and economics which I merely listened to, as I didn’t have enough knowledge to express an opinion and was too intimidated to even ask a question. At the end of seven days, the journalist left and in the following two weeks the defrocked monk said he was worried about his bees and his flowers and he politely requested permission to return to Lampang and, some ten days later, the musician left, as his wife had come to fetch him while he was groping for a new manner of song, which he found over there and it turned out the song he completed was a success later on thanks to a band of soap-bubble singers who didn’t have a clue the lyrics had been written for the purpose of waking up society from its slumber so that the era of oppression would come to an end. The two of us found ourselves alone. We still worked as hard, busy draining the irrigation canal, weeding and clearing the undergrowth, felling the coral trees and pulling up their stumps. You were stronger than I, as you exercised by practising yoga regularly and furthermore you were more industrious than I was. You’re someone, I’m certain, who’ll never let yourself go to idleness and, wherever your cogitations may lead you, one thing you venerate is hard work. It was at that time you let your basic natural gaiety appear fully by singing plaintive local songs at the top of your voice, and you quoted to me Gorky’s formula according to which only gay tribes sing. You told me how impressed you were with the loads of books you’d read and the lots of films you’d seen and you took tentative dance steps imitating the old milk seller in The Fiddler on the Roof and you made as if to veil your face with your shirttail in the manner of Omar Sharif in the scene where he appears for the first time in Lawrence of Arabia, and you said of The Wild Pack, which I’ve never seen, adapted from Jorge Amado’s novel, that it was a bloody provocative film, and you spoke of Père Bienvenu in Les Misérables and of Kalo in He Who Rides the Tiger, of a horse in Zola’s Germinal and of a dog in Homer’s Odysseus, and also of many other books I should read and many other films I should see. You sketched a lot during that period and you went at it practically as soon as you had some spare time – drawings of fields cracked by drought as far as the eye could see under a cold sky of cruel nakedness; there were carcasses of cows and buffalos lying around; there were grains of rice and grains of plants which endured strewn over the ground with sticks of dead wood sticking out here and there; there were dejected crows on twisted branches; a drawing of a ragged pauper sleeping in a bundle at Hua Lampong station in dirty moonlight; a drawing of a beggar and his scratchy old violin made out of a milk can and his battered begging bowl, his head lowered under an all-patched-up woven hat; a drawing of an over-the-hill prostitute sitting with her back against a bedroom wall, her sarong with faded flowery patterns knotted under her armpits, a cigarette between her fingers, a few months’ pregnant, gazing into space aimlessly; a drawing of a trishaw driver in a provincial town waiting in front of a cinema for the end of the midnight show; portraits of Gorky, Ostrovsky, Lu Xun, Che Guevara and Jit Phoomisak. But no self-portrait, no beautiful landscape, though the landscape over there was beautiful. Over there the waterways reached every nook and cranny of every orchard. In the morning, flower sellers paddled their boats heaped with flowers to the gunwales looking like so many giant moving vases to go meet the middlemen who’d convey them in turn to the Pak Khlong market in the heart of Bangkok. They were mostly roses, sunflowers, chrysanthemums, Transvaal daisies and asters. In all your drawings, the message was more important than the treatment. You read the communiqués of the communist party and went as far as tackling Das Kapital, as you were more at ease than I in English, given your experience as itinerant portrait artist in the hotels and street corners around Sukhumvit and Hua Lampong, at the Grace Hotel, the Malaysia Hotel and even the guesthouses of Bang Lamphoo where young westerners gathered, whom you mixed with to the point of practically looking like them. But Marx, Lenin, Mao or Chou weren’t quite my cup of tea and, everything considered, I was far too stupid to appreciate their genius. I understood more or less the genius of a Tolstoy or of a Gandhi, but to speak of Tolstoy or Gandhi to students who only swore by the revolution earned me funny looks as if I’d come to the wrong place, and I did my best not to pay attention to it. If I had a smattering of political consciousness, it was rather because I’d read works illustrated with pictures on the events of October 14 and October 6 printed and sold illicitly. They’d made me feel the impropriety, the injustice, even the terrible cruelty of what the state had done to those whose opinions were objectively different, but political theory or political economy only made me feel dizzy. I wasn’t a part of the historical era of contestation. One could almost say that, to me, it was an inferiority complex to have been born a man; I had not the least remarkable feat to my credit. During the October 14 events, I was still with my gang of temple-boy friends, all of us spaced out in hashish fumes. At the time, I was in the first year of high school, a true tearaway who could have turned into a hoodlum or even a hired killer. During the October 6 events three years later, I was finishing high school in the South and too stupid to understand the true meaning of freedom and democracy. The scenes that had filtered onto television screens thanks to Sapsiri Wiriyasiri’s talent had terrified me and I knew instinctively it was pure cruelty, but that was nothing but a humanitarian feeling. You couldn’t compel me to be the same as you. And, if truth be told, very few of the politically committed songs you insisted on singing all day long could be qualified as songs. As for innovative literature and all that jazz, I came to realise later that in most cases it was so superficial and repetitive as to be dead boring. It was sheep following one another around more than anything else. Furthermore, I’d never yet been part of the crowd of democratic patriots, be it to demonstrate somewhere or to protest against whatever. Furthermore, none of my friends had ever gone underground to fight in order to liberate the Thai masses. Furthermore, I wasn’t up to using leftist formulas that make whoever utters them sound far too bigheaded. Everything considered, I was too inferior for someone like you to care about me, and that you lowered yourself to associate with someone like me was a signal favour. No, it hadn’t reached the stage where I reacted against you or against those who thought and felt like you or against your friends, but if I didn’t dare to show any reaction, it was because I was pusillanimous. Whenever I saw former revolutionaries or former militants anywhere, I made myself as small as possible and, no matter what they did, even grope women, even practise partner swapping, all of that deserved respect and praise. Don’t think I’m being sarcastic or scornful. Being revolutionaries, being militants who fought for society gave them a brilliant aura. It was truly what I felt and it translated into respect and veneration, and what I always did was to go and crawl at their feet and entrust myself to them. It was much later, much later indeed, that I learned to salute with my feet, and much later still that I understood that among justice lovers there are also sons of bitches who love justice.

Maybe I am biased against you and you should beware and ask frankly if it was because of my bias against you that I was presumptuous enough to curse your friends who shared your ideals. All of the time we were intimates, you despised me, even if you hid that despise, because I was so utterly ignorant of the history of revolutionary struggle. Even though you didn’t let on, I could feel it. You always forgot I was as prompt as you were in feeling things, even prompter. Politics is one of those things that interest me the least, especially active politics. And when I learned that the politically committed artists of the circle under the pine trees regarded me as mentally retarded in matters of politics, first I merely smiled and shrugged and then I took a provocative stance and retorted without mincing my words that human wisdom isn’t limited to those that dig politics, comrades. Insofar as you only care about politics, do you think you’re smarter than the others? I was fed up and disgusted with activist comrades just as much as I was fed up with Chao Phraya and when I watched the oyster60 government’s broadcasts, ‘For the Thai land’ as well as those for village scouts, I felt like puking. As it happened, you were favourably disposed towards me and you wanted to save me from remaining politically retarded and that’s why you’d invited me to go with you for a bout of character building. Thanks very much, you bastard. But then you were weary. As a matter of fact, you were boiling mad and almost couldn’t control yourself when I spoke of the sons of bitches in love with justice. You told me you didn’t understand how I could come up with such a revolting expression. What was it that made me think that way? It was the coarsest expression you’d ever heard and you begged me never to use it again and you yourself never wanted to hear it again. I kept silent. I neither retorted nor protested, but deep down I was utterly pleased. The expression ‘sons of bitches in love with justice’ which had fallen off my lips had made you livid. Your voice had a catch on, your hands shook. But what to do? You knew as well as I did there are such things as sons of bitches in love with justice, just as there are motherfucking dictators. Those many nights we spent discussing those moronic stories had only one good thing, which was that I disliked you more and more. We were lying in the hut, mat unrolled, mosquito net unfurled. On some nights, we were short of cigarettes. There were hordes of mosquitoes. The mosquito net on your side was well stretched; on mine, it was full of cigarette holes. We slept late. I didn’t like to express what I felt. I didn’t want to tell you that enough was enough. I knew perfectly well what fucking bastards they were, those capitalists, warlords, aristocrats and dictators, and I was capable of limitless love of the masses too, so long as it was the female among the masses, young and cute and stupid enough to open their legs to me – this much, I swear. I worship this kind of masses to madness. No need to put me in condition. It was in those days that I became addicted to coffee. There were times when I rushed back to Bangkok and spent two or three nights at Seewiang, leaving you alone. The orchard was deserted and the atmosphere very anguishing at night, as if we were deep into the jungle. There was nothing but insect noises and birdsongs. But you weren’t afraid at all. In fact, you seemed to be happy. I knew that, had I stayed there alone, I’d have died of fright. I was afraid of ghosts, afraid of darkness, afraid of the supernatural and incapable of getting over it. I still am even now. You and I we were totally different. I’m about to pass on. It isn’t sure, but I probably am about to pass on. I can do no more. I can’t take any more. I told you once that one day I’d write something worthwhile. That was years ago, but I still haven’t written anything good. Writing is the worst torture of all. Being unable to write is too. My fingers are too stiff to hold a pen. My fingers. The fingers of the left hand are unable to join and don’t have enough strength to hold a pen or a pencil for me to set to work. Right now, where is my hand? I want two hands, I want one head and one body and two feet to go somewhere at daybreak. I’m about to pass on. I’m sorry this is so but at the same time I’m happy about it. My body. I’m about to dissolve and join the droplets of fog that cover the entire sky tonight. My body, all of my particles, drops like candle tears that twist, spread out, get diluted, thin out and scatter without noise, without haste, float and mix with fog particles and clear out and are gone. I’m a microbe that has served its time in the world and is thinking of leaving it, a microbe on the way out, a terminally sick microbe. You exist. I exist. Everybody exists. More or less. Why do I have a feeling I am closest to death? Maybe it’s the accumulated poison of the sleeping pills. Fireflies twirl gaily in the moonlight. Tonight, there are lots of fireflies, brief, dark blue, diffuse sparks that prettify the night, and at times forktails trill in their sleep and at times blackbirds trill in their sleep. Maybe they can’t sleep because of the moonlight. You’d probably like this place and this hour more than I do. Are we going to tell the truth to each other or are we too fragile to speak frankly? Your life was destroyed by the yoni. My life was destroyed by the yoni. I know how to step back and look at the world from afar and from even further away, hundreds of thousands of miles away. Maybe you feel what I feel. The world is but a small planet where the lives of men, plants and animals are confined as in a muddy zoo resounding with the yells of beasts that tear each other to pieces. Some being of a superior civilisation hundreds of thousands of light-years away will perhaps confiscate this zoo to give it to his children or grandchildren. You and I find ourselves locked up on this planet. We used to be at each other’s throats and then there was one day when we did what men on this earth have always done in the past, still do and will keep doing in the future, which is, we parted, each going his own way, and each has kept going on his somnambulist way. I’ll keep speaking of somnambulism again and again, but the slow estrangement that followed the night when I freed the panther of my fury resulted in our being unable to keep on associating with each other in an intimate way, and the fact that I didn’t reimburse my debt in its entirety resulted in our being unable to keep associating in an intimate way, as you gave up university in the last year, even though your diploma was within reach, and after that we only saw each other every now and then. You’d changed very much. We were increasingly strangers to each other each time. I’ve always thought you were my friend. The break-up that took place made me angry with myself for a long time. But on the other hand, I was glad it was over. I wanted to grow up freely. I wanted to be under no one’s thumb. In any case, I admit your ideas had a great influence over me. Too great, maybe.




the hut of the ascetic

In human intercourse the tragedy begins, not when there is misunderstanding about words, but when silence is not understood.

Henry David Thoreau, A Week on the Concord and Merrimack Rivers



 Which meant the end of all that drifting in the febrile Bangkok nights, of all those times I walked about drunk, hanging to your neck unsteadily, staggering among the coloured lights that make of every man a momentary immortal, all those nights when I was beginning to get used to the provoking poses of bar bouncers; to the obscene curses and slits of a-go-go bar girls, the least clothed girls in the world, who contort themselves lasciviously to the rhythm of music and who, at times, when they slyly take off their last frills, raise high their leg to kick a chiming shell mobile hanging from the low ceiling; to the solitude of wild girls who varnish with feigned gaiety their forlornness of birds far from the nests; to the bars with bare-breasted waitresses and to the mirrorfloored bars with mini-skirted, panties-less waitresses, and to the brothels of all sorts that proliferate, as so many places where morality has gone dead; yet it’s in those unsavoury establishments that you can see boxes of offerings to the monks, their artificial shrubs blossoming with banknotes of sundry denominations the night butterflies will offer to some monasteries, the ones in their native villages probably. Such was life’s sad thriving. Maybe it had many other forms of hidden thriving, but all were sad. You were a part of that sad thriving. I’ll always remember one evening in the cold season on Sukhumvit Soi 19, an evening when you sat on the back platform of a cart selling grilled meatballs and read out to the vendor Prayoon Janyawong’s How to remedy poverty: how to breed catfish, how to rear partridges, how to season dishes with red ants’ eggs, how to pick tens of thousands of baht off the pavement… The grilled meatball vendor, standing against the saddle of his tricycle, listened without saying a word, and soon a child selling flowers got close, his arms full of flowers, and listened without saying a word. A sweets vendor stopped his vehicle and joined the circle, followed by a noodles vendor whose roving stand happened to have no custom. All these people were friends of yours. All came from upcountry. They read with one finger or didn’t know how to read. Some stood, others sat, listening to you reading, listening to the comments you made at times. You talked to them about opportunities to earn a living, talked about the future, talked about vices that made them short sighted, talked about their villages. You spoke to them slowly and deliberately. The whole scene had life’s sad beauty. You are someone who has many friends. You have friends in every corner. Nevertheless, at the time, your life had but women, women, women, almost all of them women of the night, who were only passing through. You were much more world-savvy than I was. You knew what should be taken seriously and what could be taken as a joke. I didn’t, and I wasn’t interested in finding out. I was going without haste through the various processes that lead to maturity. I sank my teeth into life and often so voraciously I choked. I’m the kind of man that can’t bear to be intimate with anyone for too long. I’m not well versed in the art of keeping my distance. The friendship between you and me was so serene as to be worrisome, and if it had passed off without a hitch up until then, it was thanks to you rather than to me. I know: with me you had to show much patience. You were superior to me, in both intellectual and emotional terms. That was the reason why I wasn’t feeling at ease. I felt as one does in a house whose excessive cleanliness impresses you and you are afraid to dirty and are being so careful you feel ill at ease and end up making some disastrous faux pas. Which meant the end of drifting in the febrile Bangkok nights. Which meant the end of all wanderings. Gone were the nights under a tent by a forest stream where sometimes a snake was heard slithering over dried leaves. Gone were the lazy beach spells watching the moulting of clouds and listening to the sea lapping against sand and rocks. Gone were the creviced cliff sections overhanging treetops and the poems read under candlelight. Gone was the idle waiting in a deserted station for the whistle of a locomotive, sitting motionless, hearts vibrating with hard-to-express emotions, between the joy of setting off for some place new and the regret of having to leave the current location. We were both young. We were people of hope and dream. How pleasant it was to put on a pair of jeans, slip our feet into canvas shoes and don a rough shirt! We were cheerful like schoolboys on home leave. Sometimes we travelled by train and sometimes by orange-red and white public coaches. Sometimes you took your camera with you on top of your colour tubes, brushes, paper and drawing board. You were a fine arts student and your amphitheatre was the whole wide world and, by the Phetchaburi, you painted the turbid river which ran nonchalantly, the sugar palm trees on the banks reflected in blurred shadows and the farmers who guided with a perch their boats full of shining-gold rice sheaves to convey them to the threshing floor. And you painted village scenes in the hills at dusk bathed in rain or kitchen smoke that thrust into the still air in thick, heavy columns which little by little got lighter and twirled into tormented curls, as if in pain, and went away as if dancing for joy or as if to bid their last farewell before dissipating into the void. And there were prone cows chewing the cud in cowsheds, and banana trees heavy with bunches, their leaves slashed by wind gusts, and a cluster of kids playing hopscotch, and a farmer woman winnowing, and you painted even the light of a candle no bigger than a young girl’s pinkie, radiant and gloomy in the spirit house of a decrepit hovel. It was a village in the Thong Phaphoom district of Kanchanaburi province. And another time, it was on the train to the South, in Chumphon, wasn’t it, that we bought a variety of small bananas with creamy yellow skins, and their transparent flesh had sandy scintillations as in watermelons and gave out a strange perfume. I’ve got the name on the tip of my tongue. Ah, I remember, but I’m not sure it’s the right name. Too pretty to be the name of a banana: lady’s nails bananas. Never mind. It was long ago. It’s long been over. It’s fizzled out like sea foam on sand, sea foam I’d like to gulp, sea foam and corals and pearls I’d like to gulp, or even the sun at dawn or at dusk over the sea I’d like to gulp. I’d like to know the taste of the sun melting in my mouth. I’d like to because it’s beautiful. And it was during that trip down South, wasn’t it, that we drifted into a fishing village in Tha Sala district of Nakhon Si Thammarat province. There the night was but mosquitoes and the shore but a row of cheek by jowl small fishing boats. On the beach, there were but old torn nets scattered about, remains of shrimps, oysters, crabs, fish and a strong sea stench and swarms of flies. Almost all the villagers were Muslims. In the coffee shop with its elephant grass roof, the old owner too was a Muslim. He stared at us suspiciously, but that suspicion showed nonetheless a kindly nature as is increasingly difficult to find amid urban fauna. I sat down and talked with him for a long time while you walked around the village, camera slung across your chest. On the walls of his house there was a photograph of the sacred Kaaba and pictures of a crowd of Muslims in immaculate white during the Hajj. At one point, a young man appeared with an enormous sea crab and asked me if I wanted to buy it. It was tied in banana fibres and merely spat out tiny iridescent bubbles. The joints of the shell and pincers were entangled with lichen and its bigness bespoke of the fecundity of the sea around there, but I couldn’t help fearing that before long that fecundity would belong to the past, as it would be destroyed by modern fishing methods. Over there, the coffee was strong and bitter and the pa-thongko, bloated with oil, light and crisp, were almost the size of a child’s arm, and I ate them slowly, dunking them into condensed milk between two sips of coffee. Over there, sea cucumbers proliferated and their revolting looks didn’t incite one to sample them. The first man in the history of mankind who ate a sea cucumber must’ve been extremely daring. Each time I look back and recollect this fishing village, I catch myself dreaming I’m in a fishing village in Malaysia, Indonesia or the Philippines. The sea over there was true emerald and the foam of the waves so white I don’t know what to compare it with. Maybe it was because the shore was shaded with a row of coconut and maritime pine trees. Maybe it was the frank smile of the kids playing simple games on the sand or maybe the bunch of young girls with oddly patterned garish sarongs who strolled on the beach singing in the late afternoon that made everything look beautiful and full of life. Right then it was the festival of the tenth lunar month in Nakhon Si Thammarat. You had a friend there and we’d meant to go and see the famous bullfights and not at all to visit this fishing village, but it turned out we spent two days and two nights there because, when we came out of the train, we stupidly got on the wrong bus. But you said it didn’t matter, as the festival wouldn’t begin for another three or four days. You took pictures and wrote a short article on this seaside village and sent them to a tourism magazine which usually published your contributions and whose editor, a beautiful woman with a bitter experience of marriage, paid your articles at such a high rate you often felt embarrassed. Actually sleeping on the sand inside a fisherman’s bare hut with rotting bamboo walls and a roof covered with dry coconut palm midribs, so that at night we were lying practically under starlight, made us forget altogether our tiredness and the boredom of the trip. From that village, we went to watch the tenth-month festival in Nakhon. It turned out later that your friend in that town was a father with a young baby and an inveterate gambler, who had an intimate understanding of almost all sorts of games and who considered gambling to be a science and an art, and he said only gambling makes us conscious of the vagaries of our fate, as sometimes we win, sometimes we lose, and he stated with assurance that everyone is a gambler, each in his or her own way, and the world is nothing but a huge gambling joint awaiting for one and all to try their luck. And over there, on a morning by the end of the rainy season in Nakhon, in my confused and demented memories I can see you and me walking amid a swell of movements and gay colours. Streets and avenues were swarming with undisciplined people and vehicles; nobody paid any attention to traffic rules. The crowd wasn’t limited to the city centre but overflowed into the suburbs, and it was by the side of a suburban road that we met our first fighting bulls, who were out to get some exercise under strict supervision. You stared at them as a child would new toys and you told me bulls were supervised as much as boxers preparing for a match, that is to say underwent training with appropriate exercises, notably, it was said, using a sandbag, not for the animal to gore or trample but clinging to its powerful neck to make it stronger still and sometimes, thus burdened, being forced to go and waddle in the mud of some marsh to strengthen its legs as well as prevent it from hassling the cows. For that reason, we needn’t be surprised the bulls we met were so massive and powerful. They looked so threatening that draught oxen seemed sickly by comparison and, if ever they came snout to snout with the most fearsome panther ever, it’d be the latter no doubt that would take fright and walk away with its tail between its legs. You’d gone there essentially for the purpose of reporting in depth on bullfights and you’d read all the books you could find on the subject to the point of almost becoming an expert in that field. And it was another occasion for me to keep quiet and listen to you, like when you compared the paintings of Picasso and Chagall, but before I knew what was what, you slipped away to besiege the bulls, asked their trainers for permission to take pictures and, with your most professional air, you set about shooting as if your camera was a weapon. We followed their lordships the bulls to the Thuat Thong arena, in Pho Sadet district. It wasn’t only an arena for bullfights but also a pied-à-terre for the bulls before a fight and for their trainers. Everything was provided: grass, water, stalls, dormitory for the trainers. And it was there we saw White Crystal, a Phitsanulok bull without rivals in the North. He had been there for a month to get acclimatised to southern conditions and train peaceably to pit his strength against Giraffe’s Neck from Thung Song, who laid down the law in the entire South. White Crystal didn’t seem much different from other fighting bulls, yet his superiority was obvious, given his entourage of no fewer than four trainers and his serene and unruffled bearing. The ground in front of the arena was a vast beaten earth esplanade where the bulls defied one another by bellowing deafeningly. It was all dust and cow dung smells. On one side of the esplanade, under canopies, stands served coffee and readymade dishes and it was to their tables that the arena officials gathered along with betters and the owners and trainers of the bulls. When we entered one of those restaurants, practically no one paid attention to us, even though our looks were out of place and everyone was aware we were strangers. You nodded by way of greetings to people who sat at one table and smiled at them in a friendly way, and before long you were chatting with several of them with a familiarity which began when you mentioned Praiwan the Red, whom local aficionados know well and whose feats are part of the local lore, but who by then was but a retired fighting bull. When he saw you talking about Praiwan the Red, one of the fellows at the table got up and told you that if you were interested in Praiwan the Red, he’d go and get you his owner, as that very morning he’d seen him who sat sipping coffee not far from here, and about one hour later he came back with a fat and swarthy man who, when he saw a stranger to those parts so much taken with his favourite, bestowed lavish praise on Praiwan the Red and managed to have it known he’d reared him since he was that small and when he’d begun to grow up not only did he give no indication of ever becoming a fighting bull but on top of it he was cowardly and shy, but after he was well trained and had practised toughening his horns on many opponents, he had improved to the point of becoming a first-class fighter and he had defeated all of his challengers in the South to the point of no longer having any rivals. You adroitly used that story as a shortcut to reach the core of the bullfighting world. Before we got out of there, it was past one in the afternoon. As we went back into town in a songthaeo61, we overtook an advertising van from the arena with deafening loudspeakers announcing that the most important bullfights of the year on the occasion of the festival in the honour of the Nakhon Si Thammarat reliquary were about to start, the greatest encounter of bulls originating from all corners of the country which lovers of this kind of sport couldn’t miss. The vehicle progressed slowly around town like those upcountry cinema vans announcing the film of the day, the stars billed and the film director. On both sides of it, billboards featured the main opponents. That’s where we saw again White Crystal and its adversary, Giraffe’s Neck, the unvanquished star of the South compelled to cross horns with the unvanquished star of the North – the crazy thing was not only that it’d be a decisive confrontation to determine who would be the national champion but also that both bulls had never been defeated and both had equal bloody battle experience. From our conversation in the restaurant I knew the bets on this fight reached the half-million-baht level and I was becoming aware of the growing excitement such a confrontation generated. We had lunch in the restaurant of a rather luxurious hotel you selected because you knew how you were to go about having an important scoop and you’d got hooked. From that moment on, we started to follow the fights from the very first one on the very first day. Actually, the tickets were very expensive and we didn’t have the means to go there every day, but your friend the compulsive gambler showed how wellacquainted he was by taking us to see the boss of the arena, a friend of his he’d let crib off his homework since they were in secondary school, and told him we were journalists from Bangkok who’d come to report on bullfights, which obviously would be good pr for the arena, and if he was smart, he’d let the two journalists in, and if those (phoney) news hawks wanted to see anything whatever in the arena, he should allow them to and when they questioned him, he, as the boss of the arena, should answer truthfully. As it happened, the arena boss made no objections, except to implore us not to write that the arena was a gambling circle, that’s all, whereas in truth that’s what it was, and not just an ordinary gambling circle but one that handled a million baht a day, and as you’d obtained the green light from the boss, you were able to go into the stalls of the bulls that featured in the programme. Those stalls were at the back of the arena. Ordinarily outsiders were denied access to them, as the trainers were afraid they came to spy on them in one way or another and trainers as well as owners of bulls were in dread of poisoning. But we were able to get in and we soon were on good terms with not only the trainers and owners of bulls and arena officials but also the bulls themselves. This allowed you to take many good shots and realise that fighting bulls must not only eat well, like boxers, exercise, train and abstain from sexual relations, but their horns are sharpened with a sickle to keep the tip permanently as sharp as a sword blade. We went there during the seven days the fights lasted and saw over a hundred confrontations. We were enthralled by the atmosphere prevailing in the world of violence around bullfights in Nakhon Si Thammarat in early October, some days under a parching sun, some days under pelting rain. Couple after couple confronting each other, majestic and powerful beasts that pounce on each other and gore each other: there’s nothing that incites one so much to insanity. And the day White Crystal confronted Giraffe’s Neck, the arena was packed. Thousands of people sat tight there in a state verging on riot, just like balloons inflated with lethal gases. Of White Crystal and Giraffe’s Neck, one and the other with a record of innumerable victories, one or the other must bear the stigmata of defeat. It was hard to guess who would win. Analysts of all ilk had to be very careful about the opinions they uttered, as hardly anyone had seen the way White Crystal fought, what were his fortes and his failings. What was known was only hearsay. But for a fighting bull to be convoyed thus to the other end of the country, you could be sure he was a champion. As for Giraffe’s Neck, no one had the least doubt about his excellence, and if there were a Hall of Fame for fighting bulls, his name would be on the list in the same capacity as Praiwan the Red’s, who’d become a legend in his lifetime. There was absolute confidence in him, but that absolute confidence was somewhat shaken when White Crystal made his appearance in the arena. The hubbub suddenly hushed, so that we could now hear the bellowing of bulls in the stalls behind the arena. White Crystal was a magnificent beast, tall, enormous and well proportioned. His robe was white and impeccably clean once washed and anointed with curcuma like all the other bulls to mask the pervasive smell of the opponent. He was calm and impassive but gave out such a feeling of malefic strength one came to think he could paralyse the other bulls with a mere glance, and he stood in the arena to fight with a calm nothing seemed able to shake, like Choo Long, in The Three Kingdoms, ramrod on his horse in the middle of the battlefield. He didn’t look disoriented: for him, all bullfighting arenas in the world were the same. He must even be able to perceive the musk of local prejudices of the people around him, but he didn’t seem to mind. His horns were vigorous, well proportioned, about a cubit long. They were reputed to be able to manoeuvre in every way, either to undermine his opponent’s strength or to cut and thrust. Their bases were wrapped around with adhesive tape as is the case for all bulls about to fight, but their tips were naked and terrifying. There was also something melancholy in his pose, like pity for his foe. And that was how he stood in the arena. It was a white, terrible, pure force waiting for his rival, who ran all by himself with uncontrollable impetuosity. Giraffe’s Neck didn’t leave his opponent alone for long. He bellowed in defiance, actually, and groaned with irritation at having to wait so long to get goring. Walking in front of him was a hunchbacked old man busy muttering incantations and oblivious to anything else while copiously sprinkling holy water over the arena. Giraffe’s Neck drew back his dark brown cum black body. He was as enormous and thickset as White Crystal. His horns were shorter but their bone basis was thicker. His hooves scraped the wet ground of the arena, which obviously showed he wasn’t going to dither any longer. As soon as the drum rolled twice in the arena signalling the start of the fight, it was as though the roman candle of tension ascended and, having reached the apex of its trajectory, exploded in dazzling colours before its strands lazily fell back. The fight, awaited for months and months, only lasted eighteen minutes. Eighteen minutes, each crammed with the powder of apprehension. The result was a draw, with equal amounts of blood shed and equal numbers of strikes. Someone sheathed the horns of the two bulls with woollen caps, and garlands were wrapped round their necks. People mobbed the two beasts when they left the arena; nobody gave a thought to the next fight. You were one among them. You made your way through the throng to get close to White Crystal while triggering the shutter wildly. You made your way through the throng to get close to Giraffe’s Neck while triggering the shutter wildly. You disappeared into the scramble. I myself didn’t feel like watching the next fights and I lost time looking for you and finally found you in one of the restaurants by the side of the arena, in front of a still full glass of iced coffee in which the ice had melted because you weren’t drinking at all. There was a cigarette placed on the rim of the much-smudged table. Its long bent ash was about to fall, and you were writing head bent into your notebook covered with scrawls larded with rough sketches without paying the least attention to the din and confused agitation of the people around you. After that week of bullfighting during the tenth-month festival in Nakhon Si Thammarat, I kept following you as much as time, occasion and money allowed, and was it in Nan or in Loey that, at the end of February, it was so cold we were freezing to the marrow and we’d only taken a jacket each, as when we’d left Bangkok the heat was torrid, and over there, far away from Bangkok, the sky was overcast all day long and one had to hurry to bathe by four in the afternoon? It must’ve been in Loey province. You had a friend who was a social worker there. In the morning, the market was foggy and the people were huddled in their warm clothes, ample coats or blankets. You and I sat frozen at a table near the stove in a grotty joint, drinking coffee and eating freshly roasted khao larm. The bamboo tube, as long as the arm, was fragrant and released hot vapour, and whitish particles stuck to the glutinous rice inside. It was khao larm with filling, weird and bloody good. The filling seemed to be made out of taro mixed with sugar or something like that. Vapour came out of your mouth and nose and mingled with the fragrant smoke of just extracted khao larm. Loey or Nan? And that other time in Dansai, with the posse of ecologists. That time, on the way back, I told the car to stop and got out to pick flowers by the roadside, mauve flowers striated with red I’ve never known the name of. The young ecologists laughed at me no end. Those jerks had nothing romantic. But in any case, you must remember it was at a time when we were very close and, everything considered, you behaved like a kindly big brother. It was a time when I felt secure and happy. Darreit had already left and I was scared stiff of women. In the second year at the U, I moved and rented room number fifteen at Chainarm. You stayed at Seewiang. But we didn’t lose touch with each other for all that. And besides, it was in Pai district of Mae Hong Son province that we climbed a mountain and swore never to do so again. You had a friend who was a volunteer teacher there. Pai that year was a small district, not to say a subdistrict. It was a plateau surrounded by mountains. The school where your friend taught was about three kilometres out of town and stood on a green grass hill with mountains all around. Most of the inhabitants were Shan. They spoke a mixture of Shan and northern dialect, lived growing soy, onion, garlic, planted a little rice, and the felling of teak was their main activity. Poor though they were, they all lived in teak houses. Sometimes they used teak as fuel to do the cooking. After a few days, your friend and the other teachers invited us to go and inspect the piece of land where a new school was to be built. That was tantamount to a challenge, as a mountain had to be scaled. That challenge, we took up and we were to regret having done so later on. To begin with, we travelled by motorcycle over something like thirty kilometres through jungle and watercourses to go and spend the night on the heights. The next morning we started to walk; the way was too overgrown for bikes. We walked uphill over eight kilometres, almost spitting out blood, what with that lousy rain that started to pelt down and the track that was slippery. To stop was out of the question, as the others, those sons of bitches, didn’t want to hear about it and, if we’d stopped regardless, we would’ve got lost as it was dense forest all around. The school to be built was in a Karen village with the cool name of Kaeng Horm (Fragrant stew). People, dogs, pigs and fowl lived together on good terms. The pigs weren’t fenced in but free to forage as they wished. On the other hand, the vegetable plots were surrounded with sturdy, tightly woven fences. Progressive development experts had told those Karen that developed people, you know, they fence in their pigs: fences around vegetable patches, you just don’t do that. The Karen had answered that to do so was absurd: pigs had legs to move with, so they might as well be left to wander where they pleased, no? As for vegetables, as is well known, they can’t walk, so that to protect them with a fence was common sense. Besides, vegetables, you know, when they’re fenced in, they don’t protest, but pigs – as credulous Karen who had followed the advice of development experts had found out soon enough – if you fence them in, they keep groaning, they aren’t happy and they run away often. Such was the wisdom of the land. But neither you nor I would’ve ever guessed this would become a matter of heated controversy among progressives a few years later. Mae Hong Son, I’ve never gone back to. It has remained a marvellous memory. And another marvellous memory was that village by the Moon river in the Kraburi district of Nakhon Ratchasima province in the Northeast, where we spent a month and a half. One of your friends was a teacher there. A village of some twenty houses with elephant grass roofs threatening to collapse. The Moon flowed red. The pigment of the ground was red. That gave a funny complexion and a funny colour of hair to the villagers, as if they belonged to another race. Village, river, mountain, the very civilisation seemed to have just been born, but that was mere appearance, for, even though it was far from any urban society, that little world was already invaded by transistor radios, aspirin pills, canned fish and instant noodles. On some days, someone came on a bicycle to sell bear meat, looking weatherworn, both man and vehicle, zigzagging among the ruts drawn by cart wheels, the bear meat transported in a bamboo basket on the back carrier. Thirty baht a kilo. That’s how I learned bear fat gives cooking oil like pig fat. On some nights, in your friend’s hut, we lit a paraffin lamp and discussed sitting down or lying down until very late, and sometimes until dawn. A village hunter, almost octogenarian, called on us regularly. Above the hut platform caught in the flickering lamplight, the stars wept. The light rasp of water upon stone at the nearby waterfall, the gusts of wind that sometimes were redolent of frangipani, the monologue of the old hunter relating stories of times gone by – all of that sounded oddly sacred. His Khorat man’s lilting accent was akin to chanting. He spoke slowly, with a raspy voice. What the old man told were stories, not historical events. No doubt he was exaggerating a bit for effect, but I didn’t mind: I listened to his tales as tales, and I liked it very much when he came to his elephant hunt at a time when the jungle was virgin and he young, courageous and strong, when he surreptitiously slipped into a herd of some thirty elephants to shoot down the one with the most handsome tusks. The old man said in his own way that the giant elephant was right in the middle of his herd and the others kept pacing around him ceaselessly on the lookout for any unusual smell, while he stood against a tree trunk, dressed only in a G-string, his body entirely covered with fresh elephant dung to mask his human smell, and he progressed with stealthy, silent steps to get as near as possible to the one he’d selected. He couldn’t afford to miss as his locally made cap gun had only one bullet and he only fired for sure, practically point-blank, with an audacity that would have made Raphin Phraiwan or Alan Quatermaine look like runts. A life for a life in conditions as fair as could be. I like this story of the old man as it’s a hunt that confines to perfection. His way of telling brought a clear vision in my mind of the tall elephant trumpeting in stupor, fright and pain, his trunk flipping up, his front legs rising boxing the air, his enormous body tottering and reeling over before collapsing at the end of a life more than centennial in a cloud of dust, a gust of tree leaves and the ground shakes in waves while his mates skedaddle. The old man told many other stories of the jungle over the following nights, but none as beautiful as the elephant hunt. In any case, those nights of olden times full of sortilege are no more. And neither are those feverish nights in the many streets of pleasure of Bangkok. Even though you were still at Seewiang, you and I began to grow apart little by little, most naturally. The circle under the pines wasted away when the Old Lion went to teach for a while in the United States under a university exchange programme and five or six of the most assiduous members of the circle said they were giving up or disappeared without a word. I began to love again. We still met when I brought you some money to reimburse my debt at the beginning of each month. There was a time when I went to see you repeatedly just to ask you to find me some work, but you’d disappeared I don’t know where or for how long, having locked your room after paying the rent. Later, there was a rumour you were back in Bangkok and you’d gone to the length of forming a musical ensemble with fluctuating membership which was composed of former revolutionaries, young fellows eager enough but without any financial means, and bloody awful visachallenged hippies come from the West to sample hash and nirvana, and which performed every Saturday and Sunday among the crowd in front of a second-hand jeans shop at the weekend market on the Royal Esplanade. On weekdays, drawing board under your arm, you sketched portraits to order in the sex streets of Bangkok as before. When you could find the time, you paid a call to the U and invited me out for a coffee. You started telling me again about that piece of land you had yet to buy, of the uncertain income you drew painstakingly from those portraits in the street, painstakingly from your articles, painstakingly from the odd jobs you took on, such as layout or proofreading. I listened to you and grew dismayed. You were aware of it and changed the subject, saying you’d like to find a full-time job to land on your feet, get on with it for five or six months or even a year in order to have money like so many others, no longer get drunk if not necessary, no longer go upcountry if not necessary, no longer sleep with street girls if not necessary as you’d always done, but instead love a good woman for good as, no matter what, there’s nothing like women to give us inspiration and press us to realise our dreams. At other times later, you talked to me of a Japanese advertising agency where one of your older friends was artistic director. That friend of yours was a former leftist and he had invited you to work with him. You hadn’t made any decision because the salary was rather low. If you obtained the salary you wished, maybe you’d let yourself be tempted as, no matter what, conceiving advertising slogans is an experience worth trying to test oneself. I listened to you without saying anything. I had no opinion. We hadn’t grown apart for good yet. In the eyes of those that knew you and that knew me, we were two scruffy young fellows very close to each other, made to understand each other, complementary. At other times later, you talked to me of a tenrai piece of land by the Phetchaburi, not very far from the city centre. It was an abandoned orchard. It was the land of a friend of yours, another former leftist. He had a pressing need for money as he wanted to become a shareholder with other former leftists in order to open a pub where there would be politically committed songs and other cool things of that nature, like those pubs we can see just about everywhere these days, the kind for getting drunk singing ‘The red orient shows the way’ and showing openly that one loves the people to the utmost, one hates dictatorship more than anything and one always loves justice even when making love. That former leftist was ready to sell you that plot for only eighty thousand baht. You’d gone to see the plot in question and you found it was a very interesting proposition. Even if you merely left it as it was for ten years, it’d certainly go up in value, wouldn’t it? I listened without saying anything. I had no opinion. I kept bringing you money at the beginning of the month after I received my postal order, more or less each month. Sometimes I went to Seewiang and you weren’t there. I left the money with the old landlady, that’s all. She attended to your every need, as she loved you as if you were her son or grandson. We still hadn’t grown apart, our relations still weren’t strained. That only happened after the night my panther went on a rampage. I myself don’t understand even now what it was that sent my panther on a rampage. It was a very ordinary night in July. I went to see you very late in the evening to bring you another one thousand five hundred baht, which I had neatly placed in a white envelope. We talked of this and that and when we were fed up we took out a bottle of whisky and started to drink. Neat alcohol, with draughts of cold water, as we both were too lazy to volunteer to go out and buy soda and ice cubes. You offered me to play chess. I refused, as I was beginning to be blotto drinking that way. You told me it was just as well, as you were sleepy. You fell asleep almost immediately while I remained sitting and thinking idly. Nothing extraordinary should have happened. We were only two insomniac young men with long hair who’d taken off their shirts and drunk to stave off boredom and who sometimes cursed those fucking mosquitoes and who sometimes cursed that fucking stifling heat. It wasn’t long before I fell asleep in turn, my bag under my head for a pillow. You were lying on the floor. I was lying on the floor, and I woke up at dawn. But why was it I woke up a panther? I saw, smelled and heard like a panther and, when I moved and roared, I moved and roared the way a panther does. I don’t know from which corner of my memory that panther had escaped to take over my body and why it had to be a panther rather than a fishing cat or a clouded leopard or a dog or a rabbit or a bear or a crocodile or a bluebottle fly or a canned turnip or an ashtray or a toothbrush or a mop or a mad maggot. Why did it have to be a damn panther and right on a night I spent in your room? For before that I’d never ever dreamed of myself as a panther and I never again have dreamed of myself as a panther in my life. In any case, on that night I uttered an aberrant roar and jumped on you who were fast asleep with my panther body. One of my hands clutched your throat, and in the next instant I flung myself back, the hand that held the knife rose as high as it could go and struck down with all its might, but luck favoured you, as you’d woken up upon hearing my roar: you writhed away in time, but the tip of the knife drew a long gash on your neck from which blood flowed. I came to my senses as soon as the knife, driving through the pillow, got stuck into the floor. Stark awake, but stunned by my own dream. Stunned you were more than I. You stared at me as if you’d never seen me before. You raised your hand to touch the blood on your neck. You breathed hard, looking totally bewildered. You sat up and, after staring at me for yet another while, you got up. I sat up and, after staring at you for yet another while, I got up in turn. We were both breathing hard and sweating profusely. Your face was contorted by some internal pain. My face was contorted by some internal pain. I almost begged your pardon haltingly, but you pounced on me, caught me by the shoulder and shook me hard and yelled What the fuck is the matter with you? Such a reaction caught me unawares and shattered my sense of reality like a flush of birds. One of your hands hooked my hair and pulled, thrusting my face backwards, and you yelled again What the fuck is the matter with you? I shoved your hand away, bent over, grabbed the knife and the bag, hurriedly buttoned my shirt up again, gave myself a mighty punch on the nape of my neck before stalking out of the room, leaving you standing dumbfounded with your What the fuck is the matter with you ? After the absurd gesture of that night, when we met we greeted each other normally, but you started to be careful about what you said and the tone you used when you spoke to me. Such circumspection was obvious even in your body language, which was beyond you. In our conversations, which you seemed to make sure wouldn’t exceed ten minutes, you obviously had a question to ask me, but it never managed to come out. That question was: if I dreamed that weird dream that night, it was because I thought I’d never reimburse you, wasn’t it? To which, had you actually asked me, I would’ve answered quite frankly: Not at all. Oh no, really, not at all! Why I came to dream such a daft dream I haven’t a clue. One evening, about one month after the panther assaulted you, you came by to see me at Chainarm. After beating about the bush for quite a while, you finally ventured to ask me if I thought I could give you twenty thousand baht. You’d bought the piece of land by the Phetchaburi river and you were short of twenty thousand baht to fully own the title deed. Taken aback, I hesitated. I said I didn’t. I had on me seven hundred and seventy baht only. You could have five hundred baht for a start. You showed yourself embarrassed at once. We’d always spoken of everything under the sun except the debt I owed you. You asked me if I couldn’t get that amount for you from somewhere. I was silent. You were silent. I was ashamed. You were ashamed. Between us then, there were lots of words that weren’t spoken. It was so unexpected I was shocked. You hesitated for a long time. You surely must’ve asked yourself several times what to say to me. Finally, you said Never mind, never mind, to end the awkwardness.

But your face and your eyes still looked worried and showed signs of inner wrath. Your perfectionism revealed itself in your behaviour. Something in your universe had turned fickle and gone wrong and sowed confusion in the rest of it. I myself was embarrassed. It was my fault. I didn’t know what to do in this case. I could only reimburse you a little at a time until you told me it was enough. I’d do it as long as necessary. I was certain you wouldn’t take advantage of me. I didn’t dare to look you in the eye. How much had I given back to you all told? Eight thousand? Nine thousand maybe, but surely not ten thousand. From that day onwards, we practically never saw each other again. It looked as though you were avoiding me. I vaguely heard you’d changed your lifestyle radically and changed your appearance radically and you’d sold yourself to the Japanese advertising agency and were a copywriter promised to a brilliant future. You’d accepted to work in the agency where your friend the former leftist was artistic director. You’d written advertising slogans for a car, a shopping centre, a computer. I told myself those were but groundless rumours, as I knew you were too free a man to put up with any system whatsoever, but when I found out it was true, I was flabbergasted. My experience of the world fell short. I could never have imagined you’d dare to change that much. I met you one more time some six months later at Wanakharm, the joint where the Old Lion had brought us to get drunk. It was a chance encounter. We smiled at each other with a little too automatic a smile. You wore the neat garb of the young office worker, hair cut shorter, combed backwards, exposing your large forehead of august sage. You had entirely shaved your beard and moustache. There was a gorgeous girl glomming on to you, the kind of creeper unable to stand without a stake. It was the first time I saw you wear your shirt tucked inside your trousers. We merely exchanged five or six sentences and you excused yourself to go back to your sweet-eyed lovey, who had sat down at another table. Her black-skirt slit up one side gaped to mid-thigh. She was dressed all in black and it was to be hoped it wasn’t in mourning over her recently deceased husband. She smoked and drank beer, to top it all, with something oddly affected in her way of smoking and drinking. She was no doubt a daring, funloving modern woman. But I wasn’t at all jealous. That day you did something damn odd: you held out your calling card. So it’s true what those friends of the circle under the pines are saying, I told myself while my eyes rove over your card. And on top of that, that advertising agency is Japanese! In that case, it meant you were already far gone, yet another seagull cruising the open sea far from solid ground. The newly opened shopping centre whose jingle you had thought up was a Japanese shopping centre. The wretched car whose slogan you had written, asserting it was a model of safety, was a Japanese car. The computer whose performance you vaunted, saying it allowed one man to do the work of three, was a Japanese computer, and its value outstanding, in a year when hundreds of thousands of young men and women had no jobs. The people of this country had all become slaves to the Japanese. And you had joined in with them. You had allowed yourself to be bought by those zombies. The day I met you at Wanakharm, your face was so neat I felt like spitting on it. You had destroyed the hero in you with your own hands. And only to think you had tried to shape me up, over there in Bua Yai, comrade! For fuck’s sake! Excuse me, but spending your life in the streets drawing portraits to order, that’s what was magnificent! That’s what was sacrosanct! You should never have given it up. That’s what’s so hard to find in this dim and indigent century where all mysteries have been demystified, summits conquered, the navel of the sea fathomed, the mass and weight of the earth figured out, the farthermost islands and territories discovered and colonised. There aren’t many things people like you and I can do, and one of them was what you used to do. Who the heck dared to do what you did? But that was over. I knew you were sorrier about it than I. So then, what is it like, life as an office worker? Tell me, puppet, what is it like, to have a Jap boss? Clocking in and clocking out, does that bug you or not? What do you think of the saying ‘The customer is king’? What’s your reaction to your agency’s motto, ‘We sell or we go bust’? Do you speak of marketing strategy, customers targeting, consumer behavioural patterns, fostering customer loyalty and so forth with the same measured, unruffled, sincere voice with which you spoke not so long ago of common front, third world solidarity, exposing the hideous heart of capitalism, revisionist doctrines, releasing slaves that refuse to untie their chains, overthrowing decadent society, elaborating a new society and other such shibboleths? I got up from the table, took your calling card between the tips of my thumb and forefinger and went to stand in front of your table. You’ve changed a lot, haven’t you ? I said as I sat down uninvited. You didn’t seem particularly enchanted with the visit, and neither did your doe-eyed lovey. It seemed you and she had rather be alone. What got over you to do such a thing? I asked frankly, almost forgetting that wasn’t the proper behaviour of a debtor to his creditor. You answered me as frankly, in the even tone that is yours, I felt like being rich quick, quite simply. I said slowly, stressing each word deliberately, To dream of a better life isn’t wrong; wealth in itself isn’t bad. Then I quoted as a bonus the only Portuguese saying I’ve ever remembered in my life by adding in a normal voice and with an impassive face, If one day shit becomes valuable, the poor won’t have the right to own their own arses. Your doe-eyed lovey started, planted her fork in her salad bowl belligerently and said Excuse me, then she made for the toilet, even though she didn’t really need to relieve herself. The little red wart at the tip of her chin has stuck in my memory. The shape of her face was reminiscent of that of a former cinema actress, Arrada Sirin. This may be why I remember her as if she were in front of me. You were trying to ignore my provocative manners. You asked me if the Old Lion had sent news from America. And how is Marnit Seewa? How is Khampan Seenuea? How is Jitti Phuaphisoot? Is Thanit Sukkaseim still doing his utmost to lay his hand on a stamp with the effigy of John Steinbeck? Oh, and how about Superman, our artist dog? Has he started a home and family yet? You asked me how far I’d gone into my studies. You asked me if what I wrote had already been published somewhere or not yet. When one meets in the big city, when one chats in the big city, time is precious, time is in short supply, time is precious and must be used with intelligence by submitting it to the neuronal adding machine of the born calculator that one is. With a discreet flick of the wrist, you looked at your watch, then looked towards the loo where your latest conquest to date had absconded. That was a way of telling me in body language you didn’t want to chat with me. The preceding conversation was just a matter of good manners. A little later, you left the shop with her, in her black car. It’s strange, thinking back about you and me. Where did we come from? Have you been back home at all? Each of us has his own suffering and must take care of his own suffering. So many people in Bangkok. An average of three thousand inhabitants per square kilometre – and that’s an old statistic, it must be more by now. Cheap friendships… Cheap loves… We met, became close, almost to the point we could be called friends. You did come to my help in my hour of need. And then we became estranged because of the panther in my dream one night and because of a certain amount of money between us. I hope your face will fade away like the faces of strangers I meet in buses, cinemas, shopping centres or bars, but for the time being it’s still here and it torments me. Gone are the sea, the mountains and the rivers, gone the nights of cold moonlight and flower scents drifting from the jungle. Only cast-off skins are left of the young men who used to enjoy the real meaning of life by talking to each other, comparing each other’s experience, exchanging books, playing music and singing together. What remain in the big city are throngs of male and female youngsters with eyes hungry for sex, money and work, prestige and lust – preys and predators all. The world has changed through the power of economic dictators. The warlords of finance and the foot soldiers are roaming around in search of a place to conquer. Thai society trying to adjust to modern times… Thai society trying to adjust to the West… How wretchedly lonesome it is to look at the future! Hope, if there is any, rests with the five-year-olds. (The sentence is George Orwell’s, in 1984, but Orwell has nothing to do here.) You and I are part of these changes. We both have gone on daydreaming on our separate ways. You sold yourself to the Japanese because you had no choice. Some three years later, I sold myself to the Americans because I had no choice either. Money is important, very important when we have little and vital when we have none. Money is the necessity of life, and it was money that turned us into strangers. I kept getting news of you from time to time. The friends of the circle under the pines told me you worked flat out, though actually you hated doing advertising work but forced yourself to bear with it, as you were determined to acquire that plot of land by the Phetchaburi. The news I received made me realise you were angry with me. You said I hadn’t reimbursed my debt entirely and had apparently no intention of doing so. You said the panther in my dream was but a pathetic cheap trick. I couldn’t believe you spoke that way, but those whispered calumnies kept recurring. The Old Lion wrote to me personally to ask bluntly if it was true I owed you money and intended to default, and he even added that, if I truly owed you money, I should hasten to pay off that debt in order not to compromise the friendship between you and me. That letter was the proof the rumours had reached even the Old Lion, and it was obvious even he was siding with you. At the beginning of the following month, I went, money in hand, to see you at Seewiang once again. The old landlady of the hostel told me sadly you’d moved to live in the Ratchathevi area, but you’d left her neither phone number nor address. I too was completely in the dark. I didn’t know where to forward the money to you. But it was your fault, damn it! You didn’t want my money and you had the cheek to tell everywhere I intended to default. Damn you, that wasn’t fair to me. Especially as you were a champion of justice, right? You must’ve been on edge. You must’ve been seriously put off. You never set foot in the U again. You kept roving around Bangkok for a long time. Now and then news of you reached me from various sources. You changed jobs as you would shirts, from one agency to the next. You went to Tibet to shoot the ads for a brand of shampoo. You enlisted in the basic Korean language course at Chulalongkorn. You bought a City Car from Japan to show off in town. You played a key role in the creation of the association of artistic directors and you were the main force behind the award ceremony bestowing gold cutters to the most creative artistic directors. You kept changing sex partners. You finally bought the plot of land by the Phetchaburi as you wanted and built a hut on it, but you left both as they were and only went there to rest once in a long while. On that land you planted two hundred rose apple trees of the local variety, two hundred santol, two hundred pomegranate and much bamboo. You had to hire someone to take care of the hut, the fruit trees and your two Bangkaew dogs. We met by chance several times but didn’t talk to each other. And it was only four years later that we really came face to face. During the most ignoble night of my life. You, me and Itthee Phoowadon. It shouldn’t have been possible. It should never have happened. But it well and truly happened. That night, I should’ve killed you. Your life was destroyed by the yoni. My life was destroyed by the yoni. But let’s not talk about this. At least not now. Or maybe we’ll never talk about it again. Maybe I’ll take this memory to the grave along with my putrid life. Let’s say that if I meet you again, I’ll kill you, that’s all. And right now, given that you are someone who loves justice, I’ll merely tell you that, if you really love justice, one day the truth will out, but if you are merely a son of a bitch in love with justice, one day the truth will out similarly. We’ll meet for sure. And not in the universe of silence, furthermore. We’ll threaten each other and pounce on each other once again. And I’ll kill you. But right now, I’ve had it. I’m soaked through and tumble on the arid field of life, caught in the storm of memory and shivering with cold. Let me sit down and rest for a while, make myself a coffee and smoke a cigarette. And all my apologies, bloody hell, if it isn’t funny.




the peacock spreads its tail in the rain

Do you not know, Prometheus, that words are healers of the sick temper?

Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound



 A faint shadow. A faint shadow under torture. A shadow that hardly moves or, if it does move, moves wearily, spent, drinks coffee, smokes or gets up to go for a pee. A shadow that sometimes folds up on itself as if under extreme terror, as if under extreme cold. A shadow that sometimes lets itself utter yells, groans or speaks aloud. A faint shadow. A faint shadow that grows increasingly faint. A faint shadow whose ultimate fate is to disappear, trace of a mind torn up, thrown away, completely destroyed. Can you see it? I lost you for all eternity. What am I doing here? Thinking about you, is that it? What’s the use? I’d like to go somewhere. Where then? I tell myself I’d like to go out, walk or slither or crawl. I’d like to bay at the moon, not like a dog bays at the moon or like a sphinx bays at the moon but like a shark bays at the moon. I’d like to swim forth and bay at the moon, for my voice to float over a black sea of which only the horizon line can be seen. It is an overflowing urge to want to swim forth, to want to bay at the moon. I want the sea. It is an excessive urge. The sea. To swim without stopping, to swim without end, until you sink and go deep into the increasingly cold cold, into the increasingly dark darkness, into the increasingly mysterious mystery. The sea. Nothing but the sea. No need for it to have a white-sailed boat. It’s been a long time since I stopped dreaming about a white-sailed boat or a reef or a sandy beach or the sky or a flight of birds. Nothing else but the sea. The sea without end. The sea and the horizon. Right now, I need the sea and I’d like to swim in that sea, yell or bay at the moon like a shark. Cold. Here, it is cold. Here the moonlight grows increasingly bright. Dew falls increasingly hard in droplets as small as jasmine petals, in droplets as small as dew diamonds, in droplets as small as a child-goddess’s tears. Tears of dew freeze on my scarred face. No, I’m not crying. There are no tears on my face. There have never been and never will be. There are no flowers or tears of dew that freeze on flower petals anywhere. There have never been and never will be. Nine hundred thousand years ago I was born a mammoth… What would it be like if I’d been born a mammoth? A gigantic body covered with thick, long, raggedy hair, a pair of tusks whiter than Miss Universe’s legs. What would I eat? How would I live? And how would I die? I like to think of the death of a mammoth, dazzling white on a white field of ice which knows but wind and snow, think of its squirms in torment, think of its trunk reared up and of its trumpeting. Its calls, who would hear them? How many sorts of living beings were there in the world then? There was no word yet to designate man. Man himself had yet to be born or, if he was around, was but a kind of monkey. Jungle, jungle, jungle. There was nothing but jungle and streams, marshes, canals and swamps, and strange ferns. Sleeping pills… Itthee died because of sleeping pills. Whoever thinks of committing suicide usually chooses sleeping pills first. Sleeping pills and beer – what can that taste like? Insecticide and beer – what can that taste like? Body paralysed, mouth full of blood, mouth full of saliva. Kutsala thamma, akutsala thamma, appayakata thamma62. I didn’t go to Itthee Phoowadon’s funeral. You did. And one month and twenty-six, twenty-seven days after Itthee’s death, I went to see you in your riverside house. It was a holiday and I knew that on every holiday you went back home. Since the death of Itthee, I’d been so drunk I couldn’t stand straight. When an employee of the confectionary came to tell you I wanted to see you, you were no doubt dismayed and irritated. When I went to see you I was sloshed worse than ever. It was pitch black by then. You and I went to sit in the pavilion by the river as we used to in the old days. Almost nothing had changed, except that you and I were older. The evening star shone feebly above bamboo clumps on the opposite bank and I told you straight and to the point, as if talking business, I want to marry you. You know that I love you. Like a business proposition and as if I was addressing my shadow and as if I was talking to a brick wall. You didn’t move, said nothing. You were looking at the evening star. Maybe because of my behaviour as a madman, which I couldn’t hide, maybe because of the lingering odour of alcohol of my body, of my breath, or maybe because I’d made you suffer or because of a thousand and one ignominious reasons from hell – maybe it was all of that that made you shake your head. You said nothing at all. You merely shook your head as if to send flying all the abominable memories concerning me. Your refusal shattered me to pieces, darling. Everything was destroyed, everything was reduced to dust. I only live from day to day and keep on wandering blindly and sinking more and more. I’m a foul beast that once in a while raises its head to look at the horizon. Alas, here I am having slept with Khwan. I shouldn’t have sinned with your friend. I’m wondering whether I didn’t sleep with Khwan to avenge myself of you and punish you for rejecting me. Isn’t that so, Kangsadarn? I miss you. But maybe we’ll never meet again. I don’t know. At the very least, that’s what I want right now. You are a dream woman lost forever, even if I was fed up with you once and looked for the opportunity to run away from you and when I succeeded (with Itthee’s complicity) I practically no longer dared to meet you, except when it was indispensable, for example when I was short of money and didn’t know where to find any. But every time we met you smiled at me and greeted me as an old friend. As a friend. That’s right: only as a friend. You no longer wished for more than that. Actually, I didn’t dare to even imagine what you thought of me until we met that time. Your refusal was an affront whose virulent poison even now corrodes my entrails. But that time I really screwed up. To ask you to marry me was presumptuous and reckless. If you’d always been good to me it was only because you took pity on me. Pity. Compassion. You wanted to help me to be happy. You wanted to help me to get over my woes. My feelings are hot and tense; your feelings are cool and placid. Your life is cool and placid. You like the river, are bound to the river. You said the river is a master teacher. You like pure music, are bound to pure music. You said pure music is a master teacher. You expressed yourself a little like Jang Sae Tang – Jang Sae Tang: he’d talked to me one night at Top Light in Siam Square, had told me to think about the slowness, calm, evenness and naturalness of water. He’s much older than I. He must’ve noticed my hypertension, my absence of serenity. He told me that finally water would triumph over everything. I asked him if right now we were in the middle of the Sahara he would dare speak like this. He got angry. He called me a devil. He called me a Rasputin. On our following encounters, I got the impression he answered my greetings grudgingly. I don’t know. I don’t like the attitude of people who understand life. No need to fucking understand life. Life is made to be used, not to be stored away, not to be understood. I don’t know. It might be that tomorrow I’ll go on a trip, I’ll be a pirate, I’ll be a slave runner, I’ll be a mercenary, I’ll carve out an empire for myself in some barbarous land. I’m not going to waste my time sitting like a fool trying to understand life. The ideal dinner guests for me are Satan, Nietzsche, Beethoven, Rimbaud, Lawrence of Arabia, Ivan the Terrible and the marquis de Sade. The ideal dinner guests for you are the Buddha, Jesus Christ, Marcus Aurelius, Tolstoy, Mahatma Gandhi, Bach, Chopin, Tchaikovsky and Mother Teresa in Calcutta. You love pure music and you like to talk of the sublime nature of pure music. You told me that event of the Second World War when the German soldiers were besieged for a long time in Stalingrad, until one day the Russian soldiers broadcast I don’t know which lousy piece from that fellow Bach through loudspeakers pointed at the German lines and there and then the German soldiers surrendered, crying their eyes out. You told me some mad count was cured of his madness by listening to Chopin’s works. You said you wished there’d be a radio station broadcasting pure music round the clock, with ads at times if necessary. You didn’t dare tell me pure music would help pacify me, but then you made me listen to Chopin in large doses, whether I wanted to or not. You said many other things about music therapy. I listened to everything, be it the Raindrop Prelude, the Butterfly Study, the Revolutionary Etude or the Polonaise in A-flat major. Beautiful stuff. Chopin is a sublime melancholic, a great lover of poems and flowers. Except that his music turned me even crazier. I’ve always hurt you, in dreams as well as in reality. Your riverside house, with the orchard next to it, at the outskirts of town, I went there often when we went out together. You were a young country girl. You had a nice, very neat complexion. Your upper front teeth were overlapping a little. I told myself that if you smiled so often, it was simply to display your teeth. Your house and its orchard were quiet and everything was green. Mango trees predominated, but there were also among them betel nut, coconut, rose apple, Marian plum and jackfruit trees. At night only insects, the engines of boats up and down the river, the rustling of foliage, the splashes of fishes in the orchard drainage ditches were audible, but like all the other orchard houses in the neighbourhood, the house faced the road, its back to the river. All the houses had shops upfront which sold the fruit of their orchards. Your house also had its shop upfront, except that it sold sweets. It was a family operation which earned more, it seemed, than did the sale of mangoes, rose apples and jackfruit. It was mainly your mother who served the regular and transit customers of ‘Mother Chin’s Confectionary’. That’s how I knew your mother’s name, even though I had no wish to know it. She had more than ten helpers, young local lasses. In those days when we went out together, I ate sweets to nausea. Your mother’s most famous delicacy was kraya sart63. There was a signboard vaunting the excellence of said delicacy as vouched for by established gourmets. Other sweets were just as popular, foi thong64, balls of sugared shredded coconut, and crystallised Bengal quince, but without a sign to vouch for their excellence. Your mother was an ordinary countrywoman with a clear complexion and a full figure, and she was kind-hearted. She barely knew how to read and write and was years younger than your father. She was allergic to cigarette smoke and seemed a bit too keen on cleanliness, a trait you had inherited. Your father was an old man, robust and methodical, an avid reader, lover of Thai music and poet in his spare time. He was a decent flute player. He had an uncommon past, which had me hold my breath without reason in his presence. You told me your father had many siblings. He wanted to go to school, but his parents didn’t have two pennies to rub together. So he became a novice while still very young until he passed the seventh level of theological studies, while studying to be a country teacher, which he finally became after seven years as a novice and five years as a monk. He then disrobed. As a teacher, he did his utmost to further his knowledge and he retired as district education officer. When you were little, you had to change schools often, in step with your father’s postings. It was only when your father retired that you found a permanent abode in Chachoengsao, the riverside town, on the piece of land your mother had inherited. You were then finishing high school. And that’s where you felt you really were home. Some of your character traits, for instance your thirst for learning, your determination, your rather conservative way of thinking and speaking, your religiosity, you obviously derived from your father. Though you were an only child, your whims weren’t often indulged. Your father and your mother were baffled all the same the first time you brought home the scruffy friend that I was. But it seemed you’d never been up to mischief and you were being trusted in everything. Your parents thus didn’t stand on ceremony with me, so that I didn’t feel ill at ease. Actually, your father and your mother once alone must’ve been very much worried about their daughter’s boyfriend. There were times when your mother gave me a thoroughly piercing look to figure out how serious I was regarding her daughter. But when I was absent for a long time, she was the one to ask about me. She wasn’t happy unless I ate a lot, swallowed sweets as much as I could wish for and showed interest in how she crystallised her delicious Bengal quince. At the end of the meal, I helped you wash the dishes. When I was at your house, I didn’t stay idle. If I could help you I did. I even helped man the sweets shop. I went there so often all your dogs wagged their tails to greet me. Actually, I should never have touched you, not even with my little finger. The house and the orchard … The nights there were nicely quiet. But there were more than a few mosquitoes and one had to sleep under a net, without fuss and with a pleasant sense of strangeness – mat unrolled, mosquito net in place, mosquito net and pillow clean as can be. I always slept like a log and woke up at dawn. Life adapted itself to its natural rhythm. But, a little past midday, drowsiness overtook me. I discreetly went to lie down under a tree at the end of the orchard or else in the riverside pavilion. On some nights before going to bed, we’d kiss furtively. It was most exciting risk taking, a source of dazzling palpitations. I’d got used to your house and I’d got used to that riverside town. I remember it all – the rows of Indian almond trees and jew-bushes with red flowers in the school where you studied in the last year of secondary, the houseboats, the public parks along the river, the old-town walls, the century-old rain trees of the railway station. But then one day I simply distanced myself from all of those things, and it was only one month and twenty-six, twenty-seven days after Itthee’s death that I went back there once again. At present, it’s past eleven at night. Seventeen, eighteen minutes past eleven. Stone-breaking cold. Heartbreaking solitude. I’m alone here. I feel like an old man. No, not feel: I truly am an old man. But you are there, over there in the city of courtesans, the city of criminals, the city of zombies. Bangkok, a city with aberrant weather, but no-one can do anything about it and even if one could, no-one would. Bangkok, a city with a thousand faces. Bangkok, a city no-one owns. February in Bangkok … It must be the hot season already, damn hot. Bangkok has only two seasons: the hot season and the damn hot season, and only two kinds of residents: bastards and damn bastards, those pathetic sons of bitches who shut themselves up in narrow and stifling shophouses or else in narrow and stifling concrete kennels. Over there, large rooms there are practically none. Open spaces there are practically none. If there are any, they belong to the rich. Those fucking rich, when will they disappear from the face of the earth to be relegated to the museum of the past? It’s only the rich that have a history that’s the pride of their progeny. The poor have no history. Or if they do, it’s only the history of anonymous and faceless men. All the poor of history are anonymous and faceless men. Most people actually don’t know who their ancestors were. Few are those that do. I’m the same. I don’t know who my ancestors were. I don’t know at all. But the rich, they do. No, I’m not going to curse the rich right now. Not that I’m not able to find what to curse them with, but because I haven’t yet thought of curses humiliating enough. But finding them, trust me, won’t take me long. I’m a dictionary of imprecations. Maybe you don’t believe me, because I seldom swore in your presence. I was polite with you because I still wanted to sleep with you. You don’t like vulgar men. With women that don’t like vulgar men, I’m not vulgar. I love women who love men who aren’t vulgar. I’m a vulgar man who loves women who love men who aren’t vulgar. Here I am starting to mock, to be sarcastic. You do see, don’t you, that I don’t care for you all that much. I’m a fascist. ‘All women admire fascists.’ Who wrote that? A woman: Sylvia Plath. I’m a bad man who wants everyone to be good and behave well to one another. I’m a beast who’d like to see everything go smoothly and beautifully. Do you understand me? I love you. Yes, I’ve told you so so often you are fed up to the back teeth, and even if I don’t say so you know it, and knowing that I love you makes you fed up to the back teeth. Kangsadarn. Well yes, I did sleep with Khwan your friend. I can’t do without women and living here one feels so lonely, so abandoned, and the only woman that’s been close to me these past three months is her. So I slept with her, that’s all. It’s my fault. Don’t ask me for details. I’ve had at times the fleeting thought of going back to Bangkok, which means ditching her, which is tantamount to saying one day she and I met and slept together and one day we’ll split, according to the proved and exquisite method of the pathetic sons of bitches we all are. Lately, my mood swings have been scaring her sometimes. We are all completely promiscuous these days. After a few minutes’ talk, we go and sleep together, without knowing each other’s names, or merely knowing each other’s nicknames we go and sleep together. I myself am promiscuous. I myself am not that much better than the people I curse. We are all animals. The only difference is who is more of an animal. I’m fed up. I’m disgusted. I fled from the heartland of dissolution, from the land of broken hearts, but I’ve hardly arrived here when I do something ignoble yet again. I’m not ready and probably never will be ready for life as a couple, yet I keep sleeping with lots of women. Most women who sleep with me aren’t ready and probably never will be ready for life as a couple, yet they keep sleeping with lots of men. At first, I thought I was too old. I’m practically at death’s doorstep. I probably wouldn’t have the strength to get involved with a woman or do something bad. But unfortunately, I was wrong on all counts, which shows that I don’t understand much about that thing I call ‘me’. But now I’m once again left without strength. I’m at death’s doorstep. Lethargic like a dying pupa, like a dying maggot, like a dying cockroach. That’s exactly how I feel. Maybe it’s an illusion. I’d like to have a body and a mind as tough as in the old days. I’d like to do something risky and exciting (Oh, I even dream about it to the point of being delirious.): being a motocross driver or a paratrooper or possibly joining in a marathon or even merely wandering about. I know the method that’s going to pep me up and revitalise me: less coffee, fewer cigarettes, no longer sleeping in the daytime and no longer working at night, exercising and having three meals a day with plenty of vegetables and fruit, drinking several glasses of clear water per day – how many glasses, I forget. And the important is to proclaim one’s independence vis-à-vis all the bitter memories one has, to divorce from sadness, de facto as de jure. I know the foods that slow down ageing. I used to have several books on the topic, actually. Health is important. The body is God’s sanctuary. Don’t ask the doctor how important health is; ask the patient instead. A derelict body isn’t fit to host a beautiful soul. Plato was called Plato because he had the large shoulders of an athlete. I’m crazy to live like a patient. The life of a patient … The imagination of a patient…Adiseased soul that can’t be free. The body must exercise just as much as the mind. A sublime mind and acute intelligence are of equal importance. I’m a romantic. You too are a romantic. We are trees with common roots, with common sap, and it’s because I’m a romantic that you love me, forgetting to tell yourself that thoughts and emotions of a romantic cast are very much akin to stupidity. We should never have met and, even after we did, I should’ve had the presence of mind to run away from you as fast and as far away as I could. I should never have met you, neither you nor anyone else. In fact, I should never have been born. The world would continue to exist and revolve without me. The world would feel nothing if I didn’t exist. There’s a great many people in the world the world would feel nothing if they didn’t exist either. They, they, they. She, she, she. I, I, I. You, you, you. The anonymous masses… The faceless masses… We just come onto this planet one day and one day we leave it, the whole lot of us, faint shadows, billions of shadows. We all know we must die. Deep down inside we want to be immortal, under one form or another, but we don’t do anything worthwhile while we are alive. We all have a spineless character, the character of the slave. We are all people devoid of history or if we have one, it’s the history of the masses, the history of slaves’ revolts, as happens once in a while. Kings are slaves to history, Tolstoy said as if he was trying to understand monarchy. He must’ve thought kings are worthy of understanding and sympathy as, no matter what, they are ordinary men like us all, no more no less. But that isn’t the priority. The individuals worthy of understanding and sympathy are the slaves. We are all slaves, sleeping slaves, what’s more. In the long history of mankind, it sometimes happens that a slave wakes up. We are our own slaves. We are the slaves of the state, of society, of the times. Our existence is superior to that of animals, but our mind has parameters that make it akin to animals, that’s all. In the course of our lives, at times we are happy animals, at times we are unhappy animals, and we switch ceaselessly from one state to the other. The Buddha too was a slave and he finally proclaimed his liberation and fought for that liberation with the sublime character that was his. He’s the most sublime Homo sapiens that ever was and that ever will be. He’s a Homo sapiens superior to the gods. No wonder ancient folks came up with the story of the gods lowering themselves in front of him as a sign of respect. Weak Homo sapiens will never do anything like that. Weak Homo sapiens die one after the other. Man’s only sin is weakness. I’ve said so time and time again. I got it from I can’t remember which book. I’m trying to toughen myself. I’d like to announce to all those who think of committing suicide that suicide is a silly joke. But I hesitate. I’m not sure of myself, as it may well be I’ll take that way out before long. I myself am weak. Seen from that angle, I’m a great sinner. The world will be a little better when I’m no longer around. I have no meaning apart from making the world a little worse, and when I won’t be around, the world will be a little better. That’s the only little bit of good I can do. I disturb the peace of a few people only, a few dozen people or a little bit more. I vie for the living space of other men, I vie for space, I vie for water, I vie for food, I vie for air, I vie for love (I believe I’ve been loved), I vie for attention (I believe some people have been attentive to me). My existence generates resentment. Living space is something very important on an Earth chock-full of human beings in unprecedented growing numbers. I make some people cry, I make some people seethe with resentment, I depress some people, I disappoint some people, I give some people regrets. I’m a non-person. But the existence of a non-person like me generates resentment. My moronic and irresponsible words and acts generate resentment. I’m not sure of being able to kill someone or even of being able to kill myself. Maybe tomorrow I’ll leave from here to go deep into the jungle, trek into the mountain, walk without aim. I’ll have nothing else to do in life except walk without aim or crawl or writhe or romp about through towns and country or in the deserted immensity of the outdoors. Maybe I’ll no longer think of staying here. Maybe I’ll no longer think of dying here, but go and live somewhere else, go and die somewhere else. Maybe I’ll start searching for a secret, quiet spot somewhere in the world where no human being will have ever set foot – secret and terrifying also, full of multiple dangers. That’s the kind of place that’s suitable for dying. I’m a wild beast, a wild beast that knows how to kill itself. You’ll never have the opportunity to see a wild beast die a natural death. Where do tigers go to die? Where do elephants go to die? Where do gaurs and wild buffalo go to die? Where are their ossuary, decayed pelts, piles of bones, skulls, teeth, fangs and tusks and horns? Do they really have places where they go to die? Why are there legendary tales about elephant graveyards? How true are they, how false? Don’t know. I don’t know. There’s only man to die anywhere, anyhow. People die in the street by accident, are gunned down in bars or knifed to death in gambling dens or else die in brothels as they sleep with a girl, die in awful ways, die without the least refinement, die on the battlefield, die because they kill themselves, die in jail, die under the cloth, die in uniform, die as naked as death itself is naked. To die in the battlefield is the honour of the warrior; to die fornicating is the honour of the fornicator. To die in the warm circle of friends and relatives one loves and has been loved by… As soon as we know we are about to die, we send them an invitation card: Please do us the honour to witness the death of – – , dear friend. To die alone in the loneliness of death as for a long journey where no one takes us to the station and from which we’ll never come back. To die eyes closed, to die wide-eyed, to die in the high C of orgasm, to die at the height of asceticism. To die, to die, to die. I’d like to die like a wild animal. When a wild animal knows its life is about to end, it turns away from the pride, hides from the eyes of the other wild animals, friends and foes alike. It is ashamed of being unable to maintain the dignity of being alive. The inability to maintain its dignity is the inability to hunt. I’m unable to hunt. I must borrow money from you and from friends. When I’m unable to hunt like the wild animal is unable to hunt, I do what the wild animal does: use what remains of life to seek a place where to die, a place where I won’t be found out. The wild animal knows weakness is shameful and it doesn’t want to be looked at with pity. I’m about to die and I’m weak. Don’t tell anyone: weakness is difficult to avoid when one is about to die. There’s no strength left anymore in what is me, body and soul. To be seen at such a juncture would ruin the dignity of death. I insist that death be something dignified, even if I often deride it. Are you angry at me for sleeping with your friend? I should have behaved properly. I know, it wasn’t proper. I behaved like a lady-killer. No, no, I know: morality has gone to pieces.

Morality has been raped time and time again. I’m not a moralist, I keep scorning morality, but morality has gone to pieces anyway. Everything that’s happened is too much. It’s unbearable. What can you do? What can I do? I have the advantage of being a man and I’m indifferent to everything now. Enough of that – enough of the shame of having committed a sexual sin. I’d like to be a sublime rapist. I remember you used to say love is of the angel but sex is of the beast. The sublime rapist, if he is a tad romantic, is able to turn a rape into a frantic and fanciful fornication. All sublime rapists are romantic rapists. All sublime rapists are sublime lovers. The sublime lover, what’s the best definition? A man who accepts to sleep with the same woman no more than three times? Three times, is that too few? Seven times, then? Nine times? Playboys in ancient Rome, Nero and Caligula. (Camus’s Caligula, you’d told me you’d bring it for me to read, but you never did.) The sexual decadence of the Romans, the sexual decadence of the Greeks, the sexual decadence of the Chinese, of the Indians, of the Europeans, of the Thais, the sexual decadence of each nation and of each culture: one could easily write a book about this. Is it really certain that sexual decadence is indicative of the disintegration of each nation and each culture? Why is the way man copulates so complicated and varied compared to that of the other mammals and other living beings? Why are animals in a state of sexual arousal said to be in rut or in heat while our sexual urges are called love or desire? How is it that among primates, Homo sapiens is the species with the biggest sexual organ and the only one able to reproduce without taking seasons into account? Is this a reward from nature or what? Are bulls, buffaloes and male elephants sexually excited when they look at the mouths, eyes, chests, haunches of their females? The female of all mammals has udders exclusively to feed its young, but the udders of the female of the human race are also targets of sexual desire. O you non-persons, you would be better off placing your life-bestowing organ into a burning oven than in the yoni of the female, you would be better off slipping your life-bestowing organ in the mouth of a venomous snake than in the yoni of the female. Thus spoke the Buddha to mendicant monks caught in sexual congress. I don’t know much about Buddhists, but the Buddha is great. I know very well he’s great. I admire him as a great man. But I don’t like monks all that much. Maybe I’d like them a little better if they produced something with their own hands. Gandhi scrupulously respected the celibacy vow of the Brahmans. Gandhi is another great man I admire and he is truly great, as much as the Buddha. He contained himself to the end. The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom, said William Blake. Sex seen through the eyes of a saint is something disgusting, obviously a bestial activity, but it’s bloody fragrant and a source of indescribable happiness and felicity. I’ve experienced happiness in many forms and on many occasions, but when I try to measure the size and volume and quality of those experiences, it so happens that those that gave me the most happiness were when I slept with a woman, not when I followed the precepts or tried out opium, marijuana, heroin, philosophy, arts, music, literature and all that bullshit. Before taking the cloth, how many women did the Buddha sleep with? Try and count them. And did he never get one pregnant besides Yasodhra, his wife? As a prince, it was incumbent on him to procreate several other little princesses. Rahul probably wasn’t the only flesh of his flesh. And his progeny born of his numerous concubines must still have descendants in northern India or in Nepal, just like Confucius’s descendants, who exist even now. Don’t go and think this is a question raised by a heretic. It’s a matter of historical interest, rather, a matter pertaining to human sciences. In any case, sex is something wonderful and well worth being practised. But the Buddha rejected it while still in the prime of life. Was it that he could no longer perform? That would be the suspicion of an individual with a vile heart. He rejected the world of pleasures of all kinds as he knew there were more sublime, more delicate, more subtle and deeper things, and it was towards those things he turned, and it was compulsory for him to reject his former way of life. Sometimes I catch myself thinking about him, especially when I read the Tripitaka while trying to see through the fog of illusion. I know. He’s truly great. I’m merely trying to see him in a realistic way. I’m not at all presumptuous. But sometimes I happen to think about the origins of the chastity belt and the condom. These are very important stages, you know, in the history of mankind. As a woman, don’t you think of the chastity belt with bitterness? No need to look like an ogress with boiling water in her mouth. Suppose you never met me: I’d like to introduce myself as a lewd man intent on ribaldry and as a most casual nincompoop, but you wouldn’t love me if I introduced myself like that. That’s why I was polite and tender with you. I set my trap little by little, decorated it with creepers and flowers and cunningly had you stroll along a pleasant path up to the trap and thus achieved my ends. You are a woman. You must assume your condition as a woman. You must have menses, you must sleep with a man, you must get pregnant and you must rear children. All that is disgusting and terrifying. I couldn’t do it and I’d rather kill myself than have to submit to it. May the devils come to my help had I to sleep with a man and raise a child and, wanting no child, be taken to have an abortion. But for all my making you suffer, for all my making you cry, you keep worrying about me and helping me as much as you can, as if you remembered nothing at all. Kangsadarn Sakarwarat, professional saint. Kangsadarn Sakarwarat, ignored humanist. How can you be so stupid and so good? How much is it I owe you by the way? I’ll probably resume for good my journey without aim and I won’t go back to see you. If I meet you in Bangkok or wherever by chance, it’ll be no doubt as an amnesic, but you’ll have resigned yourself to it. Every time you gave me money, you knew it was impossible for me to ever reimburse you. Tell me, have I ever reimbursed you, be it only a little? How wrong! Acting like that isn’t clever. A debtor must always reimburse at least a part of his debt to put his creditor at ease. But even though I’ve never reimbursed you, for all the three months I’ve been here you’ve kept writing to me and sending me tapes, sending me money, sending me books. In your letters, you lecture me, you encourage me cautiously so that I’m strong enough to keep on living. Why don’t you do something really rotten to me? Enough, I say, of your oh so courteous, so sweet solicitude! It makes me puke. Do you intend to become a saint or what? That’s totally passé, you know, Kangsadarn. Never seeing each other again would be better, or else living together forever. What do you expect of the man you’ll entrust with your life and your heart? Love? Comfort? Financial security? Sexual gratification? Is there something else beyond that? Have you ever made a list of your needs? But everything considered, what is it I could give you? And if I were truly able to give you what you expect, would you accept it? Or is it you are angry with me? But that doesn’t mean you’ve already forgiven me. Or is it you are suspicious of men, that men disgust you and you intend to remain single all your life? Or that your lover is a woman? Are there cow elephants that make eyes to other cow elephants? Are there bull whales that come on to other bull whales? Of all living beings, is there only the human race that has the possibility to taste of the pleasures of homosexuality? Do other animals know sexual inversion? Nature is wonderful and full of pure goodness as it allows men to find sexual happiness with other men, just as it allows women to find sexual happiness with other women. Ah, here I am again provoking you, but I’m sure you know I’m only making fun, and mean no harm. Making fun, that’s what peels the romantic skin after skin like you peel an onion. But what is it I’m talking about exactly? Love and marriage, right? Oh, goodness gracious, I’m not competent enough to talk about such rich and deep subjects as those. In that case, what business is it of mine to talk about them? Maybe because of my dread of suicide. If someone is obsessed with the idea of killing himself, any sane psychiatrist will suggest he try to be joyful and not stay alone, and if we don’t want to stay alone, why not get married – statistics show that many more singles commit suicide than married people do. Once married, one endures living on, even when one’s life is so lousy it might be better to kill oneself for good. Life as a couple! May life as a couple go to hell! They may fool themselves day after day with their Gee, how happy we are! When you know how to fool yourself, life can be very pleasant. Fooling oneself is an art in itself. Fooling others is no art at all, but a base instinct of man’s and, as such, something that can’t be changed, and actually, I can’t see why anything should be changed. Up to the very last one of us we are too weak to accept the truth, and the more it goes the weaker we are. Lies pile up like grime on the skin of a little slob. The more complex civilisation becomes, the more man is compelled to lie. I’d like to be a caveman. Look at my face. My face is the face of a caveman with a toothache. I don’t want to kill myself yet. That’s why I’d like to marry you and I was crazy enough to ask you to marry me. And it was a process that required courage, you know. You told me I was talking nonsense. You refused point-blank. Furthermore, you got angry with me. You knew I’d be afraid of you if you were angry and I was really afraid. I wasn’t pretending. You were never angry without reason. But I wanted you truly, you know. You were my only, my last refuge. Didn’t you realise the state I was in? You had already met someone like that, hadn’t you? Someone wounded, someone desperate, someone whose life was full of mistakes, someone every aspect of whose identity was covered with wounds so sore you wouldn’t have touched him without him groaning. Had you never found yourself in such a state or in a similar state? When I spoke of my strong suicidal tendencies, you laughed, claimed I was joking and said that if I did die for good, you’d organise my funeral, which made me look at you with contempt. When we became closer, you asked me about my childhood, about the place where I was born, about my parents. You wanted to know how I’d grown up, according to which heredity and in which environment. Those questions, I knew they’d be asked of me. Sooner or later, they’d be asked of me. I tried to fudge the issue, so that eventually you gave up trying to know. You are too polite to pressure anyone. And when we were already intimate, it was then we started to take our distances from each other again. I did nothing but mess around with friends and women. When you were free, you went to read in the library or else practise the piano. You were learning music as an option and you also gave private tuition in the evening. We became intimate only after I was knifed, at a time when I was completely panic-stricken. That experience had an enormous influence on my life. I was scared. I worried myself sick. A mouse pulling the cab where a cat sits would be much happier than I was. I even avoided talking to you. Women always cause you problems. That’s what I kept repeating to control myself. But without much success, as you know. You took me to the Soviet Souvenirs shop on Soi Asoke to buy books by Soviet writers and look for various souvenirs, postcards, Russian dolls, and beautiful, carefully produced art books. They weren’t expensive compared with books coming from the United States, Japan or Europe. You had a phonograph. You frequently bought records there. Later on, it was a shop I went to often, even when it moved to Siam Square. Already at the time, a great many books by Soviet writers were available as they had been translated into Thai by now defunct translators such as Jit Phoomisak, Seeboorapha and Arsa Khojitmeit as well as by translators still alive such as Taweephaworn, Sitthichai Saengkrajang, Udorn Tharppano-sot and Makut Aruedee. So you read a whole slew of books by Soviet authors. And it was you who told me jokingly to be careful not to be the victim of propaganda, hey, comrade. We each wanted to get the works of Yuri Kasakov and we agreed that He and You in December and The Blue and the Green were superb romantic stories. I’m not sure I’d still like them if I read them again. To me, most Soviet writers are boring. The writers of the old generations wrote oppressing works and those of the current generation no longer dare curse society or analyse it. Some are nothing but poor-quality mouthpieces for the party; some who still have some sense of shame have turned to love stories and childhood memories – cheap tearjerkers. Russia has produced many worldimportant individuals but I don’t like Russian writers very much. I’m as much impressed with Russian composers as I’m irritated or bored by Russian thinkers and writers. Even if she had only Rachmaninoff, Tchaikovsky, Mussorgsky, Rimsky-Korsakov and Stravinsky, Russia would have the reputation of having given the world a first-rate progeny. To give the world a first-rate progeny is the highest duty of each people, just as the highest duty of each family is to give the race a first-rate progeny. That’s why I’d like to marry you, with no need for Pushkin, Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Chekhov or Turgenev. I don’t like to speak on all these big topics, but I like Stravinsky’s music very much. If Rimsky-Korsakov had been a writer, his style would no doubt have been oppressing and compulsive like Dostoevsky’s. His Scheherazade is damn beautiful, damn melancholy, and yet damn boring. It’s a stream limpid like a crystal tear fallen from paradise, but a damn boring one. Stravinsky had a go at a new mode of expression. The mode of expression is as important as the idea or emotion one wants to express. You had me read a biography of Nijinsky. Nijinsky was half-crazy and his thinking was close to Dostoevsky’s. If he danced the way Dostoevsky writes, how lucky I am to know nothing about ballet! I jeered, with the provoking tone of a hoodlum. That’s because I despise melodrama; I hate for anyone to stir emotions wilfully. But you know perfectly well I’m very weak and delicate, yet patient enough to have read several books by Dostoevsky. Prince Myshkin tried to act like Jesus Christ, don’t you think? Nijinsky was gung ho about that character and tried to behave like Jesus Christ. He was the kind to try to follow a great man in his tracks and to behave as if there was only one great man in the world, namely Jesus Christ. The missionaries, same thing. Why is it I’ve met this sort of people often, as if they were under orders from God? A priest of the Roman catholic church actually told me that much, as he thought I was almost crazy and he said it was God who’d sent him to me to help me find the way to spiritual salvation, and he pressed me, beseeched me, practically ordered me to change religions. I told him I have no religion. He told me Perfect. In that case, I’m asking you to be a catholic. I got away but he followed me while keeping rehashing all kinds of arguments. I told him that if I were a Buddhist I’d have on my back the sins of my former existences and if I were a Christian on top of that I’d be a sinner from birth. So, like that, no need to do sweet fuck all: only thing left would be spending one’s life feeling guilty. I am not a Buddhist that loves and is jealous of his religion to the point of trying to protect it against aggression. If one day I start to chase away missionaries, it’ll be only because they get on my nerves. They act as though, in those countries where the Christian religions are well established, everybody has found the way to spiritual salvation, there are no more frauds, there are no sexual perversions and other crimes any more. All those that have a religion, whatever it is, are extremely proud that their religion is contributing to shoring up the world and bringing peace to mankind. It’s untrue: if man doesn’t dare to do evil, it’s rather because he fears the law; it’s not because of his conscience. Jail and execution post are whips good for man. Man is an animal that needs to be threatened or to be led by whip or chains permanently. Hell is a cheap whip and a useless chain. Paradise is just a dessert that tries to change recipes often to keep in fashion. Though you disliked my nonconformist ideas, you liked to listen to them nevertheless. I liked to provoke you and put you in a bad mood. But all in all, I didn’t dare all that much with you, or I looked daring whereas in fact I was more cowardly than a mouse. Since the stabbing, I no longer had any self-confidence. It was much later that I dared to whistle or sing or laugh aloud. It was much later that I recovered my self-confidence. My second year at the U was hard because I had to use part of the money I received each month to reimburse my debt. My studies suffered from it. If I wasn’t able to improve my general average, I could expect to be kicked out of the university. I came to realise I didn’t like Bangkok at all. I wanted a town with beautiful roads where to stroll, I wanted canals with clean waters, but all corners were but pollution for the ear, polluted waters, polluted air, and those fucking skyscrapers were pollution for the eye. On weekends I would manage to spend some time somewhere else, sometimes only in Amphawa or Chachoengsao, or sometimes only at the Samut Prakan estuary. Large cities aren’t friendly. Bangkok is that kind of city. Those people able to stay there year in and year out are really smart. I left Seewiang for Chainarm because the rent was lower. Nart had already left the university. The circle under the pines had become the shadow of itself since the Old Lion had left for the United States. I was afraid, as you were getting increasingly close to me.

Even though it was a closeness between friends which you made it clear wouldn’t change into something else, in spite of that I was afraid. I was embarrassed as well. I had hardly any pocket money. My rented room was dirty and cramped and sometimes you deemed it to be your duty to clean it and put things away. You visited my room as Mother Teresa visits slums. You cleaned it and put it in order not because you were under my charm but because you couldn’t help wrinkling your nose at dirt and disorder. When I was broke, I shut myself up in there, wanted to see no-one, merely drank water. When I was dying for a fag, I gathered the butts in the ashtray and smoked that. Actually, I wasn’t at all pleased to be in debt and I struggled to try to find a job. When I mentioned it to you, you found me private tuition after the lectures at the U to the level of one hour per day, five days a week, to teach students in the first year of secondary at Sarthit, the school attached to the university. Teaching the offspring of the rich, what a rotten chore! Learning was the least of their worries. You too gave private tuition in the evening after lectures and on Saturday and Sunday mornings as well. I soon gave up. I told you I was utterly fed up. You reproached me for my lack of patience, but when I asked you bluntly to treat me to lunch, you never objected. I didn’t want to sponge but it was hard for me to do otherwise. I was determined to study myself stiff, but it was like all of my other resolutions: my determination didn’t last. In class, I mostly managed to sit by the window at the back of the room and I lost myself in some daydream while scribbling what I called poems. I posed as a fellow fed up with lectures, which was an attitude that deserved slaps in the face. I don’t like the U, no more than I like Bangkok. At first, you weren’t particularly interested in me. You acted properly, knew how to keep your distance. I too did my utmost not to be interested in you. Given that I often asked you to buy me lunch, some of my friends didn’t fail to snigger that it was an original way of courting. Not at all. I was really hard-up. Every time I found myself without a penny, I did everything to avoid you and you were sincerely worried on my behalf. At the end of my tether, I went to see Nart Itsara to ask him to help me find a job and I did find something. They were odd jobs that didn’t require much intellectual effort. I was proofreader in a small printing shop, layout artist in an economic and political news magazine with a small circulation and uncertain periodicity that finally folded, photocopy overseer in the sports daily and sports magazine of a company, which was night work, and eventually market analyst, which was what is called a half-time. Each job lasted two months, three months. It was an era of great hardship, but it was a life full of events. In any case, it was better than now. It was a constant to and fro between hostel, workplace and university, where I often took a nap openly and publicly, but taking a nap or even sleeping officially on one of the benches under the pines held nothing new for passersby. Sometimes my poems were published and I went to brag to you about it and with the fifty or eighty baht the publication earned me I offered you a meal or an ice cream at the White Bridge, a quiet little restaurant crammed with books and green plants huddled against the university precinct. You looked more pleased than I did. You read out slowly in a low voice and complimented me, saying I had a gift and you wished you could write. Sometimes I arrived fully wound up, telling myself I was going to ask you if you loved me to know what’s what, but you always behaved as more of an adult than you were. When I found myself before you, my recklessness deserted me, which caused me to wilt further, especially when I had neither wad nor work, which compelled me to eat only two meals a day and smoke ten cigarettes a day before reducing food to one meal a day and cigarettes to five and eventually give up eating and smoking altogether. With luck, I was left with coffee dregs to rinse my mouth out. Sometimes my pals of the circle under the pines came to see me and gave me what they could. Thanit Sukkaseim bought himself every month a stock of three dozen sachets of instant noodles and I sometimes asked him to give me a few. Khampan Seenuea bought himself every month a bag of rice and was always ready to give me some, even if at times we had to make do with rice with fish sauce. I relied so much on these two to feed me that I was ashamed. But penury then was nothing compared to what followed. When I found myself penniless, I sought excuses not to attend lectures and contented myself with holding my own ribs on the little narrow bed without mattress in room number fifteen at Chainarm. It was a grotty hostel as far from sanitary perfection as hell is from heaven. It was located in one of those dilapidated districts that clash with the ostentation of Bangkok’s main arteries, a mangle of little slanted hovels huddled one against the other in a labyrinth of footpaths and alleys, but you managed to find the hostel and come to me. You forced me to go and scour myself from top to toe. Meanwhile you waited, sitting at my rickety desk. When I came back, you selected the cleanest outfit on the clothesline and handed it over to me – the unavoidable patched jeans and a t-shirt of doubtful colour. You looked the other way as I got dressed. You made a wry face in the presence of dust, the smell of cigarette smoke wafting from everywhere and the heavy air, which seemed it would hang still as soon as my old fan stopped. Now that you’d come once, there were other times. Once, when I asked you bluntly while you sat on the bed and I fastened my belt, Entering my room like this, aren’t you afraid I might pounce on you? you found this enormously funny. Just you try! you answered daringly. But would you dare do such a thing? you asked in a more serious tone after being silent for a while. Of course not, I answered just as frankly as I had asked the question.

And I really felt I wouldn’t dare. I didn’t dare and I’d never dare. Then you took me to the ground-floor cafeteria, bought me some food, sat down and watched me eat like a mother watching her wayward son. Sometimes you spoke, asked questions or told some story. Your parents gave you enough pocket money each month and, with what you earned giving private tuition, you had enough to indulge your whims from time to time. You’d been giving private tuition since your first year at the U. You were a good student and you loved children. The children you tutored seemed all captivated by you. You had to go back to your parents’ every weekend. You loved your home. Your eyes shone behind your gold-rimmed glasses and you smiled sweetly when you spoke of your home and of your parents, of your three or four dogs, of your garden and of your orchard and of the parrot you were teaching to talk and of your blackbird so naughty. I had the impression of being familiar with those things before I had the opportunity of going to your house. They formed an almost ideal image of a happy and united family. You are one of the rare beautiful souls that remain in this world, like such species of extremely rare flower, like such species of extremely rare bird. You received a good education. You are someone with a noble mind, which quite naturally makes you old-fashioned. You are the kind of person who, as a child, is rewarded for her good behaviour, who, on the day of the homage to the teachers, is chosen to present the offering of flowers or who, on Maka Puja day, is chosen to present the answers to the rhetorical questions on dharma. And that was what made you quite naturally old-fashioned – old-fashioned, self-assured, sincere and desirable. Many a time have I looked at you as if you were a strange creature from another world. I’m still surprised about it when I look back. It was so long ago though, years and years ago. At the time we were still very young, hardly over twenty the both of us. Relatively precocious, indeed, but for all of our giving ourselves adult airs, we were mistaken in thinking of ourselves as adults. I entered your life and you entered my life. How exactly did that happen? Heck, it looks totally unlikely as it happened in a most ordinary way. Long ago, since our first year at the U, way back then. By greeting each other with a smile when we began to get used to seeing each other as we often entered class at the same time. By meeting often in the library. By exchanging banalities, which allowed conversation to grow little by little to the point of going for a coffee together at the White Bridge, exchanging books, talking and exchanging opinions at length. Oh, while I still lived with Darreit Waeojan, way back then, while I still was a lively young man with a heart bigger than a fist and who’d never been afraid of anything until I became someone reserved, glum and dreamy and all of a sudden found myself a slave to melancholy after having had to spend seven or eight days in hospital. You probably noticed that change within me. I started to walk you back to the hostel. I started to call you up in the evening. I invited you to go and sit with me on the lawn in late afternoon after the private tuition you gave, under the century-old ixora bushes or at the foot of cotton plants or flames of the forest, gazing at the clouds, the falling leaves, the wilting flowers and the belly of the sky. Still fearful, I began to become a little bolder. Some started to say we were sweethearts. I love you, Kangsadarn. Forgive me. I can see you now but, each time, I see you alone in the room, crying. I see only the image of a melancholy young woman surrounded by the smoke of misfortune that keeps getting thicker. There are but laments you must hold back in your chest. There are but your body’s contortions in pain alone in the dark, which you let no one see. In my consciousness, your sobs are the sobs of a white swan and I come to forget you are someone gay and extremely lively. You wanted to go to Russia. One day, when you’d earned enough money, you’d take a trip to Russia, you said. Everybody wants to go to the States because we’ve been brainwashed by the Americans, you said with the impassive look of a specialist in a symposium. You spoke of the Moscow and Saint Petersburg of your dreams. You imagined the Russian peasants, demonstrations, riots, hussars’ exactions, Russian ascetics, wasted, gaunt, doleful. Those were visions nurtured by your readings on Russia, no doubt very far from reality, you admitted willingly. You very much liked the song ‘Somewhere my love’ in Dr Zhivago, which put me to torture because I liked it too. Whoever can remember the words of that song I want to marry. But at the time, I didn’t dare talk to you like this. I like neither book nor film, I told you. The novel is too long and deals with far too grandiose topics, I explained. Reading it, I had the feeling of having bought a twenty-baht ticket to see a 70-mm film. As a film, I don’t like it because I saw it as a video. You knew I was being provocative, but you didn’t react: you knew I thought nothing of the sort. If you don’t want to like a film, you only have to see it in video form, I added. You told yourself I wanted to play the villain just to deride those that like to act like saints. You didn’t know I’m an authentic vermin and I have the exalted tastes of vermin. Sometimes you said I was only trying to create an immoral universe with diabolical words, but that was nothing but a childish attempt. When you read War and Peace you liked Natasha and got particularly interested in Maria Dmitrievna and you said if Tolstoy was a painter he’d be a genius painter, as he painted vast and desolate landscapes that were absolutely marvellous and his characters were as life-like as they should be, although sometimes but not often his brush was a bit heavy. You were also interested particularly in the priests when you read the works of the Russian giants, Father Sergius, Father Zosima and even a priest like Rasputin. You were also interested in famous Buddhist monks. I was fed up talking about those boring stories and I told you that of all well-known Russians, the one I preferred was Ivan the Terrible, and I said many other peremptory things about goodness, truth and beauty, and stated heedlessly that the world has never known perfection since the word perfection was coined. The world has never known perfection since man existed or, at the very least, since man began to think about perfection. What’s the use of being interested in priests? They’re only good to threaten us with hell, and hell is nothing but a horror story for kindergarten kids. And what’s the use of delving in all those books? The more books we read, the more we resemble the eunuch who has mistakenly stepped into a sultan’s harem. We become contemplators of life but we don’t dare make use of life. The inspiration we derive from books is nothing but what’s called second-hand inspiration. You were shocked. You suffered like the sensitive person you are. You were convinced you had the delicacy of a poet and you were able to appreciate poetry. We saw each other more and more often. You invited me to go to the Suan Moak forest monastery and practically compelled me to listen to more and more classical music, on top of the books you bought for me and the flowers you offered me. My life at that time was damn cultured. You were very keen on music and from your first year at the U, you did the music appreciation course and, with your knowledge of music, you had excellent marks. At the time I’d never listened to the music of anyone else but Beethoven. There was a symphonic orchestra performing here and there. The student ticket was only twenty baht and you waited with excitement. When I went there, I would sit down and fall asleep, especially when they played Bach endlessly. You had a portrait of Franz Liszt framed and offered it to me. Who is he? I asked. I’ve heard that name somewhere, I think. You figured I was playing the fool to steal your thunder. Liszt, Franz Liszt, you repeated, sounding annoyed. Ah yes! I exclaimed. I heard his name in Tommy, you know, the Rock Opera. With Elton John and Roger Daltrey. You wrinkled your nose and said Next time I’ll bring you his tapes for you to listen to, all right? I don’t like him all that much, you added. But not as much as I hate Beethoven. Among those who admire Beethoven, there are even murderers. You weren’t making fun of me, but you could hardly stand Beethoven. Thank heavens, Beethoven isn’t the only composer in the world, you said. At the U, you practised the piano as soon as you had some spare time. I learned later that you also played the zither, but not very well. Sometimes, when you were in a mischievous girlish mood you bought white wine you put to cool in the cool-box of the hostel-operated restaurant downstairs, and you made us try some to know what it tasted like. You drank glass upon glass. You weren’t worried. You knew the alcohol content was low. And your cheeks took on the colour of rose petals. And I merely told you in my language of doleful mute, You’re never as deserving of being kissed all over as when you’ve drunk several glasses like this. And sometimes you bought expensive cigarettes which you smoked. They made you cough and stifle so that your tears ran down, but you persisted. When we were alone the two of us in the room, you would on occasion pretend to strut like an actress and you’d say Do I look like a vamp? If you answer yes, very much so, my soul as a vamp is going to hurl insults at you and reduce you to a pulp. I answered, Of course not. I owed you so much. And in any case, I still had some hormones of gratitude left. On some days, you said you’d like so much to give yourself sexy airs. I answered blandly Well then, do it. And there was another day when you told me very seriously you’d like to be a man to be able to swear like a trooper, get dead drunk and say anything to anyone, to which I said blandly Well then, do it. You asked me to enlist in the dancing course, telling me that if I didn’t, you wouldn’t either. I hesitated. I was dying to hold you in my arms and it’d be a culture-sanctioned hug as well, but I didn’t dare: if we did that course, I’d have to buy myself a new pair of shoes and a new pair of trousers. So I refused. You’d have liked to know why some girls were so keen on dancing. You candidly admitted you’d very much like to try. The scene where Madame Bovary dances with the viscount, you know, it’s very scary, you said. No, you weren’t flirting or trying to seduce me. You are someone proper, one could even say a lady, but at the time we were very close, so that you sometimes forgot I was a man. We were very close and it seemed you didn’t suspect that I was as harmful as a venomous snake. I was placid, calm, sad. I hadn’t quite recovered yet from the bruises I had suffered. Nevertheless, no one knew better than I that my candour was the candour of a venomous snake after sloughing off and I kept berating myself, Take it easy, wait for her to get a little closer. My fear of you was fading and I was becoming more and more daring with each passing moment, but I felt all timorous again when you told me bluntly one evening as we were alone together, Be nice, don’t try anything with me, all right? Don’t desire me the way a man desires a woman. You must have pondered a long time before deciding to talk to me like that, which showed that you were far from blind. And your behaviour as an indefectible friend took over. Promise? you said when you saw I didn’t answer. I acquiesced with a sincere nod of the head and a shooting pain in the abdomen where the knife wound was. You heaved a sigh and patted me on the head. Does my saying this offend you ? you asked. No, I answered. Good boy! you said. You’re a good boy. And you sighed again. It often happened that you started daydreaming even though we were chatting animatedly with laughs I had derided you for saying they were laughs to be put into plastic bags to be brought back home. Sometimes, without reason, you cried silently, irrepressibly. At such times, I didn’t understand at all what was going on. You didn’t answer my queries. But as soon as you succeeded in controlling yourself again, you said to make me smile Don’t you know that crying often makes for beautiful eyes? Your eyesight wasn’t good. You wore glasses and you always carried a small phial of teardrops. Often at night, I became aware I couldn’t sleep and I kept lying, eyes wide open, in an incoercible muddle of thoughts, terribly alone in my cogitations, furious madness back like a tyrant from exile, coming back and throwing my mind into confusion. I disgorged all my memories of you to chew them again as all romantic oxen do, thought about what you’d said, your gestures, your eyes, the dimple on your left cheek, and repeated to myself ceaselessly that when I saw you again the next day, I’d confess my love once and for all. That you’d accept it or not was the same to me. But when I did meet you the next morning, you were in a hurry as you had to be in class five minutes later or else you were talking with a whole group of your friends of both sexes or you had no time for anything but some of those post-October-6 students’ moronic creative activities. I was doing my utmost to find the right moment. I suspended myself above the playing field of hesitation which was intensifying. I couldn’t understand at all why declaring my love to you was so difficult. Have you made a declaration of love to anyone today or not yet? A declaration of love helps activate blood circulation and erases boredom deep down to the roots of your hairs and eliminates fatty deposits on the face of emotion. A declaration of love is a good thing in life. This being said, I wasn’t the only male friend you were close to. Many were interested in you openly or secretly, half-seriously and quite seriously, especially among the fellows of the circle under the pines. Dom Wuthichai invited you to see the film Town and Fog by Pheumphon Cheui-arun. You went to see it with him and I often saw you going discreetly together for a coffee in the cafeteria near the library. Thanit Sukkaseim found I don’t know where stamps with the portraits of American writers and offered you twenty of them and you thanked him profusely, which gave him sweet dreams for many nights so that he had the cheek to find I don’t know where an original edition of Karleimarntai65 , with the signature of its owner, which he offered you and you thanked him profusely, which gave him sweet dreams for many other nights. Feum Maya was stuck on you to the point that he made you the heroine of one of his poems and in that poem he said he wanted to slip the rings of Saturn on your finger by way of engagement ring, which gave you a funny voice and look when you talked about him. Khampan Seenuea had bred a brood of chicks from his best breed of cocks and hens and offered them to you with exhaustive instructions on how to take care of them so that those chicks became outstanding poultry in future. Sanphat Phongkaseit hastened to enrol for the music course as a minor for the sole purpose of having the opportunity to chat you up, although if truth be told he’d never been interested in music before and couldn’t even whistle a tune even if his life depended on it. Marnit Seewa discovered the Montra by chance. It was a Thai restaurant with an authentic Thai atmosphere. The meals were accompanied by live Thai music with a xylophone or a zither. But when you went there alone with Marnit, the zither player had just resigned. The venison curries there were delicious. The salted fish soup with tamarind and onions there was delicious. The grilled prawn salad there was delicious. You pretended everything was delicious and you went to eat there three times in a row with Marnit Seewa, like Phloi going out of home to have a meal with her Khun Preim66, and you didn’t stop complaining that you didn’t play the zither well enough, because if you’d been good enough you’d have tried out to play the zither there, and Marnit agreed wholeheartedly with you and told you you should try all the same. All those blokes were getting on my nerves, making me morose, making me incensed, and I told myself I’d very much like to take summary action soon. Especially, your going three times in a row to Montra with Marnit Seewa had me consumed with jealousy. The flock of ignoble thoughts not only flew across my brain but also did a U-turn and came to build their nests in earnest, so that I shaved one eyebrow to make fun of that fucker. You were shocked. You said I thought too much, Marnit was a friend of yours and a friend of mine. I listened without saying anything. I didn’t reply. I merely said that, if you didn’t stop, I’d cut off my little finger. But that part of my consciousness that functioned normally, even if it was lethargic and apathetic, told me I’d better not overdo it. My room became cleaner. You brought me an old typewriter just in case I’d be in a mood to type a masterpiece, as well as an old radio cassette player. I had books, good music, coffee and cigarettes. And all that I owed you, even though you told me there was no point in keeping the old typewriter and radio cassette player at home given that nobody used them, and the books you merely lent them to me. You asked me one day if I’d like to play the violin. I told you I’d like too, but had no time for it. You told me you had a violin and you’d bring it to me. Did I want it? You’d already given me too much. I answered you Better not. To have a young woman in one’s life as a sad young man should be enough for a penniless and uprooted student like me, but to declare my love to you was too impertinent and too indiscreet and might ruin everything as you might take it the wrong way. I was afraid you might get angry. Good people scare me. I don’t want to harm good people. In the company of someone good, I feel too evil. And at the same time, good people grow on my nerves. If someone good gets near, I feel like giving him or her a kick, including all those that try to pass themselves off as little saints and all those that are in the religion business. And before long there I was imagining you stark naked. Well, I’m a man, damn it, and one who doesn’t know how to stare at women without the filter of sexual craving. And then women, damn it, aren’t made for us to kneel before them. I remember as if I had you right in front of me of that day when we were alone in the room, a day of great sweltering weather, and I don’t know which fucker in a neighbouring room started to broadcast a white-cover cassette. Well, it’s like white-cover books, I answered when you asked me What’s that racket? – The only difference is there’s no text or images, only sounds, but you get a pretty good idea about the scene, like when you listen to a play on the radio. You pursed your lips and said nothing. Well, you know, it’s a men’s hostel, I said. You reddened in confusion and put a piece of music on the old radio cassette player to cover the sounds of the porno tape. I laughed, amused and taken by a storm of sexual emotion. Man knows how to adapt technology to his obscene and immoral objectives, isn’t that wonderful ? I said. You greeted the remark with a forced laugh and I told you bizarre sexual experiences I’d read about in magazines for men. I know how to use the language in a beautiful way when I want to, except that I don’t understand why I should use the fucking language in a beautiful way. And I told these anecdotes to you as oddities. You said nothing. With both your hands you raised your hair at the nape and I saw that your nape was very white, an astonishing white. Maybe it was the hairline that produced such a striking effect. You have a very light complexion anyway. From that day, every time I thought about you, I started by stripping you, by taking off all your clothes and sometimes, both naked on the bed in the room I imagined, we discussed poetry or serious philosophical issues. All of that I merely imagined. Our brains are so stuffed with all sorts of bookish stories, don’t you think? You craved for knowledge. You were a bookworm and a musician, but in any case, you must have been aware of how much I respected you. Ah, here I am having smoked yet another cigarette. The coldness of the air seems to increase all the time. I play at supposing I’m dead and all I’d say I’d say as a dead man and I imagine how, if the people I’ve known in my lifetime come to see my corpse, I’d talk to each. Why do I have to act like this? Because it’s necessary. I play at supposing I am dead and it may well be that I’ll really feel like dying. I haven’t made any plans yet. As far as I’m concerned, death is a total bore. I think too much about it. I dream too much about it. Death prowls inside and around the pyramids, death prowls inside and around Angkor Wat, death prowls inside and around the Taj Mahal. A total bore and yet, its sortilege, its charm, is never insipid. I slept with your friend. Lately, every time I sleep with a woman, I find myself unwell in body as in mind, in mind especially. The body after a day or two recovers, but the mind, well then, darling, the mind bursts and scatters. Once this happens, the urge takes me to bash my head against the ground and crawl in circles like a beast and roar or else bay at the moon or else I’d like to turn into a worm that wriggles or else I’d like to turn into a snake and slither away or be an iguana, a monitor lizard or a crocodile, and wallow, crawl, fidget towards – towards what? I don’t know. But there I must go. Being a man fallen from his condition as a man. And if I were a beast, I’d no doubt be a beast fallen from its condition as a beast. Here I am smoking again. Coffee and cigarettes – strong black bitter coffee without sugar, four cups a day, and untipped American cigarettes with a bitter strong taste, two packets a day; coffee whose power fights the power of sleeping pills and keeps me with glazed eyes from somnolence all night long and with frayed nerves; cigarettes that give me pains in the chest and the throat, whence from time to time a dry cough comes out like of a raw-boned cow dying of tuberculosis, so much so that blood vessels in the throat burst – a bloody cough, what! You told me to smoke less and the first time you saw me spitting blood you took me to have my lungs examined at the Phaholyothin pulmonary centre. It isn’t cancer, the doctor said. When we cough hard, it may happen that blood vessels burst.

It’s normal. The doctor advised me to stop smoking, but that is part and parcel of my life, and it’s been so for a long time too, just like teardrops that cause atrocious bitterness on the top of the palate, just like vitamin A tablets that make me nauseous, sleeping pills, analgesics, febrifuges, anti-inflammatory and tranquilisers, which are as many tips about the seriousness of my condition. To each his own fate; individual fates may look alike but they differ in the details as much as handwriting or fingerprints. The noxiousness of sleeping pills is such I wake up not really conscious, and weak to the point of having practically no strength to batter my eyelids or move my fingers. The symptoms of insomnia and the symptoms of amnesia look like identical twins. You hid away my packet of cigarettes on a bookshelf and when I found it I took a cigarette, lit it and blew the smoke into your hair and I repeated, altering it a little, Churchill’s memorable formula, The cigarette is my eleventh finger. You sulked in your inimitable way. All the books I lend you smell of cigarette, you said indignantly, but then you endeavoured to calm down. To begin with, you suggested we should only eat vegetables and fruit (Good grief, another one!) and you only ate fruit, hardly ever tasting sweets (Actually, you were sick of sweets because your mother made them to sell them, that’s all.) and, to enhance the conversation, you quoted that trivial saying, You are what you eat. I opened my mouth wide derisively. You didn’t reply. You were Brutus, I was Mark Antony.

You were moved by the Stoic philosophy and Marcus Aurelius’s Meditations was your bedside book. You made a photocopy of it at the library, which you put under a plastic cover and brought me with the hope I’d be as moved. I told you I was moved by stoicism as well as by Epicureanism and I was an epicurean who hardly ever thought of Epicurus, that lugubrious ascetic. In reality, confronted to stoicism, I realised I was too gay to be stoic and, confronted to Epicureanism, I realised I was too sad to be epicurean. Brutus was a nice and bloody boring fellow. Mark Antony was a lovely bastard. Ashley in Gone with the Wind is a nice and bloody boring fellow and Rhett Butler a lovely bastard, Melanie a nice and bloody boring woman, Scarlet O’Hara a lovely slut. You are a nice and bloody boring woman, I am a repulsive bastard. No, don’t. No need to analyse me. I can very well analyse myself, thanks. Analysing oneself is so easy compared to having to hear others analysing you. Smart people prefer to analyse themselves first. Besides, it’s a way of showing one’s virtue and preserving one’s dignity. But I wasn’t vile enough yet, I know it perfectly well, for if I’d been vile enough, I would have crushed you well before that. If I kept hesitating, it was because you were not fast, you were no slut and I didn’t want to harm someone good. When I say I didn’t want to harm someone good, it isn’t at all to sing my own praises, but I’m a human being and all human beings have a good side. But all the same, there were times when I felt like shouting at you at the top of my voice for you to disappear from my life. I wasn’t sure. I did have an inkling of the complications that would ensue. If possible, I didn’t want to have anything to do with anyone and I didn’t want anyone to have anything to do with me. Relationships between the others and me are complicated. I try to deal with others as little as possible. I don’t trust myself. At the time, I was beginning to tell myself it was high time to teach the world a smarting lesson before leaving it. Maybe because you were getting on my nerves, I wanted you to disappear once and for all. Or maybe I wanted to show you I had aberrant impulses and you couldn’t take the risk of getting involved. But you didn’t know or pretended you didn’t. You said, as if to pacify me, that no matter what, you kept believing, as Gandhi used to say (Gandhi whom you qualified as the greatest of stoics), that an eye for an eye makes man blind the world over. I retorted that in that case a tooth for a tooth makes man toothless the world over. If an extraterrestrial notices it, he’ll deduce that man eats too much toffee. But you wouldn’t let go of it. You went to borrow Bertrand Russell’s History of Western Philosophy for me to read. You told me Look, there’s a section where Russell imagines a controversy between the Buddha and Nietzsche. You said that after giving it a lot of thought, Russell concluded that in the history of mankind only your Buddha was able to stand up to Nietzsche and Look at this, you said, Nietzsche is cornered and beaten hollow. Then you took a pencil and ticked the various lines that had Nietzsche beaten hollow. Then I took the pencil and ticked other lines to demonstrate to you that Russell was prejudiced against Nietzsche, wanted his downfall and sided with the Buddha. No but do you realise? He dares to write that Nietzsche advises the Buddha to read Heraclites! You kept silent while I let out a stream of outrageous sarcasms, as a demented painter lets out demented colours on the demented canvas of his demented imagination. You were a worthy stoic. Stoicism, the philosophy of the search for happiness from sufferings of all kinds, including toothache… But you couldn’t remain stoic until the end. You were too weak to be so to the end. Women can’t be philosophers. Women don’t like to think things through. In the history of philosophy, there isn’t a single woman philosopher. Women painters there have been once in a while. Women poets there have been once in a while. Heroes of the female gender there have been once in a while, who are then called heroines. Philosophers of the female gender there are none. The science and art of thinking is the monopoly of men. There’s no founder of religion of the female gender. Women in the past were nothing but some sort of property for men, along with domestic animals and arable land. It’s only in the contemporary period that woman has begun to become valuable and been in a position to demand higher bids, as a slave among slaves.

Woman and her chemical properties… You didn’t love me at all. I couldn’t be your lover. You were someone with high ideals. You were someone who gave a totally limpid meaning to the notion of spiritual elegance. You were interested in man but not in men. I wasn’t the only man you were close to. You thought about me as a companion on the way to wisdom. You were sure of it. You didn’t say it so directly. You were careful about how you expressed yourself. But I did nothing except imagine you naked. I ran a fever from walking in the rain and I kept to my room. You came to look for me and when you saw me in bed and bathed in sweat, you prepared a glass of hot cocoa for me and you dipped a towel in cold water and wiped my face. Outside it was still raining. You’d left the umbrella open wide outside of the room. You said you were going to go out to buy me a remedy against the cold. I told you there was no need. I took your hands. I pulled you into my arms and kissed you. Outside the rain was still falling as in a love scene in a novel or a film. But no: it was falling because it was the rainy season. You resisted, you struggled, you pushed me away, you rained down punches on me. You looked at me with that angry stare that usually froze me with fear. You cried, but I didn’t care about anything any more except your naked body. I wasn’t pretending to have a fever. I stammered I love you, I love you, don’t be afraid I’m going to rape you. But heck, if I was asked whether I raped you, it’d be hard to answer. Fifty-fifty. If asked whether you were willing, it’d be hard to answer. Fifty-fifty. In my room, which was dark and warm. The rain outside was abating but kept falling in silent lines. In the next rooms, there was no one. It was late in the morning of a dark day in October. The maze of crummy alleyways downstairs was deserted. In the entire area of slums around the university precinct, peopled with unemployed men looking oddly absent and melancholy, rowdy and rude workers, petty civil servants, caretakers and penniless students mostly from upcountry, it seemed there were only you and me. It was a cramped and confused world like the train of thoughts of a mental patient or the milling around of a shackled wild beast pulling obstinately on its chain for the sole purpose of recovering its freedom. Inside the room, intimacy increased when I lowered the slatted blind. With burning breath, droplets of sweat all over the body, eyes reddened by insomnia, I kissed you avidly and hugged you like a python smothering its prey. I looked deep into your eyes while repeating I love you. And I remember: you lowered your eyelids like a flower folding its petals. You turned up your face. Your lips red and wet with my kisses slightly opened to reveal the sparkle of your teeth. Your chest under your white blouse heaved in rapid gasps. I heard the alarmed beat of your heart. If I hadn’t told you first that I loved you, would you have let me sleep with you? Surely not. You can’t go and see a woman and ask her to sleep with you just like that without telling her you love her. I mean, a good woman, of course. And when you enjoined Let go of me! But let go of me! you were hugging me so fiercely I could no longer breathe. And I was saying as if under hypnosis, Sooner or later you’ll sleep with a man. So there’s nothing strange about your sleeping with me here and now. I know the art of sexual union fairly well, you know. Sure, that was an insulting and vulgar way of putting it. And I let out a laugh, the dry-throat laugh of a sick man. You slapped me with all your strength. You were beyond yourself. It was indeed the first time I saw you unable to control yourself. You asked how I dared behave with you like that. You were deeply sorry to have always trusted me and you beseeched me to release you, but when your plea was ignored, you threatened me by displaying all the power you used to have and when that didn’t work you started to sob, all dishevelled, your glasses aslant on the bridge of your nose, blouse buttons torn off, skirt crumpled. You didn’t dare shout out. You were no longer saying anything, seemingly astounded and oppressed, and no longer struggling, no longer resisting, but remained lying motionless, your face turned away, and you said as a sign of surrender If you dare, well then, do it. If you are animal enough for it, well then do it. I stiffened, briefly overcome with remorse. It was a feeling strong enough to stop everything and make me apologise to you in all sincerity. But I compelled myself to counter that thought in the same instant. If I apologised to you and let you go, what would be the result? You’d no longer want to see me or you’d no longer meet me or even talk to me. You’d be terrified and keep away as if you’d never met me. It would be a discordant and vexatious end and eventually you’d manage to act as if there had never been any relationship between you and me. This kind of thinking scared me and made me decide rashly. I couldn’t allow for it to be like that. With things having gone this far, there was no turning back, but on the contrary I had to forge ahead to the destination, in spite of all obstacles, no matter what happened and even if I had to regret it later on. I should have understood what your acknowledgement of defeat meant, but I was less experienced than the first reptile to creep on the skin of the earth. I remember you were crying. In my memories of you sometimes there are only tears like cold season dew, so sad and saturated with fog. And you went on crying like that even when our bodies found themselves naked, bracketed together and forming but one at long last. Having slept with you that one time meant I was able to sleep with you innumerable times henceforth. What was the point of counting anyway, I told myself. In the beginning, I slept with you as often as opportunities presented themselves by way of compensation for having procrastinated for so long. You were very bad in bed. You had, it seemed, an insurmountable prevention against sexual pleasure. You’d fallen entirely under my power, even though you’d never wished it at all. That had me look at you with pity – that’s all there was to women! But I was incensed every time I saw that, even in your moments of languor, you remained dry like hell and I yelled at you in my heart while you were under me, Will you stop just once being an anti-sex puritan! Luckily, I kept that to myself. You are kind to me. No one has ever been as kind to me as you have. You are impressed by the social ideal of the one husband and the one wife. You demanded that I never pay attention to any other woman again. Only the weakest women speak like this. Actually, I too wanted to behave correctly with you. But I had a notion that in the immensity of the sea across invisible shores, one by one the waves of the bitterest boredom were getting increasingly close and inevitably, for lack of being able to metamorphose them into anything else, they’d eventually swallow and devour me.




love offered as a sacrifice

Il est du véritable amour comme de l’apparition des esprits : tout le monde en parle, mais peu de gens en ont vu.

La Rochefoucauld, Maximes



 The first few times, making love is an adventure; on later occasions, making love is a boring chore. I loathe my memory when it tells me I got fed up with you even though right now I want you absolutely. I also hate talking about love. I’ve never found its definition. Love is only a superior form of rut. Sure, we did speak of love, but at the time we were still kids. The idea we had of love was like the idea two little novices have of nirvana. In love, there is inequality. I am a fascist. You are a slave. And even if I respect you as a sublime slave, you still are a slave nonetheless. You dreamed that even in encroaching old age we’d still be together since life as a couple would prolong life, but being husband and wife only destroys love. You dreamed that even in the memory lapses of old age we’d still be together, that even in the whispering echoes of death we’d still be together. You dreamed that sometimes we’d be sitting silently gazing at the sunset from the balcony of our cool and serene house or that sometimes we’d walk side by side silently in our peaceful orchard looking at the mango flowers wilt and clutter the ground or that sometimes I’d be sitting silently while you read out to me old poems or that sometimes I’d console you silently when you missed our children and grandchildren scattered to the four winds. We still would be together even as near centenarians and your hair would be white and my beard would be white and the shadows of our lives would be but an evanescent faint light. We still would be together since we would’ve each gone through lots of painful experiences, conscious both that a giant’s agony is better than a dwarf’s mirth. You dreamed we’d die silently, with pure hearts and baby smiles on our lips, we’d die understanding death. Sunset and evening star / And one clear call for me! – Tennyson, The Gentleman Poet. Your dream was weird and inane. You didn’t know I wasn’t made to last until old age, even though I’m aware that life is full of marvels. You didn’t know I was fed up with you. It was a boredom I didn’t dare to show. I knew perfectly well I mustn’t abandon you, as it would hurt you and you were my benefactress. All those that knew you and all those that knew me said we were a well-matched couple and no one would be surprised if one day we got married. I never dreamed to that extent. At the time, besides the dream of writing some significant work, I dreamed of travelling all over the world. I’m of this race of solitary and haughty men that sustain themselves on dreams, deride themselves through dreams and copulate with dreams. I was desperate to see the Kitchanakup peak with its profile of a vulture and the Nairanjah river besides which the Buddha spent many years of his life. I was desperate to see the place that might have led me to dare imagine in a realistic fashion the scene in which Theiwathat is swallowed up by the earth that parts at his feet. I would’ve liked to go to South America. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find myself a gaucho in the Pampas and to spend my life thus in a foreign land without ever returning to the old country. I would’ve liked to go to Africa. I would’ve liked to pay a visit to Karen Blixen’s acres of coffee land and to the tomb of Denis Finch Hutton. ‘I am the fighter of the fancy song.’67 I dreamed quietly, I wondered quietly if I’d be able to carry through those dreams. If so, if I could, I’d do it. You knew nothing of my dreams. You only knew I dreamed of one day writing some significant work. We were a couple. We were a lousy couple in that lousy university like so many other young men and women, but you were tougher than I was. You kept wondering what to do to finish your studies within three and a half years and when you learned there indeed was a choice of options that should allow you to be done in three and a half years, you were delighted and applied yourself to achieving that aim. You were of those students I could see dedicating themselves thoroughly to their studies. You managed your time cleverly. You had lots of crazy tricks for the twenty-four hours of each day of your life to be spent in the most worthwhile fashion. You worried about the future. You discussed all manner of social phenomena which you found strange and wanted to be ready to tackle. Why is there such a mushrooming of small shoe resoling enterprises? Why is there such a mushrooming of small clothes mending enterprises? Why do large enterprises announce mass redundancies? Why does the lotusflower bank put notices even in the toilets to ask the staff to save on toilet paper? It was a period of economic recession. You worried about not finding work. Your worries about me at the time were utterly absurd. You often took me on visits to your house by the river for me to think about the ins and outs were I to free myself from you. In fact, like so many others, you knew me very little. You knew nothing about Darreit or Nartaya. Of my scar on my belly I merely told you it was a wound received during a brawl at an age when one acts one’s very worst. At times, you examined me furtively the way your mother had examined me: were my intentions towards you really pure? Was I really serious regarding you? At times, you examined me furtively with an eye heavy with old questions: who was I? where did I come from? what were the heredity and environment that conditioned my nature? At times, you got discouraged. You’d say desperately you’d never imagined you’d fall in love with Satan. You were wrong: I’m not Satan; I’m only a Homo sapiens Satan often takes out for a coffee, that’s all. My potential to do evil didn’t amount to much at the time. Now you are entirely free from me. You are lucky. Look back. You’ll see that the relationship between us was laughable and pitiful. But at the time, I myself was afraid of finally having to live with you until old age. That much worried me a lot. Damn it, we never quarrelled! When I flew off the handle, you remained stony-faced. When I raised my voice, you kept quiet. When I burst into fits of temper of whatever kind, you used reason. When I daydreamed, you said or did something that brought me to my senses. When I let fly, you held me back. When I made a mistake, you used the patience of the maternal sex to correct it. Nobody knew how to keep me under control as well as you did. With me you knew when to be slow, when to be quick, when to be harsh, when to be lenient. In other people’s eyes we were a happy couple; our love seemed of an extreme limpidity and beauty; our love had everything to last. In the chronicle of our love, a strange character made his entrance. His name was Mister Chaweing. He was an old man of almost sixty. A porter, he was in charge of opening and closing the university gates. He saw us so often he recognised us, smiled at us and greeted us. He said he saw lots of other couples separating, but these two didn’t look like they’d ever split. On Loi Krathong68 night, he was drunk. He walked up to us, told us in his drunkenness to love each other for a long time, be honest with each other and not leave each other, then he appeared on the verge of tears. Some emotion must have been upsetting him. I behaved like a fascist. But actually, I was merely a puppet which had the opportunity to play the part of a fascist, and the puppeteer pulling the strings was you. I don’t know where you’d learned all that. Some friends started to remark I was beginning to look tamed because of you. My future was determined by you. What I got coming to me was office work, salary and savings, instalments on the house and instalments on the car, marriage and children. It was nothing else than the cramped, neat and orderly paradise of the middle class which, when you dwell in it, you soon realise is hell, a hell which a multitude queues up to be allowed in, even though anyone in his right mind can figure out it’ll be boring to death. It took me some time to realise it was going to be so if I let myself be manipulated by you, but I wasn’t doing anything yet to prevent you. And it even seemed I was happy. Kriangsak Chomanand was prime minister. I had no opinion on his pipe or his chicken stew with brandy or his 66/23 Political Directive69. The students who had fled into the jungle after the October 6 events were giving themselves up one after the other, which generated much turmoil among the progressives at the U. I had no opinion. Prem Tinsulanonda was army chief. I had no opinion. Sor Worrasing was flyweight world champion. I had no opinion. Jimmy Carter was president of the United States of America. I had no opinion. Argentina won the World Cup and Mario Kempes was their leading goal scorer. I had no opinion. Nongkhai Sor Praphatsorn was crowned best Thai boxer. I had no opinion. Sombat Meithanee shaved his head to play Maha Hin. I had no opinion. David Chiang in a likei outfit played Phayak Yeekei. I had no opinion. Suphaksorn’s student romances climbed on to the bestseller list. I had no opinion. And when in no time the formula ‘I’m fed up!’ in the film adapted from one of those works was on everybody’s lips throughout the land, I had no opinion about that either. During the three years that I was your lover, my universe seemed to shrink and I was happy enough. We were just a crummy couple of lovers in that crummy university. In some ways, you were very young, unaware of the realities of the world to a worrying extent. You let yourself be easily influenced by your reading and you occasionally acted according to the books that impressed you. I guessed without fail that when you asked me to go to Bang Pa-in, it was simply that you wanted to follow the traces of Phloi, the heroine of Four Reigns. I didn’t say anything. The hate I have for Bangkok was too well anchored for me to turn you down. On the mornings we were free we both were glad to travel. We went to catch the train at the central station. The return trip can be done in the day, as Bang Pa-in isn’t far from Bangkok. You had prepared some food in a wicker basket and you acted as though we were going on a picnic. You wore pretty clothes and carried the basket that held foodstuffs and fruit. In Bang Pa-in we had the midday meal under the trees by the pond in front of I don’t know which palace. I can’t remember any longer. I only know it wasn’t the one with the throne of Rama V that we see everywhere on postcards. We were then still adolescents. There still was something puppy-like in your way of being and in my way of being. While you ate, you talked about Phloi and Choi and Khun Sai and Khun Preim and Mrs Pit, so much so that you even stopped eating because you were so excited by what you were saying. Sometimes I made as if to contradict you and prompted you to make as if you were quarrelling with me. At times, you gave yourself airs, pretended to be Mrs Pit, adopted poses a la Mrs Pit, spoke imitating Mrs Pit, and laughed at yourself. You lowered your voice after being silent for a while and said Mrs Pit was a sublime character and would be a sublime person if only a person like her existed. A blond, middle-aged westerner encumbered with a jumble of cameras and accessories, a tourist no doubt, photographed us on the sly without asking for permission, which bugged me a little, and if I almost flung my shoe at his mug it was because he seemed intent on taking your picture rather than mine and something in his eye when he stared at you seemed to be asking for it. But you got angry with me for not being friendly with a foreigner. Your only act of heroism as a young woman was to ask me for an outing to Samet Island. That was under the impulse of a book that impressed you. I guessed without fear of being wrong that, if you asked me to go to Samet, it was because you wanted to meet the shadow of Suwannee Sukhontha70, several of whose short stories take place on the island. I didn’t say anything. The hate I have for Bangkok was too well anchored for me to turn you down. Your only heroic act in your feminine adolescence. You confessed a little later: you’d gone to the seaside with a grimy man; you’d never done anything as extravagant. And yet, we had by then already slept together innumerable times. Eh! How is it that my memories of you are divided unwittingly into two parts I don’t understand? The first before you slept with me; the second after we’d slept together. Never mind. I remember everything anyway, but I’m too lazy to sort out my memories in chronological order. But by that time we’d already slept together innumerable times. And no matter what, that outing is part of the good memories. On the eve of our departure, I had read in bed very late into the night. In the airconditioned coach that drove us to Rayong province, I was drowsy throughout the trip and only fully awoke once seated in the boat heading for Samet. The boat rolled under a merciless wind. You hugged me strongly every time the boat leaned. You seemed about to be seasick. You weren’t quite used to the sea. There was also a group of young lads and lasses on the boat. They all had big suitcases and guitars, smiled at us in a friendly way and made fun of you for being afraid of the sea. I left it to you to decide on our dwelling once we were on the island. It was a bamboo hut, isolated from the other huts, with an elephant-grass roof. In front of the hut there were three or four very old pandanus shrubs pitting their wits against the sea breeze. Their leaves were full of graffiti from some itchy hands and they wore bright yellow fruit spiked all over with prisms like pineapples. That night and the following six nights, we stayed together in the grass-roofed hut by a beach of dazzling white sand. It looked like a fairy tale or a tale born of a pitifully depleted and putrid imagination rather than of reality. The sea and Beethoven piano sonatas – the piano sonatas recorded on cassettes, not the real ones. But the real sea was in front of us. When was it born and when will it dry out? We’ll never know. Sublime nights. When the sky was cloudless, hundreds of thousands of stars glittered. The most ordinary things took on mysterious and bewitching airs as if under a spell. The russet yellow moonlight, the islets, the rows of coconut trees, the dark masses of rocks took mysterious and peculiar airs as if under a spell. Ceaseless waves noisily reached the shore. How many a day? We’ll never know. We helped each other cook the rice and prepare simple dishes. With big stones we made a tripod and we used dead wood gleaned in the forest. Your cheeks were smeared with specks of soot and the smoke of the fire made you cough and sneeze so much your tears ran down. The beach curved into a moon crescent; the grains of sand, white, fine and polished to a sparkle by sun, rain, dew, waves and time; the little huts standing apart from one another, their front giving out on the sea, each discrete hut rapt in prayer like a monk’s cell in a meditation centre, though actually this was the paradise of promiscuity… Are the couples of lovers that had gone to the island together that time still couples? I wonder. The emerald sea where Sunthorn Phoo fancied he saw sirens and marine ogres. The undines in Thai imagination… The demons in Thai imagination… In those days, Samet was still very primitive, so that we had to swallow quinine pills against malaria, and the supernatural power of Mother Thapthim, the protector of the island, was still awesome. I don’t know how you managed it but a shell made a gash in your foot at nightfall and I had to walk alone in the dark along the shore in the thick shadow of tall trees with angry-looking foliage to reach the other side of the island where there was a jetty where fishing boats came to and lined up and a grocery store lit by a hurricane lamp where I was able to buy antiseptic and plaster. The wound healed and the scar remained. The plant of the left foot or the right? I can’t remember any longer. We were happy to cook simple food and to eat simple food and you must remember how gratefully I looked at you when I learned you’d brought coffee. With your foot wounded, you stopped bathing in the sea, but I kept taking you hobbling along around the island to fish on the rocks with an old fishing rod someone had discarded and shrimp or cuttlefish for bait. We never caught a single fish but we were happy. One afternoon there was a downpour. The opaque white raindrops fell in hatchings twisted by the gusts. A fishing boat came into view through the curtain of rain like a long-lost prehistoric animal, cleaving the waves in two towards the coast where it would anchor. When the rain stopped, we met a young western traveller who was strolling alone along the beach. Bare-chested, barefoot, his slight body emerged from patched-up jeans. He smiled at us with a child’s smile, pointed at the rainbow with his finger and said as if in a dream, Paradise! Paradise! On the fourth night, the other couples that had come on the same boat as us had organised a very simple party by making a campfire on the beach and insisted on us joining them. Someone played the guitar while singing an ultra-sad Simon and Garfunkel song about the wanderings of a young poet and singer – ‘Homeward bound’… Someone else played the harmonica beautifully. Yet another, with long hair under a white cap, sang and played the guitar well. That night, I knocked back many beers and I was three sheets to the wind as should be. Late into the night, when everybody had run out of tunes and songs to interpret, I played ‘The starlight of faith’ on the harmonica with great difficulty but, being drunk, I gave it my all. None of these youngsters knew that song – don’t you think that’s amazing? – but they found the tune very nice. That night, the stars were beautiful, the breeze blew hard, the flames danced. I could see my reflection in your eyes. You happened to be the prettiest of the girls gathered there that evening. The boys in the group had suspicious and envious glances. How could a fellow like me, looking coarse and ferocious like a beast, have conquered your heart? I remember a young girl in the group with a bizarre charm. She liked the sound of my harmonica and I gave her a wink on the sly as an inveterate seducer, totally forgetting that one fellow in the group was probably her boyfriend – this kind of move, if her lover had seen it, would easily have earned me a correction. She sang without any accompaniment from either guitar or harmonica after having long let her friends coax her and having long sought excuses and declined out of embarrassment. And she had only sung a few lines when she burst out laughing and made as if to give up, saying she couldn’t remember the rest of the song. And I, well intentioned, helped her to carry on, so she could sing the song to the end. She smiled at me to thank me. ‘Green, green grass of home’, by Joan Baez. She had a very natural voice. Her eyes, in the pulsating light of the campfire, made me almost forget you. Oh, she wasn’t as pretty as you, but she had incredible charm. She wore her hair short like a boy and when she smiled, two little creases appeared on either side of her nose, and she wore a white American singlet that showed off the roundness of her milky white arms and shoulders and, almost every time she raised her arm, I could see without trying to the rim of her flesh-coloured bra. Funny girl who kept laughing in embarrassment! The creases around her nose, that must be what gave her charm, or was it that I liked the song she sung? An ancient song that stirred the dust of memory, a marvellous invitation to regret a very varied past, including the bittersweet taste of times gone by, of hard to recall laughs and cries, of magnificent dreams, of sublime hopes, of errors and deaths and many other things besides. During the hot season of that year, I alleged again that I was to follow summer courses not to have to go back and see Daen. Had I gone to the South, I would no doubt have learned what had happened to Daen, which would’ve resulted in changing my life, but given that I didn’t do so, I knew nothing. He wrote me a letter including a postal order to tell me he’d been slightly injured, he had to be operated on in hospital and he added that he was thinking of leaving active service. He told me I didn’t have to worry about tuition fees. He’d keep handling them until I finished my studies or until I found work or until I was established in life. On the following months, there were no more letters from him, only postal orders. I was stupid enough to just cash in the postal orders without writing to him. Furthermore, not to go back to the South was tantamount to neglecting the means to extend my deferment of military service. And furthermore, I hadn’t gone through the third year of training course prior to military service which, had I completed it, would have exempted me from conscription. I knew that the only way for a young Thai to avoid military service was to go through the training course. But I had already lived a lot, and in complete freedom. I could no longer stand regulations and discipline. I thought very little about military service and it cost me much frustration later on. Military service was a warning that, no matter what, I was an integral part of the state, an integral part of human society, and I had to put myself at the service of society. Being a soldier means putting yourself at the service of your race. Being a soldier is nothing more than that. Refusing service is against the law, which is something I don’t want to care about, be it written by man or given us by the gods. Mark Aurelius himself led his troops in combat, for all his being a rapt and thoroughly sad stoic. I was living my life. I’d had an inept life under the heavens where I was born and where one day I’d die. I was in love again.

I loved you and did so in the barbarian way that is mine. For how many years have we known each other? Seven years, eight years already? We met seven years ago for the first time and we saw each other for the last time three months ago. You are only a little girl, a little girl forever. You are progressing in your career; I’m regressing towards old age inexorably. You know how to plan your life; I don’t. You are always strong, full of life, full of common sense and capable of using reason, but I’m apathetic and, adrift and tossed about, moving farther and farther away from the world of reality. Weariness and weakness drench my entire body to the tips of my nails and hair like a drizzle. I’m no longer keen to keep on living. What do you want from me exactly? Why don’t you tell me frankly that you don’t want to see me anymore? that you don’t want to know if I’m still alive? Do you think I’m so eager to meet you? If I still feel like seeing you once again, it’s for you only and not at all for me. Maybe I’ll go mad for good, maybe I’ll kill myself, and you’ll be tormented by a feeling of culpability as someone who was once close to me. You aren’t in a position to help me. Maybe I’ll go and see you once more, freshly polished up, freshly dressed up to look good and talk in earnest for you to feel better, and after that I’ll wander off on the path of my own delirium, dawdling at random along the unmarked path that is mine. If you’ve helped me without surcease, if you’ve borne with me without surcease, it is because you feel pity for me, right? So you think I’m someone pitiful? You must be mad. Who do you think you are? What makes you think that pitying other people is morally just? You act like the leftists of prehistory who put the entire people in the same basket. Damn it. I’m an individual provided with individuality just as much as everyone else. Each individual is a free state and has his own territorial integrity. In this world, on this planet, there are about five billion free states, as many as inhabitants. Have I ever told you that you are a state and that I am a state? When will we unite to form one and the same state, hey, when? to produce little states? I’ve never hidden the contempt I have for you. Most of the time you didn’t protest because you are a stoic – almost all Buddhists are stoics, people that do nothing but observe themselves and wish passionately to demand nothing from others. Over the years, my ‘extremist’ vision of the world had only sharpened and it was you who suffered most from the consequences. I was angry and resentful. I greeted everything with derision and you had to force yourself to listen to me. That was at a time when I read ravenously and spent all my time in the library, and I was showing the symptoms that some alleged sages (your Phutthathart for instance) qualify as symptoms of knowledge intoxication. The tide of books in room number fifteen at Chainarm was rising ceaselessly and from the floor almost reached the ceiling. You were glad that, nevertheless, I had no vices other than smoking and drinking coffee. I love you. Forgive me for going my own way. I’m not very good at humouring women, especially those I’ve slept with, as I hold that, from then on, there’s no point in fussing about them. I love you, but why did I rush so much into sleeping with you? Why didn’t I wait for you to give me your body and your heart as women give their bodies and their hearts to their betrothed on their wedding night? It might have been better, surely. Or is it because I put no trust in marriage, because I’m averse to life as a couple and the family institution makes me feel sick? I’ve never known what a warm and stable family life is like. I grew up in the atypical family of a timorous criminal and timorous adulteress while you thought of a united family. It can be said that with you it comes from instinct: you and a strong and courageous man whom you love and your home and your children reared to be good people in order to brighten up an increasingly black world. We used to be a couple. You loved me but I loved my own love. You have wings. You are a white swan. Whoever loves has wings. I have no wings. I stand amid wild flowers as dawn tries to break and gaze at you as you float farther and farther away, perfectly aware that I am unable to follow you, and I content myself with gazing at you with regret. Or if I have wings, they are bat wings. In the daytime, I’m not really mad, maybe because I sleep most of the time. But at night, I’m utterly mad. I come to wonder if sunrays weaken madness whereas moonlight kindles it. Exhausted. Why exhausted? Or maybe it’s because I’m trying to unload everything that’s on my chest? It was pretty shoddy of me to sleep with your friend and it’s pretty shoddy of me to consider leaving her. I’m trying to unload everything that’s on my chest, as after that I’ll sink into a vast and void silence, the silence of space, the silence of the cosmos. The human ear probably cannot perceive that silence. I take up free space in the world. The world takes up free space in the universe. I’m a tiny part of the world and I’m also a tiny part of the universe – for all times, from the farthest past before man appeared up until I came into the world and thus in the limitless future until the day when the world, destroyed, will die out. This infinitely short period of time is the period of time in which I was born and in which I live. That is it, me. Lying motionless somewhere on the skin of the world at the same time as earth moves, at the same time as the sun, at the same time as the galaxy in the direction of the Milky Way, which is a trajectory whose parameters escape me. Starting from where? From the centre of the universe? Going where? I don’t know. Fuelled by the strength of the original blast I don’t remember how many million years ago, is that it? I don’t remember. The Big Bang theory, that’s what it’s called. But I know that a theory might be faulty. I’m on this earth like all of us that have ever existed, exist or will ever exist. For how long I’ve no idea. That the human species keeps propagating for an indeterminate period of time on this planet or on some other star, in any case, it’s from that moment that I’ve dreamed of writing, that I’ve dreamed of dedicating my life to writing, that I’ve dreamed of suffering, of boredom. The pangs of parched torment are born of writing: this is a thought of a masochist bend. But now I know its taste well and I’m thinking of putting an end to it forever. I hate writing – and I love you. Oh, don’t be afraid. Don’t be embarrassed. There is no one but you and me. You are there, I’m here, in different places but not at different times. The mind is faster than light. Thought travels without going through time. Stop focusing on the mysteries of light, you physicists of all kinds! Not so long ago, I came to realise that what I liked most in the world was me and, second best, writing. I didn’t like lousy society or lousy nation or lousy people or lousy democracy as much as I liked lousy me and my lousy writing. But from now on, I hate it, writing. Writing and thinking are the preserve of the gods. Being alone and quiet, reading or listening to music or gazing through the window and smoking a cigarette and thinking, that’s happiness. It’s such a deep and sublime activity, especially when you think in depth of deep issues and when you think supremely of supreme issues. But writing consists in trying to transmit those thoughts. That’s buffalo work. Only a buffalo has the patience to go through it. Whether a genius or a moron, a buffalo is still a buffalo. Day in day out, such work only earns a buffalo imprecations for buffaloes; such work only earns a buffalo honours for buffaloes. And even if a buffalo doesn’t care about imprecations or honours, it is only the lack of care of a buffalo. And the buffalo that isn’t a moron must care about at least two imperatives of writing, namely writing with integrity, which is impossible, and writing with intelligence, which is just as impossible. Impossible or practically impossible. But writing with integrity and with intelligence, isn’t that the same thing? I hate thinking. Thinking is death. Trying to think is trying to kill oneself. I hate writing. Writing is death. Trying to write is trying to kill oneself. I no longer dream of writing. I’m totally fed up with playing Russian roulette with fate. When was it man started to lie to man? For how many tens of thousands of years have we lost the ability to express ourselves frankly? But I love you and I like to think about you. I long to sleep with my head on your lap as a child longs to sleep on his mother’s lap. I see you crying all the time. And in my feeling of drift, the sound of your cries is the sound of the cries of a white swan. The memory I have of you is a memory as beautiful as a December sky, as a maze of coral, as love, as rock crystal, more precious than everything I’ve ever had in life. Cold. Here it is cold. But why the mosquitoes? Or is it because we are near the river? I see them clearly, the flowers scattered on your head, on your shoulders, on the pages of the book you are reading and even in your glass of coffee, yellow flowers – of yellow flame trees and, uh, of earpod wattle also. At that time, we hadn’t slept together yet and I gazed longingly and furtively at you on one of the benches of an open-air bar in the public park of a quiet little town, a riverside town, a town where you had the feeling you were at home. It was the first time you had taken me to see your parents. We were there as fledgling sweethearts, swimming in the emerald sea of the quivers of desire, forgetting everything. We didn’t have time enough to get wise to the fact that before long we’d be pathetic old people. We were lost in our original jungle. We travelled to the confines of our imagination. Man grows old quickly and dies quickly. Man is no elephant. Love makes us stupid and stupidity makes us happy. A deeper happiness than the happiness of stupidity there is not. How could we say that in Pali? Or was it that bright thoughts came to you as you walked holding my arm and chatted and laughed as we went to sit down at the open-air bar and let the golden rays filtering through the foliage draw trembling shadows on the skin of your body in the soft light of a July morning yellow like gold, like amber, like whisky, of a colour almost alike the colour of your skin? Your arms had the same fine down as your nape as I glimpsed furtively when you raised your hair. That was another beautiful morning in life. Why do I find it beautiful? Maybe because then we hadn’t slept together yet. Why is it that these days people are in such a hurry to sleep together? I’d like to love someone, love her for a long time without sleeping with her, as previous generations did. I’d like each step in the walk towards love to be punctuated with sacred heartbeats. No doubt, that would be better. But then there I was forcing you, and that, because I’m far from being someone with a noble heart. So far that… so far – so far that I can’t find the words needed to express it. Thirty-seven million light-years away. I underestimated you. I behaved with you like a wild beast. You said afterwards that you felt as if the sun had burst, covering the sky with cracks before everything was swallowed by darkness. Your sky had cracked and tumbled down like broken glass, and then you were forever blaming yourself for trusting me too much. How could I have done that to you? One day, at dawn, we went together to the piano lesson room. At the time, we’d only had a few serious conversations. I had got up very early and gone to wait in the coffee shop near the library. The students were hardly beginning to arrive, one by one or in small groups, but those that stayed in the neighbouring hostels were still in sweat-drenched sportswear. A cold season morning. Everything all around was of a sullen tranquillity. You greeted me casually. You smiled at me with your spontaneous childish smile. You asked me whether I’d go to the music room with you. I’d have been a bloody fool not to accept. I swiped my books, slipped the packet of cigarettes in my shirt pocket and chucked in my glass of coffee and my daydreams. The room for piano coaching was a small room in a corner of an old school building. Through the window, you could see centuries-old rain trees that shed their leaves freely. I opened the window wide and took a long, deep breath for the fresh air to vivify my nerves enough so that I’d be in close touch with reality again. As you bent over your notebook, you said without turning towards me that you didn’t play well at all and you had to train. You weren’t trying to find excuses; you spoke in a very natural way, without any trace of embarrassment. I looked at you from behind, looked at your long black glossy hair, your white, clean uniform shirt. I don’t understand how girls always manage to have impeccable white shirts. Your sea-blue skirt made your complexion all the more radiant. And when the piano notes arose, a poignant pain got hold of me. I had no idea which sonata of which composer you were playing or if you merely hit the piano keys, but in any case that’s a beautiful memory and if it’s beautiful, it’s because I hadn’t slept with you yet. It seems I don’t know how to respect women or I show respect to them only to sleep with them. But I didn’t pretend to have a fever, you know. It happened just like that. And my symptoms were in no way serious. And you cried, which made me think of the tears of a white swan. But once I had slept with you that first time, I slept with you again and again and you still cried. You were dumbfounded. You were weak. You couldn’t resist. You found yourself in a condition you didn’t understand. You tried to flee from me as much as you craved to be near me at all times. Before sleeping with you, I had already felt like that, and I was rather pleased with myself that it was now your turn to feel it and there I was holding all the aces. Men have nothing to worry about. Women have to worry about the eyes of society and have to worry about what to do if they get pregnant and have to worry about whether the man with whom they sleep isn’t going to pass some nasty disease onto them. But I’m truly ashamed, darling, of sin. Except that, if I slept with you so often, it’s because I have irrepressible sexual urges. They come ceaselessly, they come every day, more or less, and I’m an ordinary being, not a gentleman in a novel polished until it is pure and clean to the point that you can smell its cleanliness. Every time I thought hard about you, my resolutions and common sense lay in smithereens. It’s you yourself who took me to Suan Moak with the members of the Buddhist circle. It was before we slept together and it’s yet another beautiful memory, even if before we left I sulked and told you off, saying it wasn’t necessary for me to pretend to be with it. At the time, whoever wished to be with it had to go to Suan Moak. But once we reached the place, I realised I could be happy there. I had long given up going to the temple. But over there, it was a monastery unlike any other, full of trees of all sizes and which was nothing but calm and serenity, with its monks’ cells, small old huts wide apart from one another. Sometimes, when I made noise walking, I felt guilty as I was afraid to disturb the contemplation of the others. Over there I saw jungle cocks, slight and nimble, that came to peck in the small yards in front of the cells at the rice the monks gave them. And I saw big-sized flying lemurs dashing in and out of treetops and I saw mouse deer as well and I had great pleasure following the slow flight of racket-tailed drongos. The atmosphere was solemn and restful, with subtle whiffs of early Buddhism that gave me the feeling that in the course of my stroll I was any minute now going to run into the Buddha. During our stay there, it looked as though you and I had grown apart as, after all, it was a monastery, not a public park. We met and talked to each other in full view of everybody. We went to the central pavilion to listen to talks on dharma and exegeses on points of doctrine to which I understood nothing or which I didn’t fancy at all. The dormitories for women and for men were separate. Electricity was turned off at ten every night. It was a period devoid of worries and I felt my health improve amazingly. And most surprising during those six or seven days I had no sexual urges, until the idea came to you to ask me to go up the Nang Ei hill – how was it they said it: Nang Ei or Nang Ae? You wanted to see the panorama from a high spot. At first, we were due to go there in a group but the fellows of the Buddhist association had scattered I don’t know where, so I suggested we went ahead and when we sat down to wait for a while we didn’t see anyone coming to join us (we later learned they had gone to bathe at the mineral water spring instead). We took a narrow footpath that wove between clumps of trees with monks’ cells on either side increasingly wider apart from one another and eventually we found ourselves alone you and me. In the forest, there was only the sound of the wind, the call of squirrels that jumped from branch to branch, the whisper of water on rocks or else the collective scansion of children in the elementary school close to the monastery. I let you walk ahead. You seemed to enjoy yourself like a child in search of adventure. You wore jeans so old they were a faded white, white sports shoes and a white t-shirt tucked into the jeans. You looked spruce, self-assured and without worry, like a model in a sanitary towel ad. Sweat covered the back of your t-shirt so much it formed streaks. You looked here and there, your eyes on trees and rocks as if afraid to lose your way. Yet for all that you were beaming. The path turned increasingly steep. As I was behind you and lower down, I speculated on the shapes of your dressed body to compare them with when you’d be naked. When I think of a woman in whatever context, sooner or later I must think of her naked body. I am an animal and, in the condition close to death that is mine, I do not wish to disguise the animal in me under all manner of finery culture produces to camouflage emotions. You weren’t aware of anything. You had other things on your mind than sexual concerns. As you hoisted yourself onto a rocky overhang, you turned round and held out your arm to me and asked me jokingly if I needed a hand. I took your arm by way of an answer just as you started to pull me up gently. I hoisted myself to your level, heard the cooing of a dove somewhere, which weakened and stopped only to start anew, weaker than before, and finally stopped. You were softly gasping for breath. Sweat covered your face. You were no taller than my chin. You lowered your eyes behind your thin gold-rimmed glasses. Your chest heaved out of exhaustion or surprise or under some emotion, I don’t know. I didn’t dare to guess. I was still holding your hand. It was wet with sweat. The hand of a country girl. The hand of a girl learning the piano. Very softly, you squeezed my wrist to imply I should release you. I pretended not to understand the gesture and drew you to me and kissed your red lips with the feeling of eating a red rose, so fast you didn’t have time to react, but then you pushed me away and hit me with all your strength and took flight. In front of us there was a rest pavilion. You stopped and waited for me there, pulling on your wet t-shirt that stuck to your skin. High above, the sky was black with clouds. Gibbons called out and in a furious flapping of wings, turtledoves caught the wind sideways and were gone. Don’t ever do those tomfooleries of yours again, you hear, you said firmly, pointing at the fronton of the pavilion, which bore the inscription ‘No immoral acts’ as if to find protection under it. That means there must be a lot of them, ‘immoral acts’, I thought angrily. Suan Moak is riddled with couples in love. But I shouldn’t have slept with you. You were furious. You were crying out of resentment. And it happened so fast. We hadn’t been intimate all that long. Our friendship was still fairly new. You spoke on a wistful tone and you shook, disgusted with yourself that it had happened so fast. You only thought of blaming yourself, thoughts I could guess and hear formulated thus: I behaved like a slut, I behaved like a slut. Came the weekend, you almost didn’t dare to go back home, didn’t dare meet your friends or acquaintances. You weren’t able to behave normally. Whatever you did or thought, you finally realised that your thoughts were getting bogged down in a whirl of sterile mud. When I slept with you the first time, I thought you were a virgin. Even though I wasn’t born yesterday and was influenced by western thought enough to be indifferent to virginity in a woman, this belief of a kind had me rather jolly while you remained inert and let the tears roll down your face. One day, before we slept together, you asked me candidly why the figure 69 had an obscene meaning. That question provoked in me an irrepressible lust for you. In the room, there was only one chair, in front of the desk, and you sat on it. I was reclining on the bed. The room was too cramped and you were very near me and it would’ve been easy for me to grab you and hug you had I let myself go to madness in the least. I answered, I know why but I can’t explain it to you. That’s it, I remember, it’s coming back to me, under my boiling cranium bathed in sweat on this freezing night, icy like the realm of death. I remember: Chainarm number fifteen, the indigent digs of a famished student. I can see now how you started then, pursed your lips and went straight to the half-open door to open it wide. Your face was flushed. That’s what made me think you were a virgin. A virgin that would be boring to deflower, boring and annoying, as it would require the patience of a bonsai enthusiast and the minutia of an engraver of minting plates, and to hell if those two qualities weren’t most limited in me! Even though I didn’t like virgins, I didn’t find them repugnant. It’d be madness to invent for oneself such a crummy bias against women. Why are there virgins, if not to be sacrificed? But that day I didn’t touch you, not even a hair. And now, with hindsight, how beautiful it is that I didn’t touch you! If I always thought you were a virgin, it was that some of your spontaneous attitudes led me to believe it, like the day it rained and you came on your bicycle under the rain to meet me as I waited for you in front of the library, do you remember? It was almost eight in the evening. One hand on the handlebar, the other pulling on the white shirt of your uniform so that it didn’t stick to your skin, so that you could hide the curves of your chest from prying eyes. And I looked up and glanced discreetly and told myself those indeed were breasts no hand had ever touched but yours when you took a bath or on some nights in the intimacy of your bedroom when erotic urges came to you, most natural urges as everyone has but no one dares to mention because morality reproves and represses them absolutely, or when you have a sudden mischievous curiosity and you touch them comparing them mentally with those of other women or you touch them as you worry about a serious disease such as cancer or want only to check they are of the same size or they have nothing abnormal. Seeing your hand pull on the bottom of your rain-soaked shirt I thought you were a virgin. And that other time as well, the time I sat with my back to a pine tree on a bench by the pond. You came and stood in front of me and bent over to tell me Let’s go and eat together. If you are broke, never mind. You bent over me and slapped a book against your décolleté for fear that my mischievous eyes would dive down between your parting breasts. So I never saw a hint of what I should’ve seen, but I liked you to be proper and on your guard. Women are not sexual commodities. Virgins are especially on their guard. Your hair was getting long and you asked me If I cut it it’d be better, wouldn’t it? – No way, I answered. I like it. I like women with long hair. So you didn’t cut it, but wore a ribbon. That way, in the bus, it might not slap a neighbour in the face. When it was really hot, you complained because it got tangled up and was bathed in sweat. But you didn’t cut it. On some days, when you came to the U, you sat down and kept still for me to redo the knot, but we were both still very young. That it was I who redid your knot had nothing improper, and it was something stupid and lovely and it was beautiful that we were only more or less official sweethearts and still hadn’t slept together. You were always careful that your body didn’t touch or brush against mine, even in crowded buses. But in any case you were an ordinary woman and you had to handle the zany problems of your womanly condition. When you tried to wear high-heeled shoes, you told me that walking gave you cramps, the shoes were too tight above the heels and you had to stick plaster there, which made you grouchy for days. When you put on your student uniform, you had to secure your skirt to the belt in your back with a paper clip so that the hem at the back didn’t stick up. That was yet another thing that made you grouchy. You once entrusted me with your handbag while you went to buy a bottle of water. I’ll be right back, you said, and I opened it discreetly just to have a look. There was a comb and a hair slide, there was a small ruler and a small eraser, there was a Snoopy cartoon and there was a well-wrapped-up adhesive sanitary towel. What the heck did women do to suffer the malediction of menses? Dreadful. Truly dreadful. The most repugnant thing of their most fascinating organ. What a big contrast! as they say in English. Poets wax lyrical over the beauty of women and make as if they didn’t know women have menses. I love you. But the echo of my musings on you is jammed; it no longer has the purity of crystal. It was before I slept with you that the echo of my musings on you had the purity of crystal, like an astronomical lens. But you were no virgin, as you know. I had got that entirely wrong. When you revealed the truth to me, it was as if a hard object had bashed me on the nape or behind the ear, generating dull pain and bewilderment. And vindictive fury. But vindictive towards what, I knew not. I only knew it was an absolute fury, like a volcano that wants to smother the entire world under its lava. I should never have met you or become intimate with you or slept with you. I would never have had to know anything about you. Sorry. I can’t control myself. The night goes on quiet and increasingly icy. Silence shatters against the howling of dogs, the noises of insects, the mowing of cows, the sad breathing of odd things, the faint laughs of odd things from I don’t know which direction or how far away or what they are exactly. But soon silence swallows them entirely like dormant water. I’ve hurt you again. I keep hurting you. You were increasingly weak after you slept with me, whereas before that you probably didn’t love me. Sleeping with me had made you weak. You started to have female demands and you started to worry about the future. You were afraid I’d leave you and you kept waiting for me like a cheap prostitute. Darling, you are a good and damn stupid woman, a slave similar to a cheap prostitute. You had to be downtrodden like a doormat. You couldn’t accept the idea that the sex drive concerns only the flesh, is nothing but the search for physical happiness. You were afraid of it. It took you a long time to take timorous pleasure in it, and as soon as you took pleasure in it, you were scared of being able to take pleasure in something so repulsive. It was so disgusting and shameful for you to be able to find pleasure in something as vile and repulsive! The first times we slept together, you refused adamantly to go back home and you cried non-stop and no matter how I tried to coax you, you wouldn’t listen. In front of a woman’s tears, I turn to jelly. I know: I’m not an exceptional man, I mean not particularly rotten. I have a weak heart, and feel pity easily. You cried like a little girl. You cried like an abandoned child. You were scared your parents would notice surreptitious changes. That had you worrying yourself sick all day long and all night long. I was struck with incredulity when you told me you were no virgin. There was nothing extraordinary in my women having slept with other men. But someone like you should never have slept on the sly with anyone. I knew you well enough. You had nothing of the wild bimbo who beds the first man that comes along. You could be many things, but what you couldn’t be was a sex adventuress. And, all the time I had known you, I had never seen you being particularly intimate with anyone, although you had lots of male friends. With whom? I asked. On the one hand, I told myself you were joking. He must have been someone to envy: you must have loved him a lot to have slept with him. But on the other hand, I felt the heat wave of jealousy swell. It was a feeling I’d never have thought I’d be capable of. I made as if I wasn’t really interested in that fact, but I couldn’t pretend for long. You yourself were ill at ease, anguished. You were tormented by the secret you had to keep and it had become an increasingly heavy burden you didn’t succeed in getting rid of. You were condemned to bear it all your life. You were trying to forget, but couldn’t. Each attempt led to despair. Have you ever had a secret? you asked out of the blue. You didn’t expect any answer. You asked just to be able to say, In that case, you don’t know what torture it is to keep a secret; it’s awful. I feel like I’m impure, you said as if to exchange commiserations. We were lying together alone the two of us, in Chainarm number fifteen. A March afternoon was ending, stifling and dim. Tension had risen slowly and long before that, because you were unusually quiet and sad and you kept lying on the bed you’d got used to, your face buried deep into the pillow. When I turned your face towards me, I noticed your eyes were red and your eyelids swollen. You hugged me fiercely and you started to cry. You had nothing of the adult you flattered yourself to be; you were only a terribly weak child. I liked it that you dared to cry in my presence. You’ve never pretended to be strong when you weren’t strong as women do these days. I didn’t know how to console you. No one had ever consoled me. I’ve never learned from anyone how to console someone. I’ve learned to console myself on my own. What you were confronted with was an emotional crisis. It was you yourself who had decided to face it rather than avoid it as usual. Was I part of your decision? I didn’t try to fathom your suffering. No, I didn’t even try to understand it. No one can truly understand someone else’s suffering. As for tormenting oneself for someone else, forget about it. It may happen that one torments oneself for someone else, but that’s only because one hopes to profit from so doing in one way or another. You had been thinking about it night and day for quite some time and for quite some time night and day tormenting yourself. Finally, you spoke up. You had to confide in someone. It might make me suffer, but not necessarily. You only told yourself I had to be told. You were taking the risk to divulge for the first time what you’d buried deep in the secrecy of your heart four years earlier, four years before I slept with you. Since then, the poison had spread all over and was showing its noxiousness without respite. You’d thought it wouldn’t take you long to forget, but it was like a spectre haunting you when you were or thought you were alone. I didn’t know what you were up to and I began to wonder whether I had taken leave of my senses, even though I still didn’t know how bad it was, and dull pain spread out in a hard to understand way inside my cranium like food-loaded ants fleeing a flood, like animals caught in a jungle fire. You went silent again, which further thickened the heavy atmosphere that reigned in the room. I was adrift and bewildered, going so far as to think you were telling me you were about to leave me and getting ready to receive that pain. You stopped crying but you still went on moaning and whispering incomprehensible words. The shriek of the fan was a real pain, its breath scattering the cigarette ashes. You repeated that I had to know, I must absolutely be told. Whichever way one looked at it, I had to know. It wouldn’t be fair for me not to know. I said that if it was something hideous you didn’t wish to reveal, you might as well keep it to yourself, but you insisted on speaking up. In any case, if there were negative consequences, you’d be the one to bear them mostly. You had been dissatisfied for a long time, especially since you had made the mistake of giving in to me. Anxiety and frustration surged through you wave after wave. You didn’t want to be alone and that’s why you came to see me often. Your nights were a torment. You found you couldn’t hold still in your room and couldn’t find sleep. You procrastinated nonetheless, telling yourself that I was going to despise you and eventually I’d try to break away once I knew you’d already slept with a man. Most men react like this, don’t they? Even if they pretend to be modern and broadminded. You speak as though you didn’t want it to be so, but in any case I’m not like that, I said, uneasy, feeling pity for you also. I didn’t quite realise how much you were suffering. With you, I’m totally conscious of my condition as long as I’m still able to control myself. My remark made you smile wryly. You remained lying still for a while and lit a cigarette to relieve your frustration. You inhaled the smoke deeply and coughed. You were still silent. You made as if to squash the cigarette in the ashtray but then had a last drag before stubbing the cigarette and hugging me hard. That man was very different from me, you told me. Did you invite him home as you had with me, I asked. Never, but your father and your mother knew him. What did he look like? I couldn’t picture him in my mind. And what was his name? I didn’t ask, or else maybe it was that I didn’t want to know what you didn’t want me to know or I knew the time and place weren’t right or maybe it was my jealousy that prevented me from daring to ask. O Kangsadarn, in my dreams I see you crying. I am sorry for you. I am sorry for myself. For the both of us. I’ve had enough of listening to music, even if at times I’m dying to listen to some more. It’s one of the dirty tricks of life. It leads life to destruction. Exactly like books, actually. One day that we were together in the library, you brought me the photograph of someone. I asked Who is it? – Yehudi Menuhin, you answered. Do you know him ? you asked. I’m pretty sure I heard his name somewhere, I answered. I only know he is a violinist. – He performed once at the National Theatre, you said. And you said, after being silent for a while, that at one time you received private tuition in violin. You wanted to play the violin as a virtuoso like Charles Ingalls in Little House on the Prairie, Laura Ingalls Wilder’s book which had impressed you so much. Didn’t that make you want to know how to play the violin, you asked. When we talk in the library, we must whisper, so you lowered your head towards mine and got very close. No, I answered. Oh! you growled in a voice that sounded like it. It means you didn’t appreciate it enough. All those who read this book and appreciate it feel like playing the violin and owning a rocking chair. You were certain of it. You sounded like a child. Your voice and the way you spoke above all were those of a child. You told me you’d practised the violin for a while but eventually had given up. I myself had played the guitar for a while until I grew calluses on my fingers when I was a teenager but had given up, disgusted, for lack of any progress. I thought you must’ve given up for the same reason. You asked me if I remembered you had told me that at one time you had played the violin. I answered Of course I remember. That violin was a birthday present from your parents on the day you were sixteen. You are very different from me. We all were children once. We all had a childhood and, no doubt about that, childhood has its sufferings. We often look at our past with contempt in our eyes and turn in hope towards the future. On some days, I recall your peaceful house and its orchard hidden in the dense green of the trees by the river and desperately seek your past with the eye. I can’t imagine how you could ever have been a little girl. It seems that, in that past, you grew up under another sky and under another sun. You told me that sometimes it was what you felt as well.




dream song

A wounded dear leaps highest.

Emily Dickinson, Poems



 You told me that throughout your childhood you kept moving houses and each time you had to move you were taken with melancholy. You missed the places and the people that had become familiar to you, but altogether never really suffered from deep melancholy until your father retired and decided to settle down in Chachoengsao. You were then in the final year of secondary at the provincial college and you still bicycled to school like most other girls. You quickly took to Chachoengsao. It is a town flanked by a river and reputed for the fertility of its orchards and rice fields. You often went to the riverside market with your mother and you took pleasure strolling through it, gazing at the vegetables and local culinary specialties. You remembered as if it were yesterday the first time you saw the old wooden Chinese shophouses all around the market. You liked one grocery in particular, which sold milled rice, palm sugar in cans and freeze-dried coffee. It was a shop with well-displayed goods and the floor, made of large boards, shone, so that you told yourself you’d like to own a grocery. At the market there were shrimps and fish freshly arrived from the sea. There were peas, eggplants and cucumbers freshly arrived from the gardens, and snakeheads, catfish and climbing perch freshly arrived no doubt from the rice fields. You liked it that there was an early produce market and you didn’t like it when people said that before long it would be replaced by a supermarket. In the morning, the riverside market in a provincial town… You always woke up early. That was your only trick to keep in a good mood and you already knew by then that being in a jolly good mood helps push back old age. Sometimes, when you were free, you took a public transport boat to venture outside of the district. Your destination was Bang Khla, another small district along the river. It had nothing but gardens and orchards, fields and rice fields and the fruit in season, starting with oblong and perfumed Thai melons, so ripe their skins burst and their flesh was grainy, and papayas with mottled skins and amber flesh, gourds and mangoes and jackfruits and sapodillas, and an old temple hosting thousands of bats. You liked the river very much. You liked the flow of the river and the soft breeze on the river and the boats plying it. There were market gardeners’ and fishermen’s boats as well as ferries with steering oars and public shuttle boats. You also liked the houseboats that could still be seen from time to time. You looked at the river every day, as your house was by the river. Of course there was also a waterfront pavilion, where you went to revise your lessons, do your homework and sometimes learn the violin with the help of a manual, which didn’t make you progress in any way. In that pavilion sometimes you slept a perfectly sound sleep and woke up all refreshed. You were of sturdy constitution, a little too plump actually, as you didn’t try to curb the urge to nibble that nature bestows upon all women equally. You wished you could have told someone in the empty expanse of your musings that you loved the river and the houseboats. Some of the houseboats had rows of flowerpots on their verandas; some had narrow strips of earth as well flanked with boards and planted with holy basil and sweet basil. They looked like floating gardens. Sometimes, looking through them, you could see a white puppy chasing and barking at the butterflies swarming over the flowers. Sometimes, on some houseboats, you saw an old woman wearing a loincloth folded the old-fashioned way and a sleeveless round-neck blouse, cutting rings of fresh betel she then lined up on a flat bamboo tray or sometimes chewing her betel and coating her lips with perfumed wax while railing against her mischievous grandson busy stripping to splash in the water with mates of his age. Sometimes, on the accommodation ladder, you saw a young woman, her sarong knotted under the armpits, proceed meticulously with her toilet, but as soon as a shuttle boat came by she turned her back to it or slid into the water right up to her neck. And sometimes the boat of the iced coffee vendor drew alongside, and also the boat selling Chinese noodles. Almost all the houseboats had television sets.

The aerials stuck out of the cabin roofs. Sometimes forktails or mynah birds landed on them and sang softly to each other, but sometimes they fought like cats and dogs, especially the mynah, and you noticed that each time they quarrelled they did so fiercely, screaming and flying at each other with a will, and you tried to guess what they quarrelled about and translated what each mynah said into human language, saying this one said it was like that before that one cut in saying No way, in fact it was like this, and another seemingly older barged in trying to find a compromise and yet another intervened to say separation was out of the question so common ground had to be found. You told me it was like family members having a row. And sometimes there was a sky-blue fish eater with a long beak perched on a black plum tree and when it saw a fish surface it let itself fall down like a spear. Sometimes it caught the fish, in haste ensured its catch in its beak and on a flapping of wings flew away, but often it missed and had to fly back to its perch, shake itself dry at length and start its vigil all over again. Sometimes there were songs of blackbirds. Blackbirds are black like crows but smaller, and they have red eyes like angry ogresses. When you were over there, someone had brought one to your father. It was a female. You observed it, trying to understand it, but for all your cogitations, you couldn’t understand why it gave its eggs to the female crow to brood. It sang mainly at night. It was locked up in a large cage but it proved hard to tame and sometimes it would lie belly up, protesting against you didn’t know what. Even when you entered university, it refused to be tamed and was still obdurate, lying belly up as before. You liked birds. You dreamed of having an aviary bigger than the ones at the zoo and you would’ve liked all birds to let themselves be tamed by you as they had let themselves be tamed by Saint Francis of Assisi. You would’ve liked all animals to let themselves be tamed by you, but that was seldom the case. Snakes filled you with horror, and yet you tried to rear an inoffensive green snake. I liked it that you liked birds and maybe it is thanks to you that I like birds. By the river over there, you only saw needlefish. You would’ve liked to see tiger perch, which hunt by squirting water from their mouth at insects, but you never saw any. You weren’t sure whether their species had disappeared or not and not knowing left you dissatisfied. Living over there you practised paddling and ended up paddling skilfully. Being able to manoeuvre a boat with a paddle isn’t as easy as it sounds. It is as difficult as learning to ride a bicycle, or even more difficult, and you tire quickly. It’s over there you learned how to wear a sarong neatly tied at the armpits. Women these days are used to wearing skirts, trousers or shorts to the point of no longer knowing how to wear a sarong, but you do and, later on, you wore one often and liked to select materials with unusual patterns and pretty colours, which you sometimes made into tablecloths to cover your desk with or decorated the walls with. Sometimes you mischievously rode your bike without holding the handlebars as you tried to sing or whistle, and your mother would tell you off. There was a time when you were crazy about badminton, so much so that, as soon as you had some spare time, you grabbed a racket. It’s a sport that has its own rhythm and its own charm, you told me. With good players, you told me, just watching their footwork is fascinating. It’s like a kind of dance. And you went to play at the civil servants’ club with your father in the late afternoon. You were embarrassed, you were afraid of showing your legs, so you wore long trousers. It was the only sport you practised with ease and liked to watch. At times you would’ve liked to be a boy. You would’ve liked to know what it was like being a boy. You thought that, if you were a boy, you’d start smoking a pipe and then, mind you, you’d play billiards day and night. You could cook all sorts of simple dishes and you made them rather well. You tried to play Thai music at one time, starting with the alto fiddle and the soprano fiddle, each of which you could play a little, and later the Thai zither, on which you spent the most time and which you could play a little also. What you would most have liked to play was the three-stringed fiddle, but you knew it was very hard to play, so hard it was hopeless. What you most preferred to listen to was the alto xylophone, but you knew it was out of the question for you to be able to play the xylophone. Those who can play it must be truly patient and dedicate themselves to it totally. You knew the tunes of several old Thai songs and, when you hummed them to me, I realised those tunes sounded familiar to me too. When we began to be intimate, you photocopied Sutjit Wongtheit’s71 short story ‘The sound of the lyre in the wind’ specially for me, told me you liked it, that the story had deeply moved you, but I read it and it didn’t impress me one way or the other. That’s because I am of those ruminants that forget their pasture and have never been enthused by their own culture. On the first times we spoke to each other, I used to tell myself, It’s amazing how many old-fashioned ideas that chick has, for all her diligent airs learning the piano and listening to classical music. And when you spoke of eccentric monks and royals, I split my sides silently. But as it happened, you were a real student and you didn’t lack intellectual courage, two qualities only to be found among the oddballs of the circle under the pines. Another reason for me to despise you was that you were eager to study and you did very well too. In the circles I frequented, whoever got good marks in class was the target of mockery. Over there, you lived in a small peaceful community. You gave alms to the monks before going to school every morning. The shirt of your uniform was a boy’s shirt but without the front placket, with the initials of your school and your first name and family name: Kangsadarn Sakarwarat. It wasn’t a blouse-style shirt whose neckline must be covered by a knotted bow to avoid being indecent. You were already a young woman and your eyesight was rather bad and from that time on you’ve had to wear glasses, which you thought gave you the look of a precocious child. It was from the time you changed from blouse to shirt that you were uneasily conscious that you were becoming a young woman. On the one hand, you wanted it to happen fast; on the other, you wished to remain a child and do what you wanted without pressure, without being permanently on your guard. You were divided. You liked to be a young woman to be able to dress prettily and buy loads of stuff in modern shops in town, but at the same time you wanted to remain a child to go to the ferry boat landing at dawn and look at the sunrise and at the boats coming from the other bank without anybody finding fault with it. You liked to look at the boats. Sometimes they were long-tailed boats, sometimes they were paddleboats. Those boats transported vegetables and fruit from the gardens and orchards on the other side of the river. You liked to sit in the huge motor tricycles that went so fast your mother had to tell the driver to slow down. The nights were of a collected calm. You heard the drone of the boat engines plying the river. All in all, you were happy, fresh-faced and cheerful. But as early as the fourth year of secondary, you began to worry about the preparation of the university entrance exam. When you went over your girlhood memories, you realised you didn’t like moving so often. Your mother and you had to follow your father. When it was time to move, what a fuss it was to handle belongings, plants and domestic animals and books, your heart heavy at having to leave familiar people and places behind and at soon having to make the effort to get used to new people and places. And you did your final year of secondary school in that small riverine town where you have many intimate friends you still write to or go and see often. One of them was Fueang, to whom I too was close. She was the daughter of the owner of the biggest souvenir shop in the province. The shop was called Fueang Kanok, a name derived from Fueang, who was an only child. She had the same exquisite and refined artistic tastes as you had. The only difference was that she was richer than you were. The objects in her shop for the most part were bamboo wickerwork. You still sort of pretended to be jealous that I showed more interest in Fueang than was proper and you still took me out and we went to sit in the coffee shop that was a houseboat where on some days you had sat and we went on a river shuttle to the small district that was a vast orchard with its temple full of bats. You were born in February, the month we are now in, on the thirteenth that’s just passed, and I forgot to send you a greetings card, so that it was Khwan who reminded me of it, but even with this reminder I pretended I had forgotten.

You know perfectly well, don’t you, that for a mother the day of birth is just another day of suffering. These days, even monks insist on celebrating their birthday anniversaries, isn’t that something! On the thirteenth of February, being sixteen years old, you received as a gift a violin. You tried for several days to play it as one does when one is thrilled by something new. You bought several manuals and trained according to their instructions but you weren’t able to play a complete piece, not even an easy tune, even though you could read notes, so that finally you got discouraged and gave up to focus on schoolbooks. By nature, you took your studies seriously. You are a person of discipline. You went to bed at ten thirty and got up at five every day. Like all the children that follow the literary course of study, you were weak in arithmetic and made special efforts in that subject. At the beginning of the term you realised you had plenty of spare time. You thus decided to learn music as an option, even though it wasn’t a compulsory subject and you had to join a junior high school class to do so. You didn’t mind. You only wanted to get a solid grounding in music. In any case, you announced that decision to your mother, who at the time was all excited by the new source of income represented by the sale of coconut jelly, and your mother merely smiled and said As you wish. As for your father, who was busy trying to grow superior varieties of pomegranate and heliconia, he didn’t merely approve but encouraged you. It was that decision to learn music that brought you into contact with him, the music teacher of the school. You couldn’t quite figure out his age – around forty probably, but his neglected and decrepit looks made him seem older still. He was taciturn, but in that taciturnity you felt he was of unstable moods. He seemed to have known increasingly bitter disappointments to the point that it was obvious he didn’t dare hope for anything out of life anymore. Besides, he was someone with extremely bad human relations, be it with the other teachers or with the pupils, as if the term ‘human relations’ didn’t exist in his personal dictionary. He played all sorts of musical instruments but he was particularly proficient with string instruments, especially the violin and the guitar. He had no deep knowledge of music at a theoretical level, having never attended a conservatory, but he played several pieces like a virtuoso and everyone said that, if only he took the trouble of practising, he could become a professional able to provide for himself without having to rely on his modest emoluments as a teacher. His position as a secondary school music teacher, everything considered, was most unstable, as he wasn’t interested in teaching and absented himself often without advance notice and took days off at the drop of a hat beyond the leaves tolerated each year. Everybody said that if he insisted on behaving like that, before long he’d be dismissed. It seemed to you that he had the reputation of being the town drunkard, a gambler without cunning who merely waited for luck, and thus more or less indebted here and there, rather than as a music teacher, whereas his wife, who was so young she could have been his daughter, was no less notorious for her sexual capers that shook the morality of the entire district. He came from another town, the pupils didn’t know exactly which. It was said he came from Bangkok, where he reportedly had earned a living as a musician. It had been ten years since he had settled down there as the secondary school music teacher. The other teachers made fun of him in front of their pupils, even in front of him. As a teacher, he was most unpredictable. He spoke slowly, thought slowly. The way he behaved and dressed wasn’t proper, so that it could be said he had none of the qualities that make a teacher, even though he had something in his favour, which was that he had never laid a finger on his pupils. He was said to have once severely thrashed a female pupil with a cane but the stubborn pupil had suffered the punishment without turning a hair and it was he in the end who had dissolved into tears and left the room, a behaviour that earned the child a second punishment, her classmates accusing her of having hurt their teacher’s feelings. At the beginning of term, when you went to study with him, he patiently took an interest in the progress of his pupils, even though at certain hours neither he nor his shadow showed up. He looked like someone who easily loses his grip despite all his efforts at self-control. But, as time went by, his inability to overlook the children’s least error made him irritable and full of anger and that much became increasingly obvious with every passing day. And finally, when the rumour had it that his wife had bolted with a man yet again, the children then understood why his temper was increasingly foul. At times he seemed to realise what he was doing, to the point of apologising to the pupils, and not so much as a teacher who apologises to his pupils than as an equal. Everybody knew that his wife kept looking for a bit of trousers, leaving her daughter in his charge, but it wasn’t long before she ran back to him. Instead of him being sympathised with, it was his wife rather who was pitied. Many people wished she’d leave him for good. She was still young and pretty. They wanted her to go away once and for all and never come back, as everyone knew she had much to bear with a heavy drinker like him, his egocentrism, his violent fits of anger that manifested themselves at times through sarcasms, at times through vulgar diatribes and at times through physical blows which, her patience exhausted, she returned with equal violence in words and in gestures but also at times through silence, at times through tears and at times through elopement with yet another man. The rumours were all of the kind: she’s been gone for seven days with the Engineers battalion, for ten days in a rented house which is a joint for hoodlums and druggies, for a fortnight with a police sergeant who often gets drunk and fires shots to intimidate people, for a month or thereabouts with a bus driver with an anchor tattooed on his biceps, and even for a few days with the gym teacher who is frisky with his female pupils and is a coarse young man, a gambler and a womaniser, or even sometimes with dissolute, fast-growing schoolboys that are her husband’s pupils. Those rumours, though not all true, were not all wrong either. And each time he ran all over the place in search of her – as folks said: like a dog after his master. And no matter how he swore to God he was going to stop drinking, it never came to anything. It was seemingly just idle talk. On several occasions he had sworn in front of this or that altar of local deities and even in front of the town’s sacred Buddha image to which people from all corners of the land come to make their devotions. The couple had been seen buying sets of flower, incense and candle and gold leaves to make a solemn promise in front of the pavilion of the Buddha image of which local lore said it came floating upriver three hundred years ago under the protection of a multitude of giant crocodiles big as pirogues and the people at the time had invited it to come on firm land where they had promised to erect a sanctuary in its honour; and in the end he had perjured himself in everything (which is the reason why he was hated all the more when he found himself at his lowest, as he hadn’t ‘kept his word’, which people held to be an affront to the most sacred things they venerated, and some said repeatedly that the sacred things they venerated had real power as they believed, since this perjurer had run to his ruin in a way which could only be viewed as exemplary, and therefore this disaster was expected as it was ineluctable). As far as drinking was concerned, he had consulted a modern doctor and made the sacrifice to go for treatment by borrowing right and left, but he had a relapse yet again. He had then turned to the concoctions of traditional medicine ladled out of the big caldron of a reputed practitioner. But he had soon resumed drinking. He was mortified to have started drinking again and he had to drink fast and a lot to forget this disappointment. The girl whom his wife in her escapades left behind for him to rear was a slight child, with a dirty face and body, both her thumbs permanently wrapped in a piece of cloth or a bit of plaster as she had the incorrigible habit of sucking them until she drew blood so that the infected nails eventually fell off, for which she was often told off by her father. When he told her off, she took her thumb out of her mouth, but as soon as his back was turned, she plucked it in her mouth again. It was as though this gave her a little bit of happiness for as much as she could find. That child followed him to school as soon as the rumour had it that his wife had left him once more – a rumour has the same nature as fire, you remarked to yourself, as it spreads fast and nasty. So much so that you often heard it said that the girl wasn’t his daughter, but the daughter of one of the lovers and even the mother wasn’t sure which one it was. But for all that, he hadn’t taken a sudden dislike to her and behaved with her as if she really was his daughter, even though he told her off or beat her when he happened to be displeased. Regarding the calumnies that circulated, he was no doubt aware of them but didn’t pay attention to them and greeted their bitterness with silence, which seemed to make him seethe increasingly every time. His wife was one of his former pupils. No, she hadn’t become his wife while still his pupil, but later on. She was dissolute and wild even before she finished the first cycle of secondary studies and her education didn’t go any further. She had slept around as soon as she was old enough to have an identity card or even before. He had pulled her out of the gutter and had tried to straighten her up, but to no avail. No, she wasn’t the pupil he had punished and who had hurt his feelings. He had only taught her music for a while, three or four months only and only a few hours per month. And when he met her again in a gambling joint, she was a croupier and no longer a pupil. She had almost become a prostitute, an already gamey nymphet with only a few naïve strings to her bow, but compassion urged him to take her to his home. The two of them knew happiness for a while. It was a period during which he was very happy. He was all smiles and radiant when people met him. Another proof was his marvellous violin which, from early evening to very late at night, strung along deeply moving melodies of love. He could be seen taking his wife to the most chic restaurants of the province for almost every meal. He drank French brandy, smoked American cigarettes, had expensive suits made to measure. They could be seen going together to Bangkok for the weekend to do the rounds of nightclubs and dance, stay in luxury hotels, watch the best shows, visit all the places of entertainment he had frequented during his youth, all of this testifying to unusually refined tastes in conflict with his modest salary. His wife was happy. She was a young woman dressed in the latest fashion, sprightly and outspoken. She was rumoured to be planning to open a fashion house or a beauty salon for which her husband was endeavouring to borrow money from a certain patron, as borrowing from the teachers’ cooperative seemed full of fussy and dilatory formalities. But before the plan could take shape, dissentions between the two of them formed like a purulent wound which soon burst into irreconcilable quarrels. She almost got pregnant as soon as she went to live with him and when she effectively found herself pregnant, he went back to heavy drinking. They started to tell each other a few home truths and to wash their dirty linen in public. What was already known clearly became even clearer in the fire of wrath, as if each wanted to give proof of the utter uselessness of keeping a secret, so that their most intimate secrets were known to all, even to those who had no desire to know them and to those, such as the pupils, who should never have known them. The teachers who stayed in lodging houses close to theirs complained to their pupils during classes that those were the ways of the rabble. As for you, you learned all about him without batting an eyelid. He was your teacher and all the rest had to do with his private life. But in spite of his increasingly scandalous behaviour and whatever his dereliction of duty, the headmaster would only give him a warning from time to time and endeavoured to give him a chance. Thanks to the music teacher, the school band had gained a repute one could only be proud of. The band, which he directed, was permanently booked. They knew how to play and sing old and modern tunes alike. Even difficult pieces which no one thought could be interpreted by children had received the frantic applause of the notables, from the provincial governor and the local representative at the National Assembly to the members of the town council and even the civil servants and their spouses. Many a time during the big fetes you noticed the band was requested to play piece upon piece until late into the night so that the participants could dance. And if you noticed it was because you were there in the company of your father and mother. And it was on such occasions that you saw him strain his ears to listen to the requests of the listeners and acquiesce with a nod and sometimes turn round, say something to his musicians and play the requested tunes. Sometimes young men offered him a glass of alcohol and he gulped it down as if his life depended on it. Almost every time there was someone to ask him to play the violin and he lowered his head to desist, reluctant to show his talent, but after much insistence, he played old Thai tunes whose melody everyone knew for having heard them innumerable times. And the sounds of his violin compelled the people to listen in ecstatic silence. In the night, those sounds carried far and gave everything a magical appearance. People kept quiet until the violin sound ceased and each time sustained applause took over and sometimes went on and on to demand that he play an encore. Sometimes, when he played ‘Sleepy lagoon’, you dreamed of Ing Orn’s novel and of the Songkhla lake under the moonlight, and his ‘Nang Khruan’ made you melancholic and you wondered vaguely what you’d do if one day you had a lover and he deserted you. Seated in silence, deep into the musings where his violin took you, you were saddened by the sufferings you imagined, but at the same time you were happy, which gave your sadness a silvery shimmer. And his ‘Lao moon’ carried you away into those nights in the jungle full of flowers when it is time for the lovers to part, when the stars shed tears and paradise sheds tears of dew to decorate the icy night. You were moved, you were overwhelmed. Maybe it was because of his violin that your parents wished you could play the violin. Or maybe it was yourself who had let out aloud your wish to one day play the violin. But you saw from time to time and heard from time to time that he was dead drunk as he directed the band, which threw the children, the members of the choir as well as the members of the band, into utter confusion. And there was that time when he shouted coarsely at a senior civil servant who had asked him to play the same song three times on the violin, in the presence of all the guests, and it was that night, once the fete was over, that he was beaten up by three or four strangers, and he swore it was for sure on orders from that senior civil servant, and it happened more than once that, even though all arrangements had been made, he didn’t show up in the vicinity of the fete and let the children play as best they could. In any case, there were still people to appreciate his importance. Before the inter-school sporting event on the occasion of the candle procession festival marking the start of Buddhist lent, during the ceremony of the presentation of wreaths on the Day of the Beloved King, which is the day when the bands of the various schools are there to outdo one another, a great many people impatiently waited for the splendid procession of your school, its flag bearers and its band in ceremonial dress and each musician marking time with a haughty bearing and playing flat out while on both sides of the road the crowd huddled together, sometimes under pelting rain, sometimes under scorching sun. The music teacher attracted as much attention as the drum-major, a pretty young girl outrageously made up who projected her baton breathtakingly high in the air and caught it back each time in masterly fashion and who wore a short skirt setting off the curves of her thighs that made you pant. For that festival, it was exceptionally demanded of him not to drink. And there he was marching in solemn style on one flank of the procession, sometimes mixing with the crowd, chain-smoking, giving some musicians withering looks as if to tell them Mind you don’t get it wrong again! or gesturing in some agreed way to some for them to play more enthusiastically. And there was another event that would be remembered later on: during the annual cold season festival of the province, he played ‘Soi Sondat’ on the violin for which he received from the hands of the governor a flower garland, its tails dangling with three five-hundred-baht notes pinned onto each, and as he went up to receive the garland, the governor complimented him no end, patted him on the shoulder and hugged him cordially under the envious stare of officialdom. Some who knew him well couldn’t help pointing out in a rather tipsy way that it was because ‘His Excellency’ didn’t know him well enough, that’s all. In any case, after the salute to the colours and the prayers the next morning, the headmaster related all that to the pupils and the teachers. That day, the headmaster was in a jolly good mood and showed greater satisfaction, it seemed, than the music teacher, who had been congratulated the previous day and who at that particular time was nowhere to be found – obviously he hadn’t yet woken up as he had been seen after receiving his reward getting thoroughly drunk, having handed over the three thousand baht to the owner of a luxurious restaurant of the festival and told him he was going to eat and drink there until the cost of food and beverage reached the said amount, which, with the three thousand baht and the five hundred odd baht he had in his pocket, resulted in his staying at table until dawn, after having despatched one of the waiters to his friends who must still be in the vicinity of the fete for them to come and keep him company and royally remunerating the waiter for his time and effort. It was a greater satisfaction than when the PE teacher had seen the volleyball team win the tournament or when the art teacher had seen several of his pupils win prizes in various important children’s artistic competitions. All of this happened in the whirlwind of events of your daily life and of that of the townspeople and has left no trace. You still went to school and met him once a week during the music class, and it was in mid-term during that hour that your friends sitting in the front rows closest to the blackboard began to complain of the smell of alcohol that wafted from all of his orifices and pores, from his every movement, from his very stillness, from his every word, from his very silence and from each breath he took, and it was a most offensive smell to the children’s noses. During that period he had started again to drink in earnest, ruthlessly and continuously, and people saw him staggering about in the streets at night, totally unable to control himself and yelling he’d kill his wife as soon as he could lay his hands on her for all the unbearable miseries she was inflicting on him. He cursed her all over the place but, even though his wrath sounded extreme, nobody paid any attention because everybody knew he spoke like that every time his wife left him. It was only the very first time she had fled from him that his thirst for revenge had truly inspired fear and everybody had thought he’d actually kill her, but when it happened again and again, his threats became meaningless, so much so that some even challenged him to kill her once and for all. Besides, he still smoked almost non-stop, which was really distressing for those children who were allergic to smoke, especially the girls, as it made them feel so dizzy and nauseous they had to ask for permission to go and wash their faces outside, and for some it was only an excuse because they actually went out to vomit. On sultry days devoid of the faintest breeze or when a hot wind was blowing, the stench of alcohol and tobacco hovered over the whole classroom and the more than thirty children sat erect and still in this tense stuffy atmosphere and listened to the blurred rambling and prodding of his faint raucous voice as he derided at length the stupid mistakes made by one and all, and for the more than thirty children his voice was the voice of authority. It was a time when insistent rumours were starting to spread that his wife had abandoned him yet again, what else, and, wilfully or not, as if to assess the weight of those floating rumours or else to spite them, he brought his daughter with him to school. During the hours that he didn’t teach, that little girl with tangled, brittle hair turning russet for lack of vitamins sat still in one corner or another of the music room depending on what he ordered, but when the room was being used, she had to go out and sit on the balcony. She usually sat on the floor, her hands on the banister, turning her back to everyone, her feet dangling beyond the railing. Those were small dirty feet covered with scars and those were feet that never stopped fidgeting, and sometimes, after swinging them in the air for a while, one of her slippers got loose and fell or even both of them – the classrooms and music room were on the first floor at the end of the right wing of the old wooden building. Sometimes the grimy girl remained seated without moving for hours on end; sometimes she sang, she spoke to herself; and sometimes she cried. She was a solitary child with a dirty little face no one wanted to play with. The other teachers on some days also brought their children to school, but those children were properly dressed, looked well and the pupils showed interest in them, asked them questions, hugged them, teased them, bought them sweets, in absolute contrast to his daughter, a child who looked permanently frightened, and when some pupils became bold enough to hassle her, she fought back rudely both in gesture and in words. You secretly felt pity for that child. One day that you got near her, you noticed that her thumbs were wrapped in a piece of cloth or a piece of plaster and that their nails were purulent and ingrowing, no doubt for nibbling at them as the rumour had it. That state of affairs took your breath away. Sometimes when your friends and you stayed still in the tense atmosphere of the classroom that was so silent you could hear the children at PE in the gymnasium and you could hear the drone coming out of the room of the Thai classical literature course and you could hear the screech of chalk on the blackboard that set your teeth on edge, that little girl of no more than six started to cry without reason. She cried almost noiselessly and at first she wasn’t heard but soon intermittent stifled sobbing could be perceived. The sound of tears and sobs made the atmosphere even worse and made him even more furious, of a fury he was trying fiercely to contain. It so happened that one day the little one sat at her usual place on the balcony in front of the entrance to the music room, waiting for the current lesson to end. By then it was a little past two in the afternoon. She started to cry and sob again, very softly at first but then more and more audibly, tearing the frail silence of the class. Heads bent over their copybooks, the pupils copied out the lesson on the blackboard. As for the teacher, he stood with an elbow on the window ledge, smoking a cigarette, looking out.

Not a single person in the music room showed they heard those noises, not even him. Time went by slowly. You sat at the desk nearest to the second door of the room. You glanced at the girl. She was still in the same posture as before, sitting with her legs dangling, and sometimes she raised her head to look at the top of the pines which hardly moved for lack of wind. Thunder grumbled in the distance. The little girl sometimes remained with her head bowed, sometimes leaned her cheek against her arm and, maybe because she thought herself alone, she started to call Mum! Mum! Mum! and, by thus doing, it was as if she had broken a law she had been forbidden to transgress and, having broken it once, she went on and on, Mum! Mum! Mum! The pupils in the room exchanged furtive glances but no one dared to move. No one knew what to do to make this problem disappear. They all merely waited patiently. After a long time, he stretched up and stood still, as if he heard the litany for the first time. His hypersensitive emotive face was covered with wrinkles of bitterness and tension whose cause was hard to guess. A weird gleam of fury shot through his drunkard’s bloodshot eyes, so terrifying you hardly dared to breathe. The next moment, his body reeled as if he was going to fall dead and he had to clutch his desk, which was next to the window, with one hand; the cigarette in his other hand was consumed almost to his nicotine-yellowed fingers and he didn’t seem to be aware of it. Someone’s pencil case fell on the floor and the crash expanded in concentric waves like the slack waters of a pond run over with wavelets when someone throws a stone in them. The long curved ash in his hand fell. Before anyone had time to understand, he went to stand squarely in front of the blackboard and then, freed from all the tensions that were trying to slow him down like a spider climbing to the top corner of its web on its flimsy thread, he grabbed the eraser pad and hurled it with all his might. His target wasn’t your friend who had let her pencil case fall and who sat petrified, leaving the case wide open on the floor polished to a gleam with its dribble of rubber, ruler and pencils scattered all around, but the little girl of five or six, a child with matted frizzy hair who liked to suck her thumb and bite her nails, a child who, were she some other teacher’s daughter instead of his own, would no doubt be in nursery school where she’d wear cute clothes like a doll, play with friends her age, eat and sleep at agreed times, she’d have a teacher with a radiant and soft face who would tell her tales and legends and teach her how to sing and play various games or would be taken for a stroll in a park under tall trees and in late afternoon given a bath and powdered with talc while waiting for the school minibus to take her back home and once home she’d tell strange stories, the tales told by the teacher or her friends’ funny doings, or else would laugh before telling them as children of that age love to laugh because their world is full of marvels hard to fathom and has nothing but things that make them laugh. Missed! The eraser rebounded on the wrought iron railing of the balcony only four or five yards distant, just missing the head of the little one who sat with her back to the room and had seen nothing coming – maybe because his hand was shaking in anger. The noise startled the child, who looked at the eraser, which had fallen back on the balcony, then looked up towards him as he strode towards her, looking furious, to get closer to his target, and as the girl turned her head to look at him, dumbfounded and terrified, while trying to pull her legs out of between the railing bars and succeeding in pulling out one, the second eraser in his hand flew and hit her in the forehead full-force. Then the footsteps of the music teacher, a man with a dark past unable to control his fits of anger, resounded like the run of a cornered prey fleeing a pack of hounds, pounded on the front stairs and then on the ground-floor cement landing lined with long rows of decorative plants and progressively grew fainter. It was only then that the little girl started to bawl in pain. The pupils looked rather aghast at the violent event that had just taken place and it was some time before someone started to speak and then another and then another and before someone went to see the condition of the poor little girl and then another and then another. She had remained seated at the same place, her face looking back towards the outside again, her two feet dangling again in the air, her filthy little body shaken with sobs, her head leaning against the wrought-iron baluster, until the teacher who taught in the next classroom came to see her. The violent event, which had happened so unexpectedly, came to a close with nothing else to it. That afternoon you went back home feeling secretly unhappy. You waited for the music hour of the following week without the least desire to enter the classroom and you wished you could slip away or create some situation you could use as an excuse, even though ordinarily you were a diligent pupil who was reputed to be highly devoted to her duties. But the music hour was totally different from what you expected, as it took place in a serene atmosphere, even if at the start of the lesson the teacher looked rather embarrassed and ill at ease. At one point, as he paced up and down with his hands in his back in front of the class, he stopped and said he was sorry for what had happened the preceding week and after repeating himself with the air of someone lacking self-confidence, which made him express himself by fits and starts punctuated with ums and ahs, he said, which you felt was totally uncalled for, that he asked for forgiveness from the pupils and made the solemn promise that he’d see to it that this kind of thing didn’t happen again. The entire class remained silent, which could be taken for general assent. After a moment of silence from both sides, he started to teach with all the earnestness one could expect of a real teacher. The smell of tobacco and alcohol that disgusted the pupils to the point of making them dizzy diminished. It didn’t mean he had stopped smoking as he taught; only that, when he wanted to smoke, he went to smoke outside of the room. His daughter didn’t come back to sit with an absent air at the edge of the balcony again. His wife had come back and undertaken again to take care of the child and they had made up, right? And when a man and woman make up they turn all sweet, all honey, to make up for the bitterness of past quarrels, right? Thus, just like that, his married life was set to be fine, even if it was hard to guess how long it would last, right? But no. None of the above. If he behaved like a good teacher, it was because he had been summoned by the headmaster who had given him a dressing down and had solemnly warned him that the next misdemeanour wouldn’t be forgiven, as his dissolute and irresponsible behaviour was beyond the pale. As for his daughter, he had had to hire the wife of one of the caretakers to look after her, and his wife, whom he awaited with a mixture of suppressed anger and longing, still wasn’t back, so that what you saw was but a mask hiding growing putrefaction. It was said that the day he was summoned to be given that warning, the headmaster was so incensed with him that he vociferated and told him without mincing his words that if his behaviour didn’t improve he’d have to put an end to his job as a teacher, whereas, to tell the truth, he’d have had to put an end to it a long time ago had there been an inquest and deliberation in keeping with the regulations of public service due to his dereliction of duty, his breaches of discipline and even his debts. The four or five girls who had been summoned by the bursar to be given a warning about their relations with friends of the opposite sex and the way they dressed witnessed the scene and told their classmates that, when he got told off by his immediate superior, he merely remained seated motionless with his head bowed, and when he was forced to answer questions, he stuttered incoherently and towards the end multiplied his low bows while letting out a stream of pitiful interminable supplications. He spoke of his wrangles with his wife making him drink a lot and when he drank a lot, he began to have debt problems, and this made him confused, as he didn’t know any longer if it was because of his debts or because of his wife that he drank a lot. In conclusion, he gave his word to the headmaster that he’d do his best to solve all the problems that harassed him. You learned the details of the matter with a hard to explain feeling, because you had always felt that a teacher is someone worthy of respect, but when you thought about him exhaustively you found it hard to accept that he was worthy of respect – from his glum face, his hair too long that he never bothered to comb, his forever pursed lips whose ends drooped into a permanent display of bitterness and which he never opened but to denigrate others and show his own arrogance, revealing a smoker’s teeth in a sorry state that matched his nicotinestained fingers, all the way to his clothes always the same that were all wrinkled as they were never ironed nor practically ever washed or if they were, were washed summarily, and even though he wore shoes he wouldn’t wear socks. His gaunt body derived its strength from alcohol, his gestures were devoid of vigour, his head was permanently hung under the weight of despair, and his words came forth disjointed when he wasn’t himself. But for all that, you still feared and respected him as a teacher. His private life was his private life. Besides, his shamefaced looks in front of his pupils after the violent event of that afternoon made you and some of your friends pity him, and that was why you didn’t dare look at him with a critical eye. In the eyes of the other teachers and pupils, he was someone unusual as, no matter what, they still remembered that on the days when he was in a good mood he greeted his pupils and took them out to teach them under the rain trees around the football field. There he had played on the trumpet with odd bouts of improvisation a love song that the young favoured. Sometimes he’d stop playing briefly, beat the rhythm with his foot and resume blowing into the trumpet. Sometimes he made it speak, sometimes he made it laugh, sometimes he made it cry and groan in anger. Sometimes he blew into the harmonica he took out of his trouser pocket, holding it in the hollow of his hand, and he blew into it with the ease only great harmonica players display. Sometimes he’d even blow on a leaf and get the sounds he wished out of it. Sometimes he whistled to illustrate his explanation as to how music is something to be found everywhere and what fabulous luck it is to be able to play music through practice and if you’re able to play should it be just one instrument, you end up realising that you have a true friend for life. Sometimes he stated confusedly that music is the noblest of man’s creations and it affects not only the mood of men but also of animals and, at times, even of plants, and he added that a simple tune created by anyone was worth more than the Great Wall of China, Angkor Wat or the pyramids of Egypt – a formula that some of his pupils lost no time repeating to the history teacher, who got boiling mad and resentful. But even those teachers who showed openly in his presence or when his back was turned that they didn’t like him as an individual still acknowledged that the sound of his violin at night was utterly moving. To the numerous girls who wanted to play the guitar and who asked him to make a demonstration during the teaching hour, he answered with irony in his eyes and held out his two hands for them to compare and notice that the fingers of the left hand that hold the strings were noticeably longer than the fingers of the right hand that pluck the strings, and he explained that this was the result of intensive practice over several years before he turned to the violin, and his next utterances were praise for the traditional guitar all children know along with a virulent denunciation of the electric guitar couched in filthy language that made the girls blush. Those children asked to have private tuition to learn to play the guitar, but soon made themselves scarce one after the other until none was left, as they couldn’t stand his fits of temper. It was through those children that those who knew him became aware of yet another aspect of his lowly nature no one had noticed because he had so many others that jostled to come out, and that was his incapacity to arrive on time, his unpredictability. During the Loi Krathong festival that year, after you gave up learning music with him, there was a musical performance by various schools. On the evening your school band performed, an old man with distinguished looks whom no one knew asked him if he could play old tunes from Phrarn Boon and Nart Tharwornbut and Luan Khwantham, which left him speechless for a moment and, with a completely different attitude than was customary, he thanked the old man and said that lovers of good music are as scarce as good musicians, and he started to play ‘Tears of light’, ‘Moon o moon’, ‘The wind of the past’, ‘The ring on the finger’ and many other tunes he was asked. Most of them were opera tunes from times gone by, and instead of people leaving the front of the stage one after the other, a dense crowd massed there in thrilled silence as if under a spell. That night the full moon was more beautiful than on any other night. At the far end of the vast esplanade, the brimming river glittered. The tiny candle lights of some still shining krathong flickered in the moonlight and were reflected on the water. Far along the opposite bank, atap bushes, coconut trees and mango trees swerved under the cool breeze of the beginning of the cold season, but it seemed that he no longer paid attention to the huge crowd and focused on his violin and on the old man’s reactions only. You’d never have thought that the desperate man with the magic violin was the same man who had created a stifling atmosphere in the music room, that a man in an old-fashioned navy blue dress, a man whose violin and bow seemed to be part of his body, would have such a tremendous power over the emotions and moods of so many people. The distinguished old man rewarded him with two thousand baht, which, like all his preceding windfalls, he spent on booze that very night, without waiting for the musical performance to come to an end. He disappeared as soon as he received the money and he was apprehended by police that same night for disorderly conduct in a state of intoxication. He hadn’t harmed or insulted anyone, merely bawled out at the top of his voice and broken several plates, dishes and glasses in the restaurant where he had gone to feast. After paying a fine of a few baht he left the police station in the afternoon of the next day, walked unsteadily across town, leading his daughter by the hand or rather it was his daughter who led him by the hand, before going back home where he may have started brooding about the sour and sullen faces of his debtors big and small, or else merely told himself that his daughter could well do with new clothes or a small bike or sweets or some toy. You should have talked to your parents about him, about his behaviour, since you talked about the other teachers and your schoolmates, for at that time your whole world came down to home and school. You only started to talk about him on the evening you asked your parents whether it would be proper for him to give you private violin lessons. It must have been your being impressed repeatedly with his violin that led you, after you had received a violin as a birthday present and failed in your efforts to play it by yourself, to decide to ask him to teach you. Oh, if you had told your parents the details of his shameful behaviour or if they had paid attention to the rumours and calumnies of the local folk, they probably wouldn’t have allowed you to receive private tuition from him. You started to learn the violin with him one week after the end of the Loi Krathong festivities. You had put it into your head to learn to play the violin. Well, why not? Even if you didn’t achieve good results, you could at least expect it would help you relax after your exertions over your studies. Another reason was that you couldn’t help thinking that your violin was rather expensive and not using it would be a dead loss. It was a luxury for your family among not many other luxuries and even though they could well afford it, such a luxury should be justified. Besides, at that time you were already beginning to appreciate pure music. So that, when you made it known you wanted to study the violin, your father and your mother acquiesced and approved once they knew the cost of private tuition, for which he asked fifty baht per hour. You started at once as you had wished, at the rate of one hour per day in the music room after classes and on Saturdays and Sundays another hour per day at the teacher’s lodging house. You invited Fueang, the souvenir shop owner’s daughter, to learn the violin as well in order to keep you company, although she didn’t at all dream of becoming a talented violinist like you and appeared to be more interested in drawing. It so happened that Fueang too had a discarded violin which had been gathering dust for ages. She thus went to learn the violin with you willy-nilly. She held out until the fourth week before calling it quits as she could no longer stand the teacher’s sarcasms and bad temper. Actually you were the one who should have been the victim of his sarcasms rather than Fueang, but for some reason or other, he seemed determined to be patient with you and was especially considerate towards you. His lodging was a small, old wooden house, its white paint all cracked and flaking. It stood at the end of the row of teachers’ dwellings built behind the school, so isolated that it seemed lost in the dense shadow of a venerable rain tree entirely covered with creepers and other parasitic plants. It stood at the foot of a hillock covered with trees of all sizes and topped with the ruins of a temple built no one knew when and since when it had been abandoned. Once in a while someone would go for a stroll on the mound to admire the panorama of town and river down below. Sometimes couples of lovers fled the outside world to find themselves alone there in a rustic and inspired background, but those who were there most often were young hoodlums who went to discreetly taste ganja or heroin and who, when the police carried out a raid, disappeared for a while. The area around the house was a tangle of wild grass tufts and weeds of all kinds. The house was so rundown that no one else would have it. At first he had dwelled in much better quarters but he had been chased out of them as his colleagues in neighbouring houses couldn’t stand the almost daily quarrels with his wife, the yelling drunkard’s racket he was given to and even his music – mostly the violin –, which got going at any odd time and which, when in a mood to listen, some found beautiful but even those that did woke up in a foul mood when, after his return thoroughly drunk he started on it late into the night and was still at it at the break of dawn. On the first Saturday you went to learn the violin at his place, your instinct as a woman told you to beware, and once in the tiny yard in front of his house, while you stood alone among creepers and flowers that grew and withered without anyone taking care of them – cockscomb, allamanda, bougainvillea and even the white flowers of the ivy gourd that grew on the slanted fence and the pale mauve flowers of morning glory sticking out of its maze of short and slender vines and fragile tips all over the ground – and among multicoloured butterflies and brightly hued dragonflies whose wings at times reflected the sun in shards of lights, you stood still, both hands on the handlebars of your bicycle, its white metallic basket at the front filled with tangerines you had bought to offer his daughter, a bunch of flowery grass you had seen along the way and had told yourself were lovely and worth being picked, two or three nice-coloured soft-cover books which were collections of love poems youngsters like to read, and the violin which rested quietly in a brown leather case, still and hesitating. You hesitated. You turned round towards the path you had come from. You could still see the houses of the other teachers, some of whom you knew as they had taught you and when you met them you bowed to them with hands joined and stopped to chat with them for a while. On a clothesline, clothes of all colours undulated under the breeze. Some boys were having fun with their bikes on a small earth mound. Some girls, relations of the schoolteachers, had gathered in a circle to play French-skipping. From one of those houses you heard the tinny sound of a radio drowned out by someone’s voice shouting to someone among laughs and that someone answering as loudly among laughs. You could also see the caretakers’ houses aligned against one side of the school wall. One of them was a small grocery shop where workers, their wives and children came regularly to stock up and some of them stood watching TV for a long time without feeling selfconscious. Just a little farther up you saw pupils busy preparing seedbeds and harrowing a plot – those were pupils learning agriculture and some of them were expressing the hope that the morning glory in their plot would be more beautiful than in the other plots so long as no one came and dug it out on the sly out of jealousy. From the gymnasium you could hear the PE teacher encourage the school team basketball players and you heard the clang of the ball hitting the back plate. Those were the classroom buildings one, two, three, four and five and, over there, the industrial arts workshop, with in front of it a straight row of Indian almond trees. All of that was familiar to you and you told yourself that your hesitation was out of place, that you had nothing to fear. And it was while attending that private tuition course that you noticed that outside of school hours he kept drinking like a fish without paying heed to the headmaster’s remonstrations, for the way he behaved when he came out to welcome you was proof enough that he was inebriated and he hadn’t showered or dressed properly. He was wearing a cheap t-shirt and cheap trousers whose synthetic fibre material was worn thin into short tears that gaped and expanded every time he gestured, which gave you an idea of the sort of man he was. His house was extremely dirty and messy in every corner and even in the very emptiness of the air, and you had no trouble imagining the confusion and mental disorder of the one who lived in it. Your heart beat wildly beneath the enormous, tangled-up cotton threads that overpowered that house. In the living room, which was used as classroom, there were old and shrivelled collections of songs and music manuals piled up one on top of the other among music magazines and magazines of another type you’d later learn were nudies. There was an old black-and-white telly he had probably bought at some auction and which was covered with dust, a very big radio cassette player with all sorts of cassettes higgledy-piggledy like the piles of books and mags and equally coated with dust. There were dishes and glasses yet to be washed, some for so long that the boiled water or soup or sauce that had rotted or evaporated had left grime rings at various levels, and some of those dishes and plates were being visited by house lizards that savoured all around in the company of masses of nonchalant cockroaches which hardly moved when they perceived human movements, and in some glasses the floating dust was like a lid. On the floor in one corner there was a sinuous line of black ants that disappeared behind a plastic garment bag whose gaping zipper revealed hangers, some naked, others loaded with shirts or trousers, and much dirty laundry piled at the bottom.

On the walls of the room hung a portrait of Rama II and photographs of a dishevelled Beethoven and a lanky Paganini playing the violin, a photograph of an old Johannes Brahms playing the piano, a picture of Yehudi Menuhin hugging a violin, a photograph of Hem We chakorn72 playing the violin and a large reproduction of Raoul Dufy’s Violon rouge. Almost all the photographs came from magazines and had been carefully framed, but on the frames as on the glasses there was the same thick layer of dust and the paper of some of the photographs was shrivelled or crinkled for having been exposed to excessive heat or humidity. On the floor there was a fan which started to blow and revolve on itself as soon as he plugged it in before he excused himself to go and take a shower. The fan had hardly started blowing when it began to moan, sounding like an exhausted, senile mechanical insect about to give up the ghost. Beside one of the windows there was a music stand and, lying on the floor next to it, a guitar case with the violin’s smaller case on top of it. At times an offensive smell of urine reached you. When you glanced through another window you saw that the ground on that side was littered with bottles of booze, beer bottles, tightly tied plastic bags full of food remains and pieces of paper, crunched-up packets of cigarettes, broken bulbs and neon tubes, flasks of tonics he probably mixed with booze or beer as you had heard it said some drinkers did. You had been sitting for a while when his daughter appeared, looking at you with curiosity but still hesitantly. When you smiled at her, called her and held out to her the bag full of tangerines, she then grew bolder. On her forehead partly covered by her long hair, you saw the faint trace of the scar inflicted by the eraser, which made you wish in your heart that it would be gone by the time she grew into a young woman. When you made to hug her, she stepped back, but the next moment was compliant when you peeled a tangerine for her. When she found herself sitting in your lap, you felt embarrassed by her grimy little face, her grimy skin, her russet hair with forked ends, and above all her fingers with nibbled nails wrapped in plaster black with grime, while she popped the tangerine segments into her mouth and chewed noisily. You frowned in contrariety while the little girl became increasingly bolder, asked you what your name was and when you told her told you hers and then, with the frankness and enthusiasm of a solitary child that wants to be known by her new friend, she took you by the hand and led you to her father’s working table whose light blue tablecloth was soiled and was losing its colour to the benefit of other colours due to the carelessness of the one using it. On the table there were wilted red roses stuck into a funnily shaped bottle. There were pencils, fountain pains, copybooks and books lying haphazardly. On a corner of the table there was his framed diploma, there were several pictures of him, each in its small frame, set in a row. They were all photographs of the time he was a young man. Among them was a full-length portrait. He was wearing straight, narrow-legged trousers so well ironed that the front pleat was sharp, with the cuffs turned up, an impeccable and smooth shirt with a small collar, a thin belt, and his hair was combed backwards as was the fashion then. In the photographs that showed only his face, you could see that he had been a handsome young man with bushy eyebrows, limpid eyes gleaming with vital gaiety and an obvious arrogance that wasn’t found only in the eyes but also on the lips, which smiled slightly with self-importance and self-confidence. Two or three other pictures were collective shots taken with youngsters of the same age that revealed by themselves how haughty and solitary he was, as the boys all stood with their arms around their neighbours’ shoulders, all except him who stood on his own. They were all black-and-white pictures and there was no recent photograph, which made you think that he hadn’t gone to a photo shop in a long time, except one postcard-size photograph in a plastic frame of a lovely pastel hue. The little girl, leaning on the table, held out her arm and took that picture to show you and explain to you that the pretty young woman seated with a very young girl in her arms by his side was her mother and the child she held poised on a little white cushion was her shortly after she was born; she must have been three months old. You asked her if, beside that one, she had other photographs of her, as the idea had come to you that some parents take pictures of their children all the time and keep them all. You too had many photographs of yourself as a child. Parents who love their children tend to collect photographs, maybe out of a feeling of adoration only those who have children can understand. And you told yourself it was a very good thing as well, because a child grows quickly, barely out of the cot and into nursery school then starts to learn how to read and next thing you know here she is a teenager who begins to be interested in her own face and begins to pay attention to the clothes she wears, and you also told yourself it was a good thing because it makes it easy for us to follow our own evolution. There isn’t, the little girl answered simply, shaking her head in a swell of hair, and she took you by the hand to go and show you her toys – plastic musical instruments, dolls shaped as animals, strange animals, masks and modelling clay of various colours she boasted she could do anything with. You kept silent and still. You heard him hosing himself down in the bathroom, brushing his teeth vigorously and hawking up phlegm and making other rather unappealing noises people with manners spare others. That day, before the lesson started it was much later than the agreed time, and it was the same on the next sessions. Sometimes he hadn’t woken up yet or he had woken up but had gone out to buy cigarettes and, while he bought cigarettes in the caretaker’s grocery shop, he had happened to bet on the boxing match on TV with the other spectators gathered there, or sometimes he was neither at home nor at the grocer’s, his daughter said he had gone off late morning she didn’t know where to and, after such a long wait you were about to go back home, he would arrive breathless, sometimes giving off a strong smell of alcohol and dripping with sweat. While you waited, you tidied the place up, as by nature you were unable to stand such a mess. You brought cakes and fruit to his daughter every Saturday and every Sunday. You didn’t dare drink the water he served you as any host must, not because you feared he might have designs on you and slip a sleeping pill or an aphrodisiac into that water, but because the glass had fingerprints and the coaster blackish streaks and you weren’t sure the water was drinkable. Each time, he apologised about the surrounding untidiness, sounding contrite and humble, but he never tidied up for the place to be cleaner. You could see house lizard eggshells between the piles of collections of songs and music manuals, and you could hear squeaks of rats or mice. The corners and ceiling were but sophisticated displays of cobwebs as so many works of abstract art, but all things considered it must be said he behaved with you with deference as if you were an adult, even if sometimes he sounded depressed to have to give private tuition to augment his income, since Saturdays and Sundays were ordinarily his rest days, but on some Saturdays and Sundays he absented himself without warning, and on some days, in the middle of a lesson, his friends – most of them civil servants still single and jolly fellows or else hoodlums – shouting their heads off, called for him to come out and join them, and he put an end to the lesson with a word of excuse and left in a hurry. In any case, the relationship between his daughter and you tightened all the while. You didn’t have a little sister and you would’ve liked to have one. Your mother was still young enough to have a child if only your father hadn’t been that old. But you didn’t dare to think of the little girl as your little sister. He knew your parents. Actually, saying that he knew who your parents were would be more accurate. But his treating you with deference meant that you didn’t know how to behave. Maybe it was because he saw you were more interested in his daughter than in him or maybe because your parents paid the tuition at a rate higher than the one agreed upon and, furthermore, in advance. At first he had asked to be paid at the end of the month but, at the start of the fifth week, he had asked in a deferent tone whether it was possible for you to pay him at the end of each week, as his financial situation was so bad he was ashamed. When you told your parents, they agreed. Every time he received your money he always said it was too much. His eyes shone with gratitude. He protested every time you offered cakes and fruit to his daughter. He showed a humility that was out of place. Every time you went to study at his house, his daughter hung around you. It seemed she had more of a sense of music than you did, actually, and sometimes she’d make suggestions to you in all innocence. And so it went on until the end of the second term. You had the impression you had progressed satisfactorily, both in your way of playing and in your theoretical knowledge. You were beginning to be aware of what it is possible and what it is impossible to do with a violin and you understood its nature well enough – having reached that part of your tale, that’s what you were trying to explain to me. To no avail: I can’t play the violin. I don’t understand it. You can play chords like the guitar. I am too much of a buffalo to understand. Whatever you said, your explanations weren’t at all necessary for me. At that time, you were happy. School was over. You had before you a long succession of free days and you had all your time to practise the violin.
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In other words, when self-expression is denied, then energy will find its outlet in crime and violence.

Colin Wilson, The Outsider



 He told you that, for the duration of the holidays, giving you lessons in the music room wouldn’t be proper. Would you mind coming to study at his house, from four to five in the afternoon including Saturdays and Sundays? You had nothing against it, as you were getting used to his house and you rode your bicycle to go there to learn the violin – your white bicycle, the same you took to go to school. You already could play several easy pieces and dreaming of being able to play difficult pieces made you feel happy. When you listened to pure music, you only listened to the violin. You were almost seventeen. You were a young woman grown up in a green, clean and beautiful provincial town where people lived simply. You were as assiduous learning the violin as you were in the other subjects. You waited for the lessons to begin. You practised and revised your lessons in earnest. You wanted to show to the ones teaching you how determined you were to learn. It was then the hot season. The wind blew strongly almost all day long. Mango flowers cluttered the ground. Their terribly tart fruits grew and hung in profusion. It was truly the city of mangoes. The flame trees lost their leaves and got ready to blossom. A little before four in the afternoon you left your house, straddled your bicycle and pedalled along the road that skirted the river. Sometimes you hummed to yourself and sometimes you rang the bell of your bicycle just for fun. You were satisfied with all that had been your life up until then and everything was beauty and a source of laughter, the houses on both sides of the road, the river, the boats, the flowers and the people. You had no money problem, even though you knew quite well your family wasn’t all that wealthy. You still studied steadily. You had no problems at school, but your eyesight was failing again and you had to get new glasses. You didn’t like contact lenses, they required too much care, you reasoned to yourself. Your small town was beautiful. Even in the heart of it, you dared to take deep breaths: no pollution, no stagnant waters, no traffic jams, none of what permanently ruins people’s equanimity in Bangkok; nothing to dampen the mood. Living there, you heard wavelets break on the bank night and day and the river was still blissfully pristine in your dreams as in reality. You were happy just looking at the shop signs with their old-fashioned lettering and what was left of the town ramparts in a long, twisted, slanted line, some sections so decrepit that you could see the bricks, some sections missing, some sections with cracks crammed with creeping grass. Some sections from which surged bodhi trees had you deep in thought and you tried to remember tiny events of the town history, like when Chinese secret societies fomented trouble, or else you asked yourself odd questions. You liked very much the legend of King Asoka the Great and the mighty bodhi trees. You liked the legend about why Buddha images have hair coiffed in the shape of a river snail shell and the legend about why Ananda found it so difficult to reach enlightenment. But above all you were beginning to like and respect bodhi trees with a pure heart and you didn’t understand why you felt so moved. It was an emotion that owed nothing to rite or tradition. You would’ve liked to plant a bodhi tree at home and you would’ve liked to have a Buddhain-meditation image you’d place under the tree, but you didn’t dare reveal this thought to anyone. You also liked old temples. For you, dilapidation and great age had their charms. It was a town which had its own history like all things. You liked to think of it from its origin, when it was only a small population nucleus hundreds of years ago. I remember. We used to stroll, you and me, after we had become intimate friends. And I remember. The rhinoceros mangoes have a shoot that takes from their top, unlike the other species. Why such a shoot? Maybe it’s an aberration of their growth. You too had asked yourself that question. Actually, we often thought alike or almost alike and we were interested in the same things. You sincerely believed in friendly relations and you were wrong in believing I was sincere with you. We strolled here and there. By train from Bangkok, we came to destination in late morning. From the station we took a motored tricycle as big as those motorcycle combinations that were used to transport Nazi soldiers’ kits during World War Two. The town where you lived as you turned into a young woman, biked to school, biked to your violin lesson… I’m trying to imagine the growth of a seventeen-year-old girl. The woman in you was no doubt blossoming fully like a flower that deploys its petals and there must have been some lecherous old men to eye you up as they would a nymphet or a Lolita. Did you happen to think at the time that man is an animal one must distrust to the utmost? You bicycled along the road that followed the meandering of the river, past a municipal park with its rows of flaming trees. Came the hot season, their flowers bloom and you liked to pedal doing figures of eight in their shade and sometimes you sat down at the foot of one and told yourself: Well, here I am under a tiered umbrella of red flowers, looking at the tiered umbrella of red flowers, looking at the river, breathing the smell of the river. The flaming trees, shortly after shedding their leaves, little by little covered themselves entirely with buds to the end of their smallest twigs. You would’ve liked them to flower all year round. You liked their flowers, red like ripe papaya, red like a fire in a field on a moonless night, at once cold and burning. Sometimes you kept their petals to slip them into your favourite books. The river flowed level with the banks, the water was deep, green, an emerald river – and the dark green of the trees on the opposite bank. A section of the road along the river had a row of rain trees whose foliage intertwined. You lived and grew up there. During the hot season, you read, you listened to music, you practised the violin frantically in the riverside pavilion as you had practised badminton frantically two or three years previously to the point of being reprimanded by your mother. You worried a little when a black spot appeared on one of your molars, hardly bigger than the head of a needle but quite visible all the same. You knew you were prone to tooth decay and it bothered you and you didn’t want it to grow as you had always been scared stiff of the dentist. You hesitated for a long time before telling me that when you were a little girl, you had long worn a brace and you had found it the most hateful thing in the world. Another small source of worry was that you thought yourself a little too fat and you would’ve liked to go out and do some jogging in the morning or else resume playing badminton. You were beginning to be an adult. Your house had nothing but good books, lots of them, and you listened to pure music so that you were familiar with the works of great composers. To my mind, everything considered, you were someone who could be qualified as excessively delicate. You had been raised to be someone educated and cultured. Those that are not only well educated but also cultured have something sad about them when they are confronted with the vulgarity of life. In some respects, your music teacher too was one of those beings delicate to excess. He was someone haughty coming down in the world, someone self-assured losing heart, someone proud at the end of his tether. You didn’t know much of what his life had been. One could almost say you didn’t know anything for sure. His behaviour by and large improved when you went to attend his private lessons, but only sometimes. Maybe it was shame on his part, but you knew that deep down he despised whoever did not appreciate music, especially those who held themselves to be of superior education and gave themselves airs. Those only fancied dancing and he had to force himself to play for them. He said defensively that he didn’t have the right to speak like that: those who had such a right were the virtuosos only. He stated nonetheless that whoever doesn’t care for music fails in his quality as a human being and let’s be frank about it: the music course as it is conceived for pupils has nothing to captivate them enough for them to love music. He spoke to you as if you were an adult. You listened to him without saying anything, without venturing an opinion. You didn’t want to express an opinion with someone you weren’t close to and you didn’t see yourself being close to someone like him, he who, for all his decay, was intensely and darkly egoist, he who sometimes had to leave his lesson in the lurch because a creditor came to vociferate at his door. The amount of debt some of them mentioned was so puny it was laughable, but the amount of debt others mentioned was so high you were shocked. And he had to go out and beg his creditor to lower his or her voice and ask humbly to have payment postponed for a while, to wait for his salary at the end of the month so that he could pay another instalment. He had to make every effort to stay calm. At such moments, he left it to you to go through the lesson by yourself. Sometimes his friends came unexpectedly and invited him out for a drink and he told them to go ahead and he’d soon join them. The symptoms of drunkenness were too obvious for him to cover them up. But as soon as the others were gone, he showed by his attitude and by his words that, as you could see, he attached no importance to such a promise. This kind of behaviour made you secretly feel pity for him. But as soon as he placed the bow on the strings of the violin and the clear sound rose in superb scrolls, you frowned and turned your head in agony. When you saw silver shreds of clouds at the end of a vast and empty sky or flower petals flowing in the wind, the pity you felt for him disappeared. His virtuosity was so vastly superior to yours that you felt like a child taking her first steps. You told yourself you would no longer pay attention to his defects from now on; it was none of your business. You listened to him patiently while he reviled the musical tastes of the school ‘professors’ (those with academic degrees were qualified there as ‘professors’ and it was only the degree-deprived like him that were called ‘teachers’, he pointed out bitterly), but you knew perfectly well that he was more or less indebted to the very same teachers he denigrated. As it were, it was because he owed them money that he was lavish with sarcasms behind their backs. And you also knew that they had given up any hope of ever being reimbursed by him and that they all used the same procedure, which was that, when he mentioned his financial hardship, they handed over to him one or two hundred baht while stating that they too had difficulties and saying Here, take this. No need to reimburse me. You didn’t know who had come upon this method, but it turned out to be a good way out, as he didn’t dare to beg for money from them again and he had to turn to other creditors, whose children or grandchildren were sometimes his pupils, who whispered behind his back that he owed so much to dad or mum or uncle or auntie and that he wasn’t about to pay his debt back despite many reminders. The money he received, you were well placed to know that he spent it not only on drink and food but also on gambling in all sorts of games as there are everywhere. Sometimes he recouped his losses a little, true enough, at card games, high-low craps, the underground lottery or even betting on boxing matches on TV or on football matches, but those sums disappeared in feasts that very same day or in the next couple of days without ever reaching his creditors’ hands. Those were extravagant banquets from morning to evening which you sometimes had the opportunity to fall upon in his very house. He sat in the small trodden earth courtyard in front of his house covered with worn-out wicker mats among his shady-looking pals who stared at you weirdly with offending and impolite expressions. Some of them, dead drunk no doubt, lied curled up outside of the circle while those that sat in a circle to eat and drink talked or sang at the top of their voices. And there were many other similar occasions your friends at school told you about, even sometimes the female vendors who knew your mother when you went out to market in the morning or in the evening, or things you learned from your father’s civil servant friends who came to see him at the house. There were times when you’d start to think about him, stared deep into his torment and it left you stunned. But this despised man responded to despise with superior despise and prided himself on appreciating matters more refined, more subtle, more mysterious and more noble, matters that very few people are able to appreciate. One day, he confided in you that he would have liked to disappear from that town for a while and come back to it rich and famous so that those that despised him would realise how blind they were to have failed to see how valuable a sublime person like him was. He still dreamed to study music in a higher education establishment but he was handicapped by his age, as he was almost forty, and he had never been patient enough to consult manuals. True, no one was too old to learn and if he passed the entrance exam… But what about his daughter, then? Whom would she live with, given that his wife had disappeared God knows where for months? And talking about his daughter, he’d like to say frankly, exactly as he felt, that even though he didn’t take care of her as much as he should, he loved her very much, as much as any father loves his daughter. He stopped speaking for a moment and asked you if you knew his wife. You shook your head and kept your eyes down on your violin placed on your thighs while he said bitterly that she was a vile and vicious woman and, in his own terms, ‘a real bitch’. And he went on saying, looking disheartened, how much he was fed up with teaching and how much his wife made his life miserable, and he started to revile his wife compulsively. Then he shouted out that if his wife came back, he’d kill her. She hadn’t gone that far away and furthermore she couldn’t have gone for long. But as far as she might go and as long as she might be gone, she would eventually come back to him. He was certain of that. He knew her too well. When he realised he was talking to you, his pupil, of things he shouldn’t talk about, he suddenly stopped speaking and then apologised. It was because he had loads of things on his mind and he didn’t know whom to confide in, he explained. Once he told you, as if to take you into his confidence, would it be all right if he left the civil service? He kept thinking about it. He was fed up with this small town he had been living in for twelve years already. He was fed up teaching, which he had been doing for twelve years without it improving his life in hardly any way at all. Resigning would fetch him a certain amount of money, given his years of service, and once he had reimbursed his debts, he’d be left with enough to go and start a new life somewhere else. Then he started again explaining at length how much his debts tormented him. He had found himself so hard up he had asked you to lend him some money, telling you he’d reimburse you out of the tuition fee. And you had done so; it wasn’t much anyway. And when he received the money for the tuition, he reimbursed you as he had promised. That had set you apart from his other creditors. He had enjoined on you not to let out to anyone, and above all to your parents, that he had borrowed money from you. If your parents knew about it, they no doubt would be unhappy and wouldn’t allow you to get private tuition from him any longer, which would result in a loss of earnings for him, and if the others knew, it would earn him increased malicious gossip that would put him even more on edge and he had more than his share of it as it was. The money he borrowed from you he used as bets in gambling circles – you were shocked when you learned about it, but his daughter assured you it was so and you had no reason to think the little girl was lying. But when he asked you to lend him money the next few times, you didn’t dare equivocate or refuse. You are like that, someone good and damn stupid. You are someone who is easily taken in, like most Thais. You were tempted to give up the lessons but you hesitated, thinking of the progress you were making little by little on the violin. From then on, you paid his course for the week through his daughter, so that, if he took the money to use it extravagantly, at least he’d think a little about his daughter. But he seemed to be absorbed in something as if he was haunted. He didn’t understand or maybe didn’t even notice your ploy and its hidden meaning and he kept letting things go on as before. You were beginning to feel tense. As soon as you met him, you had the impression that blood was beating at your temples. That tension caused you to learn very slowly and, now that you had become his creditor, he no longer dared to make direct remarks to you. You were distraught. On some days, you found yourself excuses not to go and learn. When your father and mother asked you questions, you fibbed, saying he wasn’t free (an excuse he himself put forward with you often). Every time you lied, you were upset. You were afraid of being caught red-handed. When you started to lie, you started to feel as if everybody was after you, everybody could see through your lies. The next day, when the time for the lesson came, you grabbed your bike and went out, but you didn’t go to his house. You took to another part of town, went to sit in a small riverside restaurant with a book to read. At the ferry pier there was a houseboat transformed into a coffee shop which sold coffee and groceries as well. The houseboat, built like a Thai-style house with very large boards, was beautiful, clean and quiet, as it was in front of a monastery. I remember that coffee shop. You used to take me there. You went to take shelter there often without telling your parents and without him knowing about it either, sometimes three or four days in a row. During what should have been your violin course hour, you sat down on the houseboat deck, your feet in the water, looked at the houseboats on the opposite bank and the boats floating by, with a glass of iced black tea perfumed with lemon or else a glass of orange juice near you, and the violin, which you didn’t dare to leave in the front basket of your bike as you were afraid it’d get stolen. Sometimes, when you had had enough of gazing around you, you read or bought bread you shredded and threw the shreds at the fish swimming there in great numbers, as no one would fish in front of a monastery. There was also a Catholic church on the opposite bank, but a little out of line, not to be bell-to-gong with the monastery. You were almost happy, but at the same time above your happiness the waves of alarm gathered silently. It was the first time you shirked your duty. You weren’t used to that. You were afraid he’d go and look for you at your house, even though you knew he wouldn’t dare or at least shouldn’t. You were afraid of meeting some acquaintance. That compelled you to stay seated with your back to the road. The water was deep, cold and ran strong. The Bang Pakong was a clean river. The wind was so fresh you wished your hair was even longer. You were so much happier sitting there than during the violin lesson. But each time you were on the houseboat you told yourself tomorrow you wouldn’t come again. He must be waiting and worrying. You made him wait, although he was an adult, although he was your teacher. You knew perfectly well it was impolite to act like that. When you went back to study once again, he blamed you at length for having disappeared without telling him anything and he asked angrily why this was so. You kept silent. But when he insisted and demanded an answer, you answered sheepishly that you were fed up. It was a way of speaking so forthright, so violent it hardly sounded like you, but you didn’t want to lie. If you had made yourself scarce, it was because you were really fed up. Fed up and ill at ease. You tried to control yourself to explain as courteously as possible how you felt. You felt you feared him more than you could have thought possible. You were surprised nonetheless to be talking like that. You had been taught not to stand up to grownups, to show respect to people older than you. But he was even more surprised than you were. His face and eyes, which reacted instantly to the least of his moods, were deformed by suffering. You had hurt his feelings. That nearly forty-year-old man full of failures and disappointments, that man who had to run away from his own past, was no longer able to bear the least commotion. Even though he was older than you, all that there was in him that was respectable had been destroyed by the rude words and insults that he had received and that had damaged him, as everybody knew. As for you, it wasn’t as if you didn’t understand anything at all. Deep down, you too looked at him in a negative way, even if you kept warning yourself that it wasn’t up to you to pinpoint other people’s shortcomings. I know. I know you well. You have that rare quality which is spiritual equanimity, which you owe to a prolonged strict education. You were cross with yourself when he said slowly as if guiltridden that, if you were fed up and felt ill at ease, you might as well stop studying. You hastened to apologise to him. You insisted that studying was what you wanted from the start and assured him that you did mean to carry on studying. He said it was as you wished. He would’ve preferred not to have to tell you that he too was fed up, fed up and ill at ease about everything. Actually, he wasn’t all that eager to waste time with you. He had plenty of things to do more pleasant or more important than teaching you the violin. You told yourself that if he spoke like that it was to preserve his face and to regain confidence in his way of life. That day, before the lesson began, it was very late. Furthermore, it ended before the set time, because of the sudden appearance of a plump middle-aged woman who refused to sit down when he invited her to, ignored his request to calm down so they talked things over quietly in private and wouldn’t lower her voice, but stood right in the middle of the room and undertook to demand the return of what he had borrowed from her. Once again the amount involved was enormous and when you heard it you were shocked, all the more so as it was for you the occasion to learn that the borrowing had been done in legal forms and that breach of contract would surely send him to jail given that he had deliberately put off repayment even though she had given him more than plenty of time to do so. She shouted out as if she intended to humiliate him publicly. Since he wasn’t leaving her any other solution, she threatened, she was going to consult a lawyer. His voice, by contrast, was increasingly low, so shocked was he by that assault of rudeness and ashamed of being thus disgraced. You took your violin and slipped away. In front of the door of the room, you bumped into his daughter, who stood there furtively peeking at what was going on inside. What could the girl be thinking? What was she feeling? Painful questions and difficult answers. You stroked her head and forced a smile. She followed you, asked you to take her with you to your house while stretching out her hand to clutch firmly the carrier at the back of your bike and making as if to climb onto it. You softly refused saying No, come now, you can’t, while feeling how awful it was to leave behind the little girl who, standing still behind you, was looking at you going away. By then it was the end of the hot season term. You went to pay a visit to relatives in their Thonburi orchard and for about a week you didn’t attend the violin course. When you returned, as you rode into the school precinct you realised for the first time how deserted and desolate it was, teachers and caretakers having already gone back home. It was holiday time and that was it, your school had closed down, now another world only recently still full of movement and noise. The grass on the sports grounds was dry and shrivelled. Doors and windows in all classroom buildings were locked up and their balconies empty. Dead leaves cluttered the ground. The rows of Indian almond trees along the road and the beds of decorative plants along the alleys seemed to have grown old all of a sudden. There was only the administrative building where a few people still worked. The teachers’ lodgings at the back of the school were all closed and silent, as was the caretaker’s house that sold groceries. Of the teachers lodged at the school, he was the only one who hadn’t gone back home or gone visiting someone. He was always there and you kept on going to study the violin with him every day, until one day he left the lesson unfinished. He told you he had run out of cigarettes and looked for some change and called his daughter and told her to go and buy him a packet of cigarettes. As the caretaker’s shop was closed, he told the little girl to go and buy it at a store in front of the school and with the remaining money to buy herself some sweets and he softly pinched her cheek once, bent over to whisper something you didn’t quite catch and laughed softly as was his habit. You found yourself alone with him. You should have been on your guard. But unfortunately for you, you weren’t. All that happened then was simple and so ordinary. Later when you thought back, you’d tell yourself he had told his daughter to take her time. How it all began, you hardly noticed. It happened too fast for you to understand. You put up a struggle, you protested when you were assaulted, too stunned and panicky to know what was happening. Maybe because you had hardly ever thought about this sort of thing, you were totally unaware of the important fact that no matter what, he was a man still in the prime of life and deprived of a woman for months. He must have been waiting for such an opportunity for a very long time in the desolation of his days and of his nights, torn between fear and daring, but at the same time burning with the fire of lust, and when his self-restraint snapped you became his prey, the prey of a famished wild beast. And it was as a prey that he handled you. He rushed at you and raped you savagely. You cried out of pain as he roared with his greedy hot breath stinking of alcohol and tobacco. You put up a struggle, you fought desperately. You were being raped by a wild beast. Later on, thinking back to all that, you’d shiver with disgust and push back this memory with all your might. It wasn’t true! You’d force yourself. It hadn’t happened to you. It might have happened to someone else in another world. It wasn’t true! There never was a cramped and dirty room where you had been dragged to roughly. There was no old bed with its grey and soiled sheet under a greyish mosquito net with its sides up. It wasn’t true! A place like that there was none in reality and furthermore he didn’t exist either. You had never met him, never had any kind of relationship whatsoever with him. You yelled and repulsed with all your might the memory of such an event, but it was stronger than you, it was like an eagle that swooped down on you and smashed your conscience; it always came up unexpectedly and treated you as it pleased. Finally, you had to accept the bitter truth: you were only a foolish and careless young girl and it was your foolishness and carelessness that had led you into disaster. You could no longer pretend to forget the day when your world of beauty was smashed to pieces. It was the most violent pain you had ever endured and its burning would stay with you for a long time, probably until your own demise. Such was the reward of the trust that you had in him, that you had in a human being. You lay face buried into the pillow which stank of his sweat and musk, and cried even though you had no more tears. After he had thoroughly satisfied his craving, he tried to cheer you up, let out a stream of excuses, endlessly cursed himself in filthy terms, but you wouldn’t listen to anything any longer. You didn’t care what he was saying. Finally he fell silent, got up and started pacing back and forth and after a while came back to the bed and sat on it. You heard his heavy breathing very near. It sounded like the breathing of a prehistoric beast. He flipped you onto your back. His face got close to yours. His bloodshot eyes stared deep into you. You could have sworn those were the eyes of a murderer. His hand, tapering like the paw of a dead animal, went down to your neck and squeezed it convulsively. You tried to utter a shout but your shout remained stuck in your chest, echoing like the echo in a valley full of ghosts, of demonic caves and of streams of death. Help! Help! Your throat crushed by steel pliers, you couldn’t breathe any longer and a dull pain born you didn’t know when spread out like masses of thick smoke and those masses of smoke mutated into as many zombies which, with their fangs and claws, rooted life out of your body with a brute force you couldn’t withstand. His face got even closer, blocking off all the things in your life from your consciousness. His eyes sank deep into your eyes as if to hypnotise you. His reedy low voice resounded as if it came out of the dark heart of aberration, drowning out all other sounds. You nonetheless perceived abject vulgarity and incomprehensible suffering in his features, in his eyes, in his voice, vulgarity and suffering that welled up and flowed like blood out of a mortal wound. In the confusion of your perceptions, as cold as if you were in the eye of an icy whirlwind and as hot as if you were burnt alive, you heard a voice saying, like a sinister curse, If you ever tell this to anyone, you’ll die. I will kill you! That was an evil declaration whose charge of terror you were the only one to know. He didn’t say anything further. Your body kept shivering and seemed to disintegrate. Hold me tight, you told me as if you wanted to wake up to the world of reality. Hold me tight and let me cry. O Kangsadarn! Even now, in this icy night which is but moonlight and fog, I still hear your white swan’s scream. Between the glass walls of silence that stretch to the horizon, scratched only by the roar of the wind and crackle of insects and cries of birds of the night and lugubrious howling of dogs, I hear your white swan’s scream, a white swan fallen in a devil’s clutches, desperately and confusedly reverberating under a sky of pure crystal, a scream ensnared there, which I am the only one to hear. All young women each have their white swan. But your white swan is drenched in blood and under the spell of an evil curse, and that evil curse is real. You contented yourself with keeping that story secret. You buried it in the darkest corner of your memory as one buries the corpse of an evil spirit in a horrible tomb where terror waits in the night for the heart of darkness to explode and cover the world, a tomb from which that evil spirit hasn’t stopped rising, as the magic you possessed wasn’t powerful enough to maintain him there. Before you separated that day, he told you to behave normally. Be careful not to arouse suspicion. Do nothing that might betray me. He was God and that was the only commandment you received from him. Henceforth, he had absolute power over you and he was proud of the power he had just acquired. You were afraid, you were ashamed, you were demoralised. You hastily took refuge in your room, telling your mother you didn’t feel well. Luckily your mother was busy; otherwise she’d have observed you with suspicion, even though you had always been trusted. You were taken with incoercible shivering when you remembered one thing you had never thought about, which was that you might get pregnant. You had practically no knowledge in terms of sexual education, even though your father, who was a modern man, had on several occasions warned you that you should know those things and had undertaken to explain them to you, but you had hardly understood anything, you changed the subject or else you laughed and said you weren’t quite old enough. The thought of being pregnant terrified you; you became restless, cried, sobbed and had to bite the pillow not to be heard. You washed yourself again and again, soaped yourself again and again, brushed your teeth again and again. You had turned the jet to full blast as they do on neurotics to calm them. You meant to wash off every trace of those revolting juices. The next day you told yourself that whatever happened you’d never go back to learn the violin. But a little before lesson time, you were called to come out of your room. In the courtyard in front of your house your mother, who that day was at home preparing to make sweets, was talking to someone. You opened the window curtain and glanced out and were seized with panic. His daughter! He had told his daughter to come and fetch you. And he himself had come with that grimy child. He hadn’t come into the house but had his daughter come in instead, arguing that he would’ve been embarrassed to go inside as, according to his daughter whom he must have instructed, he was only passing by and had nothing special to say, apart from simply asking whether you were going to attend the violin course or not, as lately he felt you were often late. You were terrified at the idea that he might tell your mother that in fact you had missed the course several days in a row, as if he said so your mother wouldn’t fail to ply you with questions to know where you had gone and why, even though she trusted you, and you didn’t feel at all like being questioned, especially at such a moment. Oh, he had come to compel you to go to him. That was indeed a trick from someone who knew the ropes. In desperation, you forced yourself instantly to be natural. You shouted to your mother that you were getting ready. As for him, he sat on the saddle of a bicycle he had borrowed from who knows whom, under the yellow flame tree in front of the house. When he heard that you were getting ready to attend the course, he called back his daughter, who was fascinated by the sweets of all kinds and seemed to be wanting to come up and see you or most likely loiter in your house, be it because she would be eating sweets or because she was taken with your mother or even with you who knew instinctively what the child wanted, and he told her to hurry up to come out and go back home. You left the house like a condemned woman on her way to the scaffold – surely condemned to capital punishment although she’s done nothing wrong, with no possibility to escape or to rebel – and when you reached his house, you realised you’d have to stay alone with him. Once again he apologised profusely. He lowered himself and clasped your feet and after that undertook to rape you gently, you whose nubile body was all flesh and blood and sensations. In room number fifteen at Chainarm, you hugged me tight and you had to keep silent for a long while before you could say that you had been swayed and had gone along. And furthermore you felt pity for him when he said, as if he could guess exactly what you were thinking, that you shouldn’t worry about getting pregnant as he was sterile. His confession shook you up a lot. In that case, it meant that the little girl wasn’t his daughter! It was yet another bitterness among the strata of bitterness that had formed a turbid layer of enormous weight in his mind. That child with a grimy doll’s face was the daughter of he didn’t know exactly which other man. It might well be that even her mother hadn’t a clue either of who it was among the men that had passed by in her fickle and vagrant life. But she, his wife, was a good person, he kept insisting. She ran after men out of spite, for her own gratification. She destroyed everything she could destroy, monstrously and cruelly, to compensate for something. She was destroying even him, he who had pulled her out of the quagmire of abjection in which she rotted and, as a mere individual, he was unable to stand her cruelty and occasionally he’d hurt her back also, and that was his own fault. His fault, his fault, his fault since the very beginning, since he had taken her off the gutter seven years earlier, and at the time he had done so to avenge himself of something too. You stared at him, trying to measure once again the acuity of his suffering, but you were totally disconcerted. You had never thought you knew him truly until he had chosen you as his prey. Before that, he was only what you thought he was. But why did he have to choose you as his prey? If only he had chosen someone else as his prey, you would’ve been ready to endure and try to understand all of his bad mistakes and perhaps even to forgive him perfunctorily. According to moral criteria which all of us would like to correct, we can show magnanimity by demanding of ourselves or of anyone to endeavour to understand the guilty. We can even forgive a criminal, until that criminal commits a crime against someone we love or against something we love or against ourselves. We then realise that there is a flip side to the truth, which is that a criminal must be punished as he so richly deserves to be. This exigency stems from legal criteria – but at the time you didn’t have the words to express what you felt. You only knew that, no matter what, even if you felt pity and sympathy for him, or even if you came to weaken under his greedy caresses, you’d never forgive him, and you said in a tone of desperation which startled him, as if he didn’t know you at all before that, that you would kill him if you could. The expression on your face and in your eyes as you said that was such that I had no doubt that it was truly what you wanted to say, but in any case, whatever you did to stop yourself and force yourself, even though you kept repeating that you’d never let him touch you again, you went to see him every day and you let him ravage you as he wished again and again. You had already lost and capitulated before the formidable power of his eyes, before his embrace and caresses and kisses, and before his saucy and expert tricks of all kinds. If you let him treat you like that, it was in part to punish yourself to have been foolish enough to become his prey, to well and truly sink into your cranium the terrible truth and impose that terrible truth to the world of your conscience full of vague dreams and paralysed with fear. With him, you became a model sexual object. With him, you became a young woman craving sex. You were blindly infatuated with him as all young women are blindly infatuated with the first man that lays waste to their virginity. You looked at him with the eyes of a loyal slave, with the eyes of a dog for its master. You knew perfectly well that what you were doing wasn’t correct, but you weren’t lucid enough to prevent yourself from doing it. He held you at his mercy. Not only your body, but your conscience also. But in some ways he had become your slave too, and his infatuation with you was greater than your infatuation with him actually. He’d kneel down on the floor and enfold your legs in his arms. He’d kiss even the sole of your feet and you remembered how disgusted you were, ashamed, embarrassed and happy at the same time. So you loved him? No. Absolutely not. As blindly infatuated with him as you were, you could swear you absolutely didn’t love him. Life went on in that way day after day until one particular day shortly before the start of the new school year. That day it was almost five p.m. and you were getting ready to go back home. The headmaster burst into his house unexpectedly, propelled by anger and looking obviously determined to sort it out with him once and for all. He seemed surprised to find you there, but he didn’t greet you or ask you anything or even tell you to leave. He merely returned your bow cursorily as he had a more important problem to sort out right away and, without a preamble, as if what he was about to say had often been mentioned, exclaimed, as a polite reprimand, as an eviction fraught with sympathy and understanding, as a final notice full of loving kindness, You have no right to stay here any longer! The start of the new school year was only days away and, given that he had decided to resign as of last month, he had no right any longer to live in this accommodation provided with the job. He was seated on one of the front steps, looking totally distraught. With a desperate and stubborn look that contrasted with the one he showed you, he told the headmaster to allow him some more time. To tell the truth, he had nowhere to go. To tell the truth, he didn’t know whom to turn to. To tell the truth, he had yet to make any plans for the future. Of course, he was going to gather his belongings and move out of this teacher’s lodging house, but could it be done after he had received his severance pay? Actually, he didn’t want to resign from his civil servant post, but it was necessary for him to do so for personal reasons. He was compelled to do it, assailed by problems on all sides. Besides, that his resignation application had been approved at all levels with disconcerting ease had astounded him. The headmaster breathed heavily as he listened to him. He told him it was right of him to have handed over his resignation. If he hadn’t done so he would’ve been expelled: he drank, he kept absenting himself without reason and without authorisation all year round, he failed in all his duties, he was covered in debts. When he had handed over his resignation, the headmaster had thought it was the best solution. Before that, he as headmaster had tried to protect him constantly, had tried to help him directly and indirectly, had tried to be both patient and forgiving, therefore he should sympathise in return. The order to move from this dwelling was a matter of regulation; it was nothing personal. And if he didn’t move out within three days, the headmaster would ask the police to apprehend him for trespassing on state property. He placed his hands on his head and remained like that, stooped, his shoulders hunched, eyes to the ground, trying again to explain with many repetitions that, when he decided to hand over his resignation, he did it in a fit of temper, impulsively, on the spur of the moment. He had done it to harm himself, from resentment, to escape from various pressures due to his personal problems as well as to problems at work and even problems with his fellow teachers. To tell the truth, it was the circumstances that had compelled him to write his letter of resignation. He hadn’t written it voluntarily. In fact, he wasn’t even sure that when he wrote his letter of resignation he was in full possession of his faculties. His voice shook, dejected and despairing. It seemed that he wanted to express what he was resentful about rather than seriously face the problem at hand. What he wanted was understanding, understanding and encouragement. Finally, he said bluntly, as if to seek advice, would it be a problem if he sought reintegration in the civil service and was it possible in the short term? That’s when the headmaster got really mad. Totally unable to control himself, he copiously insulted him and, while cursing, pounded on him, grabbed him and dragged him down the steps and with a stentorian voice enjoined him to start gathering his belongings right away. You stood witnessing the whole scene in a weird panic that made you feel you were paralysed. You made a tremendous effort to control yourself to prevent yourself from screaming. The glare of the truth was so cruel you wondered how you could stand it. He had resigned on such and such a day. His resignation had been registered at that level on such and such a day, at that other level on such and such day and had been accepted on such and such a day. He had well and truly resigned. And the day his resignation had been accepted at the highest level was the day on which he decided to rape you. In the drift and flux of his heart, at the very bottom of his hopeless hell, he had dragged you down with him. He had hidden the truth from you. He no longer had the right to stay in that dwelling but he stubbornly and shamelessly stayed in it although he had been given notice on several occasions to move out of the place, not because he didn’t know where to go or else, if that was the case, it wasn’t the main reason. If he bore with staying there or if he had chosen to stay, it was because he wanted to seek sexual happiness from you. And you, with full knowledge of the facts or not, you had placed yourself at the service of his sexual satisfaction like a moronic whore. You, a young woman of seventeen whose father and mother and friends thought you behaved in complete innocence and purity whereas in fact you behaved like a moronic whore. From the day you were raped you knew how foolish you were, but it was on the day you learned he had resigned that you realised you were much more stupid than you thought. Once back home, you cried out of hysterical resentment, and all you could do to pay him back in kind was to stop the violin course for good and desperately seek a way to forget him. But your disgust with yourself could only increase, as the whirlwind of rumours of all kinds concerning him compelled you to know that he was still alive and still present in this world. When the classes resumed and the children found out that he was no longer a teacher, they let out a stream of criticisms. Several teachers who were close to their pupils said more or less the same thing, which was that they had been very upset to have to teach in the same school as him, as his bad reputation rebounded on them, but now that he was gone they felt better, all the more so as the prestige of teachers was at its lowest, and one particular teacher who had a way with words (the teacher of Thai classical literature, whom the children knew ambitioned to become a writer) confided to the pupils musingly that now that the school was rid of him, hadn’t they noticed that even the school buildings, which had looked morose for the past ten years, were now all smiles and sang songs to one another, the national flag on its pole fluttered more gaily, the grass in the yard was glad to increase its rate of growth by several percents which it could be stated without fear of getting it wrong was unprecedented, and in the trees the flowers budded in bunches all around the school, not because of the abundant rains of the end of May but due to his departure. Hardly anyone remembered his good points, all the more so when the new music teacher who, fresh from the conservatory and thus wildly enthusiastic, set to work seriously and undertook to lead the school band with energy and authority, to train new musicians to replace those that had finished their studies, to enlist novice singers for folk songs as well as for Thai and western variety tunes by prodding those that were gifted to come forward. Furthermore, he was training two pupils of junior high to be valid presenters. Furthermore, he did something unheard of in the history of the school band, which was to form a team of comics thanks to four little scamps and gags he thought up himself. In the afternoon of the day of homage to the teachers, once all ceremonies had ended, the refurbished band under the leadership of the new music teacher had the opportunity to show its mettle and it was a complete success, especially the background dancers in multicoloured skirts of raffia strings tied at the waist like Hawaiian girls dressed to play hula hoop, who had been chosen among the effeminate boys and who wiggled around frantically. And what was even more exciting was the magician in black suit and top hat, a man able to make a dove out of a cotton ball and turn a nylon piece of string into a snake and put an egg in his mouth and force two out of his ears, and when he took one egg out of his mouth and took it out again out of each ear with much precaution, he flung it onto the stage floor and instead of breaking it bounced like a ping-pong ball he snatched and shifted from one hand to the other between two bounds. The existence of the dancers and of the magician had been kept secret by the music teacher and their presence on stage was a source of fun and astonishment for pupils and teachers alike. There were no longer old theatre tunes, there were no longer old Thai melodies that the violin played solo to perfection or any deep and limpid pure music, but instead the latest hits from the radio and fashionable TV shows. And even though it turned out later on that the dancers only knew how to dance that old routine and the magician had no other conjuring tricks in his repertoire and that the new music teacher was in fact a homosexual whose frequentation of some pubescent pupils was turning into a discreet scandal, no one it seemed compared him to the former music teacher, who was obviously very inferior to him and who, if permanent rumours were to be believed, had gone and rented a small cheap Chinese shophouse in the riverside slum behind the market and lived in idleness one day at a time. People generally understood that the main reason for his resignation was that he drank, which had made him unable to perform his duty and, although the ever-compassionate headmaster had forewarned him, warned him and forgiven him innumerable times, he hadn’t managed to reform himself. The clearest proof was that he kept drinking like a fish round the clock and was even drunker than one could remember having ever seen him. And even though everybody knew he had debts small and big here, there and everywhere which he had sworn to settle when he received his severance pay, once he did receive his severance pay after working really hard at getting it, supplicating and obsequiously flattering to the point of kneeling down before the concerned officials while explaining in great detail how much he needed the money, for instance while waiting for his severance pay he had had to sell all the musical instruments he owned and pawn all of his other belongings that could be pawned, so that all the relevant officials had taken pity on him and done everything they could to speed up the process exceptionally, well, there he went using that money to invite to feast on his mats every single friend, mate, chum and acquaintance – gamblers, hoodlums and sundry other dregs of humankind – which clearly showed that he had, in his own words, irreversibly proclaimed his freedom vis-à-vis respectable society, which was nothing but overambitious, slippery and devoid of taste. He had been seen taking his mates and pals to the fanciest restaurants of the province, drinking French brandy and smoking American cigarettes. He had been seen taking those fellows to Bangkok to do the rounds of chic nightclubs on Ratchadamnern Avenue, sojourn in pricey hotels, visit all the pleasure spots he had frequented in his youth and again with his wife, offering princely awards to songstresses and waitresses, and even mustering his underlings to go and gamble in the Pratunam dens, which were under cosy police protection. In less than three weeks he had become as destitute as before. His mates began to desert him. During that period, at one point he got a foothold again in reality, took his daughter with him and disappeared from town for four or five nights in order to (as he would reveal later) try to find his wife. To tell the truth, maybe he only wanted to run away from his creditors, who all harassed him down to a man. Except for those creditors, nobody was expecting him to return. There were only curses behind his back, and as if he knew that one and all said they wished they had met him for the last time, or whether he wanted to ridicule those who spoke like that or make them suffer for the hell of it, he came back with his daughter and resumed haunting the town as he had done for ten years, as if he didn’t want to leave it until someone organised his departure. And to know that he kept roving through town drunk and on some nights went to sit and cry, laugh and snigger under the acacias around the schoolyard like someone unable to control himself made you restless and you couldn’t find sleep. Maybe he forgot himself when he was entirely under the influence of alcohol or said it deliberately to brag or even let it escape in his sleep that he had raped you, and how delicious that had been, and how consenting you had been since then, how complicit, and what he was going to do with you the next times because you had come under his power absolutely until his palace of felicity had crumbled because of the headmaster’s untimely intervention. How could you trust someone like him? You brushed your teeth compulsively several times a day to wipe out the dribble of his kisses. You bathed and soaped yourself compulsively, carefully, meticulously to wipe out the trace of his caresses. You cut your nails very short compulsively and you cut them every day, the nails of your fingers as well as the nails of your toes, and you washed your hair every time you took a shower to the point of becoming allergic to shampoo and you had to change shampoo brands so often your mother noticed it. You sought calm and solitude. You no longer went to the houseboat coffee shop or the riverside public park. You didn’t even want to go to the riverside market, even though going to that market morning and evening had been one of your pleasures up until then. You were absolutely miserable at the thought that his assurance that he was sterile might be nothing but a lie. It was only when your menses came normally the following month that your torment over that died down. Each day stretched slowly and each night was as long as time in hell. You heaved a long sigh of relief when you learned that he had again left town but this time he had gone away alone, leaving his daughter behind in the rented room to go after his wife whom he swore he loved to distraction, adding that he was ready to forgive her for everything and she alone could give him the strength once more to fight against the vital disaster that threatened him from all sides and blackmailed him and howled at him like a pack of wolves surrounding a prey. It was hard for you to understand what may tie up a man and a woman who often hit each other very hard and insult each other in the foulest terms, exposing themselves to public contempt, and then kiss and make up, are sweet to each other, have a child and help each other out earning a living as if all the preceding hard feelings were pure fabrications out of some deranged imagination, but who soon hit each other harder than ever, insult each other fouler than ever, as if the preceding tenderness and sweetness were pure fabrications out of some deranged imagination. And yet, most married couples bear with each other and remain together, so that it seems that those that split up represent true exceptions. That’s the way, isn’t it, which most couples choose. Divorce statistics these days, even though they seem high for people in general, are in fact so low they are worrying. You didn’t know. You weren’t sure. You only knew you were afraid of men, afraid of marriage and of married life. When he left town that last time, you felt a little better and you made wishes for him to find his wife. At the very least, meeting his wife would enable him to keep the secret about you. It was said he knew where to find her. She lived in a seaside town quite happily within her means, working as a waitress in a luxury restaurant and furthermore had got rid of the man she had run out with. And yet he, the former music teacher, returned without her. You found yourself sucked into the vortex of torment once again. You were gloomy and worried excessively every time you felt the eyes of this or that friend or this or that teacher dwell over you suspiciously or when a friend or a teacher or a female trader you patronised regularly or some friends of your father’s or some friends of your mother’s happened to talk about him. He had come back only to find himself drawn into the same rough and exceedingly unpleasant situation, as many of his ruthless creditors still hadn’t given up the hope of getting their money back and kept harassing him at any time and on any occasion, made their insistent demands every time they met him and, when those creditors lost all hopes, they would still condemn him publicly for everyone to know and to serve as an example to their other debtors. All of his secrets were being aired in the open. His inferiority gave rise to jeers; his weaknesses were denounced ceaselessly; almost every time it ended with dire admonitions delivered in a tone of moral superiority. He complained about his miseries of all kinds to beg for sympathy, but eventually withdrew into total silence.

However much he was badgered, he remained impassive, until his tormentors gave up of their own accord. Sometimes his daughter came out to receive them instead, revolted to see him oppressed to such an extent. She talked back in the lightning rude terms that are the lingua franca of market people. News about him spread throughout town. In such a small town it was impossible for anyone not to hear rumours about him; as to how many did, or how much one was interested, that was another story. Criticisms were getting increasingly strong, mixed with pity and nausea, as it was known that when he was a teacher he had the upper hand in his relations with gamblers and hoodlums and this was no longer the case, as his status as a music teacher belonged to the past and in fact he found himself even lower, he had to wait on them, to go and buy them cigarettes, booze and other drinks in order to receive a share, or run errands or do odd jobs, which he did most willingly just to earn someone’s favour or in exchange of a compliment or two. His body was a wreck and he looked increasingly old. His clothes stank and his hovel was a crummy mess. It was a rented room whose door was almost always ajar, as its occupants were seldom home and there was nothing worth stealing, so that the neighbourhood’s cats and dogs went to dwell in it or roam in quest of food scraps. His daughter often had to rely on a couple of foul-mouthed but kind-hearted market women to feed herself. She used to have a regular work at night, being hired at the shop selling cooked food and by the carts of roadside noodle vendors to gather dirty dishes or hand out food or pour out drinks to customers, which meant that she not only had enough to nourish herself without missing a meal but also could save a little pocket money. But her scruffy appearance, her dirty face and hands disgusted some customers when she brought them a glass of water or a dish. The hardy, loud-voiced old Chinese who owned the stands thus ceased to employ her. Both she and her father had vacant and depressed expressions, though for different reasons. They could be seen sitting dejected on the threshold of their room so often that for many it was a familiar scene. When a little money was available, whether shamelessly caged from some acquaintance or obtained in one way or another, the father went to buy cheap hooch he drank until sleep overtook him, falling asleep sometimes right by the room door and sleeping there until dawn, unbothered by the ambient hubbub of the market or racket of the ice delivery van or of the big lorries that came to deliver seafood or by the company of people milling about in thickening crowds, and without even taking heed of the swarms of big ferocious river mosquitoes which were terribly famished and sucked blood off his face, arms and legs until their black bodies were full to bursting point, and he woke up once again, disappeared for a while and came back to sit by the door again until he had booze to drink or until someone called him to go and buy a little something worth no more than twenty baht, because if he was given more he was likely to gamble it away or buy himself some booze, although in fact he had never cheated anyone, or else he was asked to go and fetch someone, most of the time some gambler who hadn’t kept his appointment. Another way for him to earn a living was to sell lottery tickets he got from a small vendor, and he went to mix with the invalids around the temple with the sacred Buddha image that was said to have come floating on water from downstream and before which he had perjured himself in the past. But the profit margin was so small and for some unknown reason he had very few buyers, so that when he ran out of patience he started to yell as if to ask the whole world if he had to be blind or what, to be paralysed or what, for them to buy them fucking tickets. Fed up to hear him yell like that, the invalids agreed on treating him as an enemy. Finally, helping each other out, they managed to chase him away by hurling stones at him in a concert of obscenities. As for the little girl, she paced up and down the market, thieving and rude by nature. Sometimes she quarrelled with the other children that hung around the market but, being puny, she was often roughed up to the point of crying non-stop. She cried so much and so loud it was said it was in her nature. She put up a struggle and fought with all her might like a hungry dog. Most of the time, she kept snivelling until she grew quiet by herself or until some exasperated bastard came and gave her a mighty shove on the back or a mighty slap on the face that really hurt her. Everybody knew that if she was really hurt, she didn’t cry but kept quiet and glared resentfully. What the future of this little girl and of the other grimy little urchins of uncertain origins that hung around the market would turn into would’ve been hard to say. One day your mother met the girl, who sat playing with a scrawny kitten next to a municipal tank overflowing with garbage, and she recollected having seen her somewhere before, so she greeted and smiled at her. The little girl didn’t seem to recognise her, but when your mother resumed her walk, she followed her, torn between fear and daring. She followed her to your house and when she saw you her fear disappeared. That was about two months after he had been expelled from his teacher’s lodging, two months after you had given up learning the violin. Five or six days later, the little girl was eating and sleeping at your house. One morning, her father came to stand awkwardly under the yellow flame tree in front of the house to get his daughter back. He looked alarmed and it seemed he hadn’t quite slept it off, which, incidentally, was to be his appearance for the rest of his days. He didn’t dare ring the bell and merely called out your mother in a respectful tone. The market people said he had cried his eyes out and thumped his chest like a madman when he learned the little girl had disappeared and, when someone came to tell him she was at your house, he looked absolutely stunned and he bawled like a beast, as they said. He screamed, tumbled about, challenged the sun and all sacred things. Some of the hoodlums he mixed with came to ask him what the matter with him was, cheered him up, pointing out to him it wasn’t difficult, given that he knew where the child was, he just had to go and get her back and that’d do the trick. He didn’t pay attention to what those fellows were saying but let out a steam of rude insults and told them to get lost, so that they ended up laying into him with fists and feet. And that was the reason why he stood in front of your house with his shirt and trousers torn and covered in mud and blood, his face black and blue, standing still like a statue of insanity. But, in your resentment and suffering, you were no longer able to feel pity for him, so that, even if fate was to deal with him even worse, you remained indifferent and passive regarding him. Deep down in your heart, you were telling yourself that he only got what he deserved. You almost did not take any note when the little girl came to say goodbye and added that she’d come back to see you one of these days. You had no premonition or any inkling that it would be the last time you saw her, as only three days later her mother came back but, instead of the situation taking a turn for the better, it got worse. Her return was like the arrival of the eye of a cyclone that destroys everything in its path. The couple quarrelled fiercely, exchanging dire and vulgar insults without restraint. And when the mercury of the festival of obscenities reached boiling point, they pounced on each other round after round with yells and curses galore so that eventually, as they socked and pinched and punched and smashed each other, a master hoodlum who flattered himself he was the neighbourhood peacekeeper stalked to the landing stage behind the market, pulled up a bucket full of river water and threw its contents over the two bodies as you do with dogs that bite and won’t let go and told them to cool off, for fuck’s sake. They separated and kept quiet for a while, each heaving in his or her corner, each too whacked to go on quarrelling on rather than having learned their lesson. And then he started anew to try to reach an understanding with her. She showed herself ready to talk as well. But very soon the verbal escalation resumed, neither one of them being willing to make concessions, and turned into a fistfight yet again. He ran his fist into a room partition, broke table and chairs, sent dishes flying everywhere, took out his shirt and went out to walk into the maddening midday heat, raised his arms to the sky and looked up, gazed at the sun and yelled like a madman Full moon! Full moon! and then turned round and had another go at her, shouting abuse at her, calling her a harlot, an abject and depraved strumpet. She snapped back he wasn’t any better than her; he was just a good-for-nothing except for getting pissed to the gills. What woman would stand for that? To tell the truth, she didn’t want to come back to see him, but if she did, wasn’t it because he had prostrated himself at her feet begging her to come back? Then she uttered another three or four sentences so obscene a prostitute would’ve blushed. He was ashamed that she’d reveal his behaviour in such a way. This kind of retort had the unexpected result of shutting him up. No matter how much she provoked him, he wouldn’t answer. After taking malicious pleasure in cutting him to pieces for quite some time, his silence making her think she had achieved victory, she proclaimed in a stentorian voice that resounded throughout the entire row of shophouses that, if she had come back, it was only to get her daughter back. She hadn’t come back to live with him as on previous occasions, as in any case that child wasn’t his daughter. If someone wanted to know the truth about this, she insisted on stating unambiguously that that child wasn’t his daughter but her daughter only. It’s me brought her to the world all by myself, in her own words. But that stupid fool wasn’t her father. He was just a dumb buffalo who had never been anything else. And her proclamation was a notice of complete break-off of all relations with him. You wondered what the little child must have felt as she sat hugging the kitten and saw them slugging at each other and insulting each other and finally heard the proclamation of the woman who was her mother. It was said she merely sat motionless and gazing into space in front of the door of the room.

As for him, he sat motionless and gazing into space on the landing in front of the room under its rusty tin roof, his back to the wall, his legs stretched out before him, his head lowered, for so long he was almost forgotten. He walked out quietly and went to buy himself some hooch and when he had his bottle he climbed quietly up the old tamarind tree, part of whose dense foliage covered the roof of this rickety building, and he sat down on the main fork of the tamarind tree to knock back in peace. The former music teacher, whose sickly body was dressed in black and grimy clothes, looked like some miserable and forlorn big flying squirrel or big bat or winged demon. His clothes, his body and his sitting posture blended astonishingly well in the shady branches of the old tamarind tree. When someone threw him a stone or shouted at him asking if he meant to hang himself, he didn’t react. When he had had enough of the taunting, he climbed higher still. Early rainy season rain fell hard. The wind gusted. But he kept sitting soaked in that tamarind tree without turning a hair. No one knew when it was he climbed down quietly. Around ten at night, which was rather late for the place, in the sizzle of the rain a shot was heard, tearing the quiet that reigned over the market area and waking up toddlers who started to wail. The shot had obviously come out of the rented room of the former music teacher. A single bullet and then silence for a while, followed by the sound of a scuffle, of a tussle, a scream, and then a second gunshot was heard. Gunshots were heard once in a long while and, each time, they meant tragedy. The local folk, in a panic, rushed to the site of the event and, once on the spot, undertook to break down the rickety worm-eaten door of the rented room. Six or seven men in the prime of life dashed into the room. They’d later be police witnesses and all would testify that the scene they saw then was that of the little girl slumped against the partition wall like a lifeless doll, blood squirting from her temple, and his wife thrashing about in the middle of the room, beseeching him to spare her life, blood flowing down her sarong at the level of her abdomen. Before they could yell at him to stop or impede him, the former music teacher standing legs apart in the dim flickering light, looking exactly like a rabid dog, totally indifferent to the intrusion of those that had just broken down the door, shot at her again, this time at chest level. She toppled back, winded, jerked once or twice and collapsed inert, her eyes rolled upwards and gleaming with vindictive resentment. That was when the men pounced on him and he thrashed about viciously, insulting those fuckers that came to prevent him from fulfilling the final wish of his life, which was to kill himself. But the men didn’t listen and finally snatched the gun away from him and immobilised him with a tight arm lock in his back, insulted him, kicked him and punched him to reward him for fighting to the death while his gun was being snatched away, and even once trussed up and hopeless he kept spitting on all those that were within reach. With much shoving, nudging and kicking that made him stagger and reel, he was marshalled out of his rented room on an icy night under a noiseless drizzle. He seemed to have come back to his senses, as his tears began to flow, he no longer thrashed about, no longer opposed any resistance. He walked along the redearth road that had turned into a mire, surrounded by a crush of people like a swarm of crows harassing an owl, while another contingent crowded the rented room like a swarm of flies buzzing over a putrid corpse. As he was taken to the police station he was still being beaten up, even though he no longer showed the least inclination to resist or run away but on the contrary appeared totally determined to surrender. The entire town had been awoken to find itself confronted to an appalling reality and swearwords surging from everywhere like a jungle flash flood cursed him for having gone as far as killing a young girl and even a woman begging for mercy. The event was reported boisterously and got embellished and somewhat distorted as is in the nasty nature of rumours and gossip. It was a terrifying event as happens seldom. And even though it was a story that made their hair stand on end, for the people around the market it was a kind of entertainment. You learned of it in the minutest detail from your classmates the next morning, maybe because you were eager to find out, even if you did your utmost to prevent that eagerness from showing. In your quiet ways, you were horribly pleased by what had happened, even though you were sorry that he was at the very least still alive. If you were pleased by his fate, it was because you felt increasingly secure, in the sense that under police control he probably would no longer have the opportunity to get drunk and talk a lot of nonsense in his delirium, which might lead to your secret being exposed. Sorrow or pity over the death of the grimy little girl and of his wife wasn’t the first feeling that was born in your heart. You are a human being, an individual thinking of herself before anything else. One of your friends, whose father is a lawyer, revealed that, when she was learning music with him and her father, leafing through her course notebook, saw the teacher’s annotations, he had remarked that his handwriting showed a blatant criminal temperament and his deeply etched signature betrayed a cruel mind. And other friends chimed in at once that indeed they remembered that he used to write wrathful comments on some pages of their training manuals and pressed his biro so forcefully that he rumpled and pierced the paper and he’d say, full of himself, Do you know that our handwriting tells more of our character than the lines of the hand? And thinking back to his handwriting and the murders that had just been committed, they could clearly see the connection. One of your friends reported another aspect of the event: after the autopsy a few female traders at the market had the body of his wife and the body of his daughter taken to a small monastery by the river and improvised a merit-making ceremony hardly anyone attended. Those murders became big news even the national press got interested in. The main dailies presented info and photos in great detail, very simply because at the time publishing political news was too risky. But that was nothing compared to the magazines specialising in crime and gore that were on sale the following week, which published his story in a most elaborate way and illustrated it with coloured and black-and-white photographs. Those magazines, one of your friends bought them only to read the news about him. Those revolting photos and accounts showed no respect for the dead, but it was through those pictures taken from various angles that you saw his utterly cramped and stuffy rented room, its tin partition walls papered over with posters of movie stars and old newspaper sheets. On some pictures you could see the rotting and disjointed floorboards, a pail and a plastic basin, and cobwebs on the walls and ceiling, bottles of cheap hooch that had rolled everywhere and some filled only with cigarette butts, an ice box, an old all-crumpled mosquito net strung up on one side only, the rest of it more or less rolled up and lying on the folded blanket and the pillow, with a small woven mat by the bed. But what held all your attention were the corpses of his wife and daughter, which you examined at length. There were many photographs taken from various angles without any necessity as if to take pot shots at the dead once again. Those photos gave you nightmares. At the time, you didn’t know that law holds that a corpse belongs to the one who is dead, but common sense had you asking yourself what right others had to publicly humiliate a dead body. Before publishing those pictures, they should have asked themselves what the dead person would feel, what those who saw them would feel or even what the members of the family of the dead would feel. You told yourself that many of those pictures should have been censured, especially those of the corpse of his wife, whose sarong had slipped, so that you could see her breasts quite plainly. But they hadn’t been censored, because those magazines had columns dedicated to interviews of top police officers and written by bootlickers, which greatly helped management and circulation. The pictures of the corpses of mother and daughter left you aghast. You contemplated those pictures of corpses for a long time, the corpses of a pretty young woman obscene in death and of a small girl. And you told yourself that in those two corpses there had once been what was called life, now snuffed out, and all that remained was pitiful bodies, utterly inferior and valueless bodies, and when you recalled the little girl’s words telling you before she left that she’d come back to see you, you were seized by a fit of icy shivering. That made your nights painful – worried and frightened and disgusted and ashamed, as you tossed around, knocked about, twisted in knots of confusion like algae in a madly turbid stream. You couldn’t think of anything else for long. Sooner or later you realised that you were thinking again about him and his wife and that child. The next day, while at school and focusing with pleasure on a flower arrangement, suddenly a searing pain came back to torment you when someone said that, even though he had said he meant to kill himself after committing those two murders in cold blood but had been prevented, in fact it wasn’t true, as it was most probable he intended to run away after killing those two but, upon being prevented to do so, he had come up with that suicide story. According to his own statement, he had shot the child while she slept, it was a premeditated murder, and after that he had shot his wife, but his first shot had woken her and that’s why there had been a struggle. But nevertheless she had died as he wanted. He had said it had been very hard for him to resolve himself to kill the child and that was the reason why he had decided to kill her first. As for his wife, he had no reason to procrastinate. In any case, his fault was blatant enough and he would in all likelihood be given a harsh penalty, death sentence or else life imprisonment. You wanted him to die, your former music teacher. The death sentence was what was most proper. Such was the thought in a dark corner of your mind. With me, you didn’t want to hide anything. You didn’t want to conceal anything of all that concerned you once you had decided to reveal your secret. You wanted him to die soon. Learning that he had made a full confession, including how he had obtained his weapon by stealing it from the master hoodlum (the very one who had doused him as he quarrelled with his wife), you were alarmed that he might have admitted to other mistakes he had yet to reveal and provided loathsome details of what he had done with you. Your anguish and torment seemed never to come to an end. What would happen if he himself revealed what he had ordered you to keep secret? He didn’t have anything to lose any longer. You felt that all eyes in the world existed only to watch you with suspicion and it was those eyes that were going to tear you to pieces. But at no time were you dragged to be implicated in this scandalous trial – there was nothing more than your embarrassment at having to answer questions about him (He taught you the violin, didn’t he? Come now, tell us what he was like as you see it.) which you did everything to avoid: the whole affair had nothing to do with you, it went on without you having anything to do with it. But then you did get involved in the event one afternoon some days later when he was taken out of jail for reconstruction. Actually, that reconstruction should have taken place earlier but had been delayed because much of the local police was conscripted to welcome the minister of the Interior and his party who happened to be on an inspection tour of the province. Your curiosity was such that you couldn’t resist. It wasn’t clever of you. You were torn between resentment, pity and fear, but you went there nonetheless and, furthermore, you left school for that purpose. At first, you weren’t aware of anything, but when a few forward boys who had been musicians under his direction asked you if you wanted to go and watch the reconstruction, you accepted. And it was with those friends that you took advantage of your innocent face of a model pupil to ask the bursar for permission to absent yourself from school. There was a crowd around the Chinese wooden shophouses behind the market by the river. It was a day of great heat. Heavy black clouds swept across the sky. The stifling heat seemed to increase as time went on, even though the clouds hid the sun away at times. It was there that you saw him for the last time, a criminal brought back to the scene of the crime. He looked lethargic, dejected, glum and worn out, as if deprived of life. His dull eyes looked haggard like the eyes of an insane person. He walked slowly, head hung which he raised at times to look around him as if he didn’t understand what was going on. The eyes of those that crowded both sides of the narrow blind alley bore only hatred mixed with irrepressible curiosity. Each and every one of them felt as if they had never seen him or else that the former music teacher they saw was no longer him, but a creature with the odious aura of a criminal, a peculiar, vicious and foul beast from a foreign land whose lair was in some underground grotto. Some of them were starting to show their hatred with remarks like There he is, that shit who kills a little girl and his own wife begging for mercy. You shit! You bastard! You beast! Some of them who believed they knew best started to explain certain things about him that they thought the others didn’t know yet, to give them the benefit of their knowledge. When some of them started to insult him, so did the others, and it was then that curses began to be hurled about. A middle-aged man, busy munching boiled peanuts he took out of the paper bag he held in one hand, stepped forward brazenly and expertly spat out a peanut that caught him on the cheekbone. He didn’t blink, didn’t even look round. Another stepped forward brazenly and threw at him a thumb-sized ice cube he had taken out of his mouth to show he was no less skilful and that ice cube caught him on the eyebrow. Again he didn’t blink, didn’t even look round but went on walking head hung. And when yet another, with the look of an impish child, squared up in the correct manner and with the tip of his umbrella thrust at him and hurt him in the hip while shouting Gee up! Gee up! as if chasing a bovid with a goad, the people around burst out laughing for fun mixed with cool jubilation devoid of any pity. A whole crowd followed the policemen and the accused. It was an exceptional event not to be missed. It was hard to explain why there were so many people, just as can’t be explained why there are always so many people when an accident or some disaster occurs. Destruction is delicious food, choice entertainment. The four or five policemen present that day were irritated and on edge. On the site of the crimes, they asked the people to stay outside, not to interfere, not to touch anything, to let officials do their work. The door of his rented room was taken out by one officer as it hardly stuck to its frame since the night of the event. The criminal had been brought back to the site of his crimes and was compelled to perform again the gestures of his crimes. He was compelled to recollect all he had done from the moment he had decided to do his deed. He sat against a partition with the weapon in his hand. The child lay there sleeping. His wife lay close by, sleeping also. At this point, he started to moan and it sounded like the plaint of an animal, which horrified and stupefied you at once. His memories must be surging forth, so vivid he could no longer control himself. You slipped among those that thronged the door but you couldn’t see well inside the room, as sometimes the people in front of you blocked your view. You heard his voice that broke into sobs in answer to the impatient questions of the police officer in charge of the case, who put the answers down in writing. The reconstruction took less than half an hour, actually. The case had nothing complicated but you had the impression it lasted an eternity and when he was pushed out of the room your heart started to beat wildly. He seemed to have grown even shorter and even more stooped. Tears flooded his face and it was clear he was trying his best not to sob. He yet again mumbled something you didn’t catch, but the tone of his voice between the incessant insults and curses of the people around him showed clearly that he was absolutely unable to control himself. The next instant, you heard his delirious voice firm up. Where was his wife’s body, he asked. Where was his daughter’s body, he asked. He wanted to go to the cremation of his wife and daughter. That’s what he wanted. Nothing and no-one would prevent him from doing so, he said. He’d go to the cremation of his wife and daughter. The people elbowed one another, pushed those in front, who pushed back, massed like waves of confusion that was little by little turning into madness. Insults, curses rang out increasingly dense, increasingly violent. But look at those crocodile tears. But listen to those sobs of a heart of stone. You bastard! You shit! He has a bloody hell of a nerve clowning around like this. Cut out the play-acting. And then, to everybody’s surprise, the fat middle-aged man that had spit a peanut at the criminal’s mug suddenly sprang forward and rushed to him shouting insults and gave him a mighty slap on the face. Why do they keep alive an animal like him? Let’s make mincemeat of him! Let’s rip his limbs off! Let’s stick this pig! Let’s kill him once and for all! That man snorted and spit at him right in the face in a paroxysm of hatred. This time, he looked up and stared at his aggressor in bewilderment, then shook his head a little. But his stooped body stiffened when he found himself faced with the vociferations of a man of powerful built whose unbuttoned shirt revealed a Buddha amulet suspended at his neck by a nylon cord that swayed on his curly-haired chest. You’re evil as a beast! You’re worse than a beast from hell! You mangy cur! If you want to kill someone, why don’t you kill me? While he insulted him, he kicked him. Others started to spit on him, to throw stones at him and even a bag of crushed ice. Some beat him with pieces of wood picked up from the roadside or even with sugar cane stalks. A vendor struck him full-force with her shoulder pole. When he collapsed there were some to fall upon him and beat him up. The red flowers of evil splayed out their petals, red like their own blood, here and there, as if born out of the magic formulas of a magus without peer, and each flower growing up became another demon among demons in the midst of a cattle of beasts of hatred, of blind stupidity and of craven curiosity whose revengeful minds were irrepressible. Some of the disgruntled officers merely shouted out Beware the accused doesn’t escape! but they didn’t give a damn about the accused getting beaten up and endeavoured to contain the crowd grudgingly, pulled on the accused for him to get up, while uttering perfunctory warnings. They seemed to have witnessed this kind of event many times in their lives as cops. This criminal was hated by the mass of the people and deserved to be punished. How could they resist people’s will? And soon this criminal would be punished more severely anyway. The burning sun, the stifling air, the sky groaning with thunder intermittently as if to incite the people to further madness… He painfully rose to his feet again when he was pulled up and resumed his progress, head bent, body and face bruised. But then he stumbled and fell flat on his face, only to get up again and collapse motionless. The handcuffs forced him to crawl like a prehistoric crocodile in the middle of a jungle of wild plants full of evil intents that gave out a stench of revulsion and sometimes bent their bows to make him get up in order to make him fall again. He was a criminal and that was his punishment and he fully deserved such violent castigation. All along and on both sides of his path, he was the target of looks and curses of all kinds. It looked as though the people had for all eternity sought out someone on whom to discharge themselves of their sins, someone weaker than them and unable to react, and now they had found him. Some, while kicking and punching him non-stop, took advantage of it to admonish him. Why didn’t he toe the line? Why did he stray from the straight and narrow? Why didn’t he behave like a good man? None of them found that their own behaviour was out of the ordinary. He was a murderer, a killer of wife and child, not to mention the floating useless life he had led before that, given that he did nothing to earn a living, a piece of human garbage turned servile and fawning dog just to have enough to eat, enough to drink. The punishment inflicted on him was far too mild, actually. But what right have those people, you asked yourself, shouting in the silence of your shock, while he is suffering and lowly, hungry, assailed by anguishes of all kinds? Have those people ever helped him? Have they ever shared anything with him? What right have those people to pass their aggression full of hatred on to him and compel him to accept sins he hasn’t committed? You alone, you alone had that right, you kept repeating to yourself as you walked among them. You alone, you alone had that right. The violence the people did to him caused your aversion and condemnation to evaporate at once. It had started and it went on like a fairy tale in the land of nightmare, as if under another sky, under another sun, but it was of utmost seriousness, against a background of obscenities and sermons, against a background of unrelenting blows, against a background of noisy and vulgar comments. You felt as if you were among wild beasts. Those people that vied with each other in blind violence, taken individually were no doubt ordinary well-behaved citizens, good parents to their children, no doubt religious-minded, respectful of the moral code and always ready to acquire merits through the monks, eager to respect social conventions, but when they found themselves together in this kind of situation they behaved like animals. Once it was over, some of them would perhaps be sad about it and would find it hard to believe they had behaved like that. But, for sure, others would remember it as a heroic deed in their lives, and for sure, a great number of them didn’t agree with what was going on and had felt more or less as you felt but had just watched passively. Quite a few actually had tried to contain the crowd but they were unable to stop anything and in the end they had changed their minds: why should they protect a murderer? What for? They didn’t want to stand out. They didn’t want to be noticed. They were afraid of what people might say. The murderer at times raised his chin, at times pinched his lips tight, lowered his head and went on staggering forth. He had become some sort of object that was beaten out of human shape, gleaming with blood, sweat, mud, phlegm and saliva. He was a target that had to be destroyed, a spittoon that collected the disgust and hatred the people expectorated, and at one moment he spit out and his spittle was blood. But then, unexpectedly, he suddenly stopped, looking dazed, and faced the crowd that surrounded him as if he had just woken from a dream. He let out an amazing breath-stopping roar and started to yell in distress. He wasn’t addressing anyone in particular but all of the people there. It was a harsh and rasping yell. I’ve already confessed to everything. I’ve actually already condemned myself. I’m surely going to be punished for what I’ve done. Of that you can be confident. But don’t you punish me for what I haven’t done. Don’t do with me as if I were a beast. Do you hear me? I am not a beast. I swear to you that I’m not a beast. Or if I am a beast then I’m a beast as much as you all are, I’m one like you all are. His words made you want to step forward, to shout in distress and in passion, to shout at the top of your voice his very words: Don’t treat me as if I were a beast. Do you hear me? I am not a beast. I swear to you that I am not a beast. You couldn’t forgive him, and yet you would’ve wanted to know, had he looked at you then, even from the corner of his eye, how he would have reacted. But he didn’t notice you and your shout remained in the dark grotto of your conscience and stayed there safely for quite a long time. He never revealed anything about your relationship as you had feared. That secret remained a secret and yours alone, as on the very next day he committed suicide in the cell of the police station with the help of a small leather belt; he tied one end to a bar of the cell and slipped the other round his neck. His whole behaviour proved his determination, which all had decried and refused to believe, to put an end to his life right after his double murder was carried out. He had actually behaved as if he awaited death and had done everything for it to come to him. After the autopsy, a few of his hoodlum mates took his body to the small riverside monastery where the bodies of his wife and daughter were waiting and improvised a merit-making ceremony hardly anyone attended. After seven days the monastery put the three bodies aside, given that no relative had come to claim them. Two months later, a

Chinese foundation organised a tomb-cleaning ceremony, a grand, well-organised and long-planned ceremony. Lots of voluntary gravediggers dug up old tomb after old tomb, even in those places defying commonsense about any body being buried there, under the instruction of mediums whom you couldn’t remember which divinity or saint inhabited them. It is during such funerals, conceived obviously more for the quick than for the dead, that all unclaimed bodies are incinerated in the correct manner. You only remember that it was an occasion of popular merriment that lasted fifteen days and fifteen nights. A refectory was set up to dish out free macrobiotic food. There were films and Chinese opera and banquets every night. Those weren’t funerals where city dwellers snivel all the time but rather true celebrations. You still lived in the orchard house with your father and mother. You went on with your studies until the end of secondary school. You slowly recovered from those events that were like threatening clouds obscuring your life. When you entered university, you made several male friends. Sometimes you felt like having a boyfriend to forget him. You were no goddess, you said, shaking your head so that your hair swung sideways. You were an ordinary young woman with flesh and blood, an ordinary individual. You raked your fingers through my hair two or three times and spoke in a dreamy tone of voice. But it isn’t fair to you, you said. I have become scared of men. Do you hate me much? you asked. No, not at all, I answered at once but in a rushed way and without conviction. That I later ditched you without hesitation as one takes a wisp of straw off one’s mop of hair and that I threw myself into Itthee Phoowadon’s arms, it wasn’t because I hated you. Has someone told you that Khampan Seenuea was furious? He threw beer at my face and wouldn’t talk to me for a year, and my other friends distanced themselves from me also. And has anyone told you that old Chaweing, the caretaker posted at the university main gate, blind drunk one evening broke into my room and clobbered me with his truncheon, so much so that my arms were black and blue for days on end? Even that old caretaker felt it wasn’t right to have ditched you. But by then I really couldn’t care less. I went to Samet Island with Itthee. I blithely launched myself into a new sexual adventure. You were just a woman I had stopped by for a while and I left you once I had reduced you to a pulp. I had never taken the time to think things through. I hadn’t grown up enough yet. I had had no time to review my acts of all sorts. I had had no time to examine myself. Abjection gave me wings. I knew that sin tasted sweet, as I had never sampled its bitter taste in earnest. At that age, I was a romantic barbarian, a foul beast that from time to time raised its head to look at the horizon, a form of powerful and perfect vital force indifferent to any moral illusion whatsoever. Consciously or not, I’ve spent my life making of my life a desert. My Sahara is empty and vast and grows with every passing moment, with no oasis in sight. I roam and wander through it. I shake and shiver, chilled in the Sahara of my life. My loneliness is the loneliness that has dwelt in the chest of man since prehistoric times. But from now on I can no longer leave. Fifty minutes past midnight already. Let me rest a while. Let me drink a cup of coffee. After that, maybe we’ll talk of Itthee Phoowadon’s death. What do you think? Maybe we’ll talk of Daen Chartiya-wan’s readymade fate. What do you think? And of the destruction of Phraek Narm Daeng. What do you think? Dawn is still a long way off. I must struggle and make for a happiness that would suit me. Or maybe we won’t talk about anything any longer. Maybe I’ll do something easy and straightforward: gather the remains of my memories and throw them in the flush toilet of oblivion. Dawn is still a long way off. Maybe tomorrow morning I’ll leave this place for good with the strength of a sinner that will never abate, to carve myself a new domain in a land of barbarians, to be a pirate, to be a slave runner, to be the Judas Iscariot of the twenty-first century, to be the Ivan the Terrible of the twenty-first century, to be a merciless destroyer of civilisation. Goodbye, Kangsadarn Sakarwarat. May ladyism be destroyed and all evil men unite.




Chevalier des Arts & des Lettres Saneh Sangsuk, born 1957, is a living paradox: in conti-nental Europe where his works have been translated into seven languages, he is hailed as the Thai writer par excellence; yet, at home, Daen-aran Saengthong (his pen name) raises twice as many jeers as cheers - his writings and personality, grounded in a thorough knowledge of Western and Eastern literatures and fired by a nonconformist turn of mind, offend local sensibilities, especially so The White Shadow, which was struck off the pre-selection list of the SEA Write Award in 1994, sold less than a thousand copies on the local market then (a huge loss for him, as it was self-published) but was reprinted recently. Since then, our literary knight has been surviving in Phetchaburi, south of Bangkok. with no computer, no phone, no TV, but books from floor to ceiling in his rented room, writing in longhand (his niece types out his prose) and occasionally being treated to lunch at the market by his friends after he helps them sweep the floor. As he is also a first-class translator from the English, his translation work may bring him enough to live on but it leaves him with little time to get on with his own writings. His 2001 bestselling novella, Venom, can be read in full on thaifiction.com, along with the first chapter of Une Histoire vieille comme la pluie (Jao Karrakeit), published by Éditions du Seuil in 2004.
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1
Angkarn Kanlaya-naphong and Jang Sae Tang are two famous contemporary Thai poets.


2
Tart and very spicy soup that is purported to be the quintessence of Thai cooking


3
The arid area at the heart of the Northeast


4
Pheit kanya: Venus’s diamond or September diamond; pha kan yeit: let’s all go fuck


5
Thai Marxist thinker killed in the jungle at 36 in 1966


6
The Bangkok Bank, the top commercial bank in Thailand


7
Names of, respectively: the three main pro-independence Muslim leaders; the then Thai minister of the interior; the main pro-independence organisation; the most turbulent district in the South; and the head of the Sino-Malaysian communist party active until the end of the 1980s in the border area of Thailand and Malaysia


8
Two of the better contemporary Thai writers, born in the 1920s


9
A southern sweet made out of flour in the shape of pastel-coloured filaments topped over with coconut cream


10
Curry sauce on thin rice noodles


11
A contemporary of the Buddha, Vasitthi went mad with grief at the death of her son.


12
That’s how neighbourhood night watchmen strike the hour.


13
Lengthy poem by Chit Buratat published in 1907


14
Allusion to The Pilgrim Kamanita by the Danish novelist Karl Adolf Gjellerup, derived from a Buddhist tale (Jataka) and translated from the German via English by Phra Sarapraseut into a Thai novel (Wa-sitthee) which played a seminal role in contemporary Thai literary sensibility


15
Allusion to Broken Wings, a collection of poems by Khalil Gibran


16
Female birds with human heads


17
Heavenly musicians


18
Phanom Thian’s saga of fantastic adventures running over more than twenty volumes published since 1968 and loosely based on Rider Haggard’s King Salomon’s Mines


19
Allusion to a scene in the Chinese classic The Romance of Three Kingdoms written by Luo Guanzhong in the 14th century in which Ma Su, having lost a strategic battle after he put his life up as guarantee to his commander in chief, Zhuge Liang, presents himself to him all trussed up ready to be punished; he’ll be executed.


20
In the early 1970s, Thai soldiers put alleged terrorists in oil drums and burned them alive.


21
A Hindu and Buddhist festival, Asalha Puja (Sanskrit) celebrates on the Buddhist side the Buddha’s first sermon and the foundation of the Buddhist Order. It takes place the day before the start of Lent, on the full moon of the eighth lunar month, i.e. usually in July.


22
Fried popover


23
A variety of aquatic plant (Lemma) looking like water lettuce


24
Musical folk drama


25
October 14, 1973, which saw the overthrow of military dictatorship in Thailand and opened a turbulent democratic period closed in turn by a coup d’état on October 6, 1976


26
High plateau and national park in the northern part of the Northeast


27
Pier next to the Royal Palace in Bangkok used for the transportation of royal elephants in the old days


28
Conscripts in charge of cutting grass for royal elephants in days gone by


29
Reverend Grandfather Waen, a famous monk in the North


30
Reverend Father Ee, a notorious monk of the Northeast; palat khik are fertility talismans shaped like fully erect phalluses


31
Popular novelists of the early twentieth century reputed for the coruscating inventiveness of their prose


32
Obese Thai comedian of the time


33
Heng Chia: name of a monkey character in a Chinese novel; Hanuman: king of the monkeys in the Ramayana


34
All-purpose polite word meaning as well good morning as good night, goodbye, hello, welcome, etc.


35
From the name of the father of the Thai judiciary system, Prince Raphee Rarcharbooridireik-rit


36
A shooting between farmers and soldiers in Sawang Daendin, in Nakhon Phanom province in the Northeast on August 7, 1965, marked symbolically for the CPT the start of the people’s armed struggle.


37
Buddhadasa (1906-1993), an influential Thai monk advocating the return to the simplicity of the Buddhist doctrine


38
Song of the Cowherd’, composed by the Indian poet Jayadeva in the twelfth century


39
Resistance group to Japanese occupation during World War Two. The expression, vulgar, means ‘kick the occupants in the arse’.


40
A bilingual play on words: sei ma koo tei in Thai means ‘If you reel my way, I’ll kick your ass’; semakute means ‘narrow, restricted’ in Japanese; the two sound the same to uneducated ears.


41
Respectively the Japanese soldier and Thai woman who are the protagonists of the best-selling, if implausible, World War II romance Khoo Kam (Star-crossed lovers), 1969, penned by Thomayantee


42
Literally, ‘Mister Handbook from a Southern Town’, pen name of the translator of Lolita


43
From Kuekrit Prarmoat’s See Phaendin (‘Four Reigns’); the first question the heroine Phloi is asked by her husband on their wedding night


44
Pali as revised by the author: ‘Sex is my refuge’ – the usual formula being ‘Buddha is my refuge’


45
Annual ceremonies for the renewal of monks’ garments


46
Best-selling author, notably under the pen name Tomayantee and extreme rightwing personality who was for a time responsible for public transport in Bangkok, a town where vehicles drive on the left and public buses are always crammed to the full


47
Demagogic and reactionary politician with a courgette-shaped nose


48
Apasara Hongsakul, the first Thai, 1965 Miss Universe


49
Beginning of a hymn to the teacher thanks to whose wisdom the student progresses in the knowledge of the Buddha


50
Name of a historically famous knife-making village in Ayutthaya


51
Bitter opponent of the Buddha


52
Name of the Buddha in his tenth existence; Choochok is the archetype of a man obsessed with material possessions.


53
Fiend of the upper hells, in the Jain mythology


54
A mountain in the north of Thailand


55
Siamese king of the end of the sixteenth century


56
Tunic worn by Thai dignitaries in the Ancient Regime


57
Suan Moak is a forest monastery in the South of Thailand founded in 1932 by Phutthathart (Buddhadasa); Santhi Asoak is a Buddhist sect which preaches simple and austere life as per the original teachings of the Buddha.


58
After erecting the white Taj Mahal, Shah Jehan had planned to build a black marble Taj Mahal but he died too soon to have its constructions started.


59
The ‘moon landing’ on the Chao Phraya river, near Thammasat university and the Royal Palace


60
Nickname given to the military-backed, ultra-reactionary and archauthoritarian civilian government in place between October 1976 and October 1977 in which all decisions were taken by a small group of advisors around prime minister Thanin Kraivichien (since then a privy councillor). Chao Phraya was the hired daily of that government and didn’t survive it.


61
Public transport van with two (song) benches (thaeo) at the back


62
Pali: Good as well as non-good, everything comes to an end.


63
Sweet made with puffed rice, pounded toasted young rice, sesame seeds, peanuts and palm sugar, and consumed mainly over Sart, the Buddhist festival of the tenth lunar month (September)


64
Fine golden threads of a mixture of egg yolk and sugar


65
Linguistic work by Dr Banjop Panthumeitha, a female scholar who wrote the first comparative study of the various forms of Thai existing in southern Asia


66
Sarcastic allusion to the main, old-fashioned characters of Four Reigns, Kuekrit Prarmoat’s saga


67
Quote from Out of Africa, by Karen Blixen


68
Festival of the full moon of the twelfth lunar month (around the end of November) when small embarkations (krathong) shaped like lotus hearts and lit with a candle each are floated on a watercourse to ask the Mother of Waters’ forgiveness for any offence committed during the past year and to make wishes for the coming year


69
New political and democratic approach, rather than military, to anticommunist fighting which resulted in the rapid dissolution of the leftist armed struggle in Thailand in the late 1970s


70
Novelist and writer of short stories (1932-1984)


71
Writer, poet, journalist, born in 1945


72
Thai painter and composer, 1903-1969


73
Mark indicating a silent letter; also, infliction of capital punishment
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