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			Have you ever wondered what it would be like to give up everything and move to a totally unfamiliar place the other side of the world and never go home…
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			Alex and his wife Chrissy decided that if they were going to change their lives and move overseas they had better do it before their two small children got too old and too settled.

			They gave up good jobs, put their house on the market, gave away lots of stuff, said goodbye to friends and relatives, found new homes for their goats and moved from England to the other side of the world. They chose Chiang Mai in northern Thailand where they had no friends, no contacts and no income (and no goats). 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
Saying Goodbye
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			It’s a very odd thing leaving your country behind, especially when the country you are moving to is the other side of the world, completely different from your own, where you have no contacts, no connections, no job and two young children constantly saying, “why are we going to Thailand?”

			Life seemed to be trundling along fine, I was working at the local university and Chrissy, my wife, was running a small charity and a busy counselling practice and our two boys were enjoying school in the local village.

			After work and school and at weekends, we all happily toiled away on our small holding in Devon, England, tending to a large orchard, a small herd of goats, some ducks, chickens, some excitable Guinea Fowl, a load of very boring quail and some very lovable geese. But, at the back of my mind I’d always wanted to be one of those people you hear about that suddenly up sticks and make an exciting sounding life for themselves somewhere else. The trouble is that I’m more like one of those people you never hear about that has a quiet but comfortable life, works hard in a good job and retires early to see out his days bumbling about in the garden muttering about aphids in the green house.

			For many years though, I’d secretly been observing expats at foreign airports smugly waving off friends and relatives back to cold, grey northern climates. They looked comfortable and relaxed, like people who were not about to go back to the horror of credit card bills, Monday morning and real life. They were going to stay on holiday. They would smile and wave through the departure gates before turning and walking back to their car and driving back to their perfect villa to have one last swim before walking down to a little harbour side restaurant, where they would enjoy a bowl of steamed mussels, freshly baked bread, a chilled bottle of white wine and a few jokes with the waiter, with whom, of course, they were on first name terms. I wanted all of that as well.

			Over the years this scenario had been enacted in my mind many times; the drive back from the airport, the villa with the pool and the harbour side restaurant. All it needed was a few actors to act it all out. It seemed easy enough. I could learn the lines, follow the stage directions and acquire the confident moves. Everyone’s done a bit of acting at school, how difficult could it be? Loads of people had done it and if we didn’t like it, we could always come home and spray the aphids in the green house.

			We often sat up late after the children had gone to bed, talking through plans over the kitchen table. I was thinking Spain and my wife was thinking… Chiang Mai, Thailand. So, Thailand it was!

			We tried to sell our house for a year before we gave up. The original plan was to sell the house and use the money to fund our new life. Instead we would have to rent it out, use the rental income to cover the mortgage and use our overdraft facility to fund our new life. Not exactly a perfect start. 

			Undeterred by this minor set back we found ourselves a perky little chap in a local letting agency who rather alarmingly found us a tenant within a week. 

			After a year of talking, planning and false starts, suddenly the pressure was on to actually do something. Dates were firmed up and we had to pack up, sell and give away furniture, organize shipping, decorate for the new tenants, put up new fencing for the new tenants horse, notify all manner of banks and organisations,  install a new oil tank, re-lacquer the wooden floor, say goodbye to bewildered friends and relations, hold separate goodbye parties for our children, hand in our resignations at work, make emotional leaving speeches, hug lots of people, apply for weird sounding visas at the Thai Consulate in Hull (of all places!), register separate companies in England and Thailand, hire a company to make a web site and find homes for forty eight chickens, twelve geese, four goats , two hysterical Guinea Fowls, eight ducks and loads of boring quails. 

			I began to feel like a bough of a tree being pulled out of position and forced into a new unknown direction. The familiar underpinning network of my quiet comfortable life was being uprooted. I was so far out of what might be described these days as ‘my comfort zone’ that I would need a very small scale map to find my way back. 

			It wasn’t particularly unpleasant, just strange. It felt that overnight everything familiar was replaced with things from someone else’s life; attending design meetings for web sites where we all talked utter nonsense but everyone pretended it was meaningful, emailing Thai lawyers who had unpronounceable names, discussing something called ‘Search Engine Optimization’ with an Internet Consultant who looked about twelve years old and writing him cheques for huge sums of money. It all seemed nuts. 

			You would think that our children might have found all the upheaval difficult and the reassuring parents would have to steer a true course through a sea of uncertainty. But, if anything, it was the other way around. Our kids couldn’t wait to get going. They said a quick goodbye to the animals, swapped email addresses with their friends, made sure they were all up to speed on Facebook and Twitter and all the other social media things, packed a case with computer games and Pokemon cards and were ready.

			Meanwhile I was moping about in the field saying goodbye to my chickens and goats, pruning the orchard for the last time, watching the sun set over the rolling Devon countryside and wondering what an earth we were letting ourselves in for. I could hear the distinct sound of wood splintering as branches and boughs were being forced out of position and extensive root systems that had taken a lifetime to establish were ripped from the ground. This bit hadn’t been in the stage directions.

			Finding homes for all the animals was more difficult than you might imagine. We gave a lot of the hens and other assorted poultry back to Dave, annual winner of the local sheep throwing contest and proprietor of the animal centre where we had bought most of them (except the highly strung Guinea Fowl that we won in a local fair...farming people can be very cunning). The goats eventually went off to Keith “The Builder” our good friend and indeed, a builder (‘what you want to go off to Taiwan for anyway’) but the geese where a lot more problematic.

			I’ve learnt, to my utter surprise, that people don’t really like geese. We’d raised them all from tiny goslings when they were pipping little hot yellow bundles of fluff. Dave showed me how to ‘sex’ them (just to avoid any confusion, or legal action, this means telling which ones are boys and which ones are girls) and under his tutelage picked out twelve little ladies. Unfortunately, although they were very fond of me they were quite rude to any strangers and would flap and hiss and get into a right old emotional state. They also do need quite a bit of grass land to feed on and access to water and protection from the fox and lots of cuddles, reassurance and patience. Once you get to know geese and they get to know you, they will be your friends for life.

			In the end, my long suffering boss and eminent professor at the college where I worked agreed to take them, on reflection, I think it was just to shut me up. He’d just bought a new house with a big pond with an island in the middle and thought they might look nice. I guess he’ll learn.

			He turned up to collect them in his old Land Rover, and bless them, they sat on the back bench seats looking out of the window at me. I waved them off with a tear in my eye. They sensed my vulnerability as only animals can and instinctively knew it was their time to reassure me. They looked me square in the eye and said in their special geesey way “look buddy, there’s a big wonderful world out there, you can either stay with the flock and live a quiet comfortable life in the field or use your big powerful wings and fly over the hedge to fields unknown and pastures new. Yes, we’ve had fun and laughs along the way, like when Carrots got chased by the Guinea Fowl and fell in the pond, but there has also been sadness too, like when the fox came and it was getting dark and you decided to go to the post office, which we won’t speak about. Life is all about change my friend, we create it as we go along; nothing lasts forever. It’s okay for a branch to bend and grow in a different direction, for roots to be strained out of position. It might feel strange but it doesn’t mean that it’s wrong, whatever you do my friend, don’t let your anxieties stop you flying over that hedge”. 

			They were right of course, they always were. I wanted to argue, I wanted to say “but I don’t have big powerful wings, and I needed to get to the post office. What if it’s not very nice on the other side of the hedge, I’m just a man for Christ’s sake,” but it was all too late. Perhaps they would not have understood it anyway. I watched the Land Rover disappear down the lane, across the valley and resurface the other side of the hill and disappear for good. For a long time I stared at the spot where they disappeared. Slowly, I tramped back to the house and carried on with the packing wondering where my geese had picked up their profound insight and understanding of the existential nature of the human condition.

			By the time we were ready to go, the house, true to the usual form of things, looked better than it had ever done since we brought it ten years ago. Walking around the big empty rooms felt sad and lonely. It seemed only yesterday that we battled with curtain rods, had an argument about fairy lights and where to put the Christmas Tree. Where on earth would we be celebrating Christmas this year? Did they even have Christmas in Thailand? 

			We said fond farewells to neighbours, friends in the village and teachers at the school. Derek, the village butcher, came out from behind his counter, I’d never seen him before without standing behind a cold cabinet stuffed with meat and for the first time ever, shook my hand and told us we were mad but wished us “all the bloody luck in the world... cos you’ll bloody well need it”, he added ominously. As we left the shop he waved a sausage at me through the window shouting something about “bloody missing proper bloody food”. 

			We said goodbye to colleagues at work, made jokey but meaningful speeches (‘...but most of all I’ll miss the canteen lunches....’), did everything we needed to do and one Saturday morning in August packed up our nice BMW with all our ‘travelling with us’ luggage, leaving a small space on the back seat for two very excited little boys. We set off for the first part of our new life; Essex, South East England.

			We timed the flights so that we could spend time with family; my mum, my brother, and sister and also my wife’s brother and family in south London, as well as a few hotel stops along the way to say goodbye to old friends. It was all a bit of a blur. After months of planning, years of dreaming and trying to decipher the stage directions and learn the lines, the last few days in my lovely home country were trickling away. It was really happening. It felt like the play was about to start, the curtain was about to rise but I hadn’t a clue what to say or where to move. It felt as though I’d never seen a script let alone attended any of the rehearsals, I felt sick with anxiety. I’d have to make it up as I went along and hope that nobody would notice.

			On reflection we couldn’t have spent our last few days in England better than if we’d spent a lifetime planning it. We popped down to Leigh On Sea, on the Thames estuary, and had a plate of cockles, some winkles, some jellied eels and those delicious little brown shrimps, while looking out over the ominous grey flat Essex skies across the mouth of the river Thames. We went to the Emirates Football Stadium (home to Arsenal Football Club) to say goodbye and visited Greenwich in South East London and marveled at how it had changed over the years since I was a boy. 

			Years ago as a child we would go to Harding’s Fish and Chip Shop where you could choose either; Cod and Chips, Rock Eel and Chips or Savaloy (a big boiled sausage) and Chips with a wally (a pickled gherkin). Now all of that’s gone. There’s no Hardings Fish and Chip shop, there’s no more cod left in the sea, Rock Eel vanished from chip shop menus long ago and Savaloys where just plain revolting. Change was everywhere I looked. 

			We had a quick walk around the Maritime Museum and marveled (yet again) at how small Nelsons battle dress is (he must have been absolutely tiny) and then drove out of London and had a lovely double pie, mash and liquor in what allegedly is David Beckham’s favourite pie shop near Romford. 

			Before you could say ‘actually could I have my old job back’ we were on the plane and bound for Chiang Mai in northern Thailand where we had decided to start our new life. It wasn’t quite ‘stick a pin in a map’ but not far from it. It just seemed to be the right place for our new business, and besides all the sensible sounding grown up stuff our children really wanted to live in a place where they could ride an elephant ‘through the jungle’ every weekend, if they wanted. Well, who wouldn’t?

			We got a taxi to the airport, checked in our baggage and that was it. We were left with two lap tops, two young children, hand luggage, some vague plans, no contacts, an overdraft facility, two weeks pre-booked into a middle range hotel in Chiang Mai, a rubbish website that cost a small fortune and a belief that if you keep saying “it’ll all be alright” enough, somehow it actually will be alright. We were on our way. It’ll be alright. It’ll be alright. It’ll be alright…

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
Home in a Hotel
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			In a blink of an eye we were in Bangkok and on our way to Chiang Mai. Our children thought the flight was great as they could watch “any movie we want”. I’m sure they would quite happily spend all their childhood zooming backwards and forwards around the world laughing at Adam Sandler dressed up as a hairdresser, or a woman, or pretending to be a gay fireman or whatever else he thinks is funny. They also liked the fact that nice ladies bring them drinks and food and snacks all the time.

			Before we go any further, and in case you are dotty enough to give up your job and move to Thailand, or any other place come to that, let me pass on a few things, that I realize only now, with the benefit of hind sight, that are not so cool, when you arrive in your newly adopted country; announcing how cheap everything is, comparing everything to something back home and with much unconcealed amusement from your wife and children, appearing at breakfast dressed like a yoga teacher. 

			Although I do still occasionally wear the black cotton trousers, as they might, just might, with a little perseverance, make me look cool, and beside which I have reached an age where I genuinely appreciate an elasticated waist ban, I do try very hard to cut out the other two. At times though I just can’t help it and relapse like a hopeless alcoholic on a free wine tasting holiday, because some things are really cheap (you can eat out for less than a pound) and really different (you pay all your bills at the 7 Eleven). I guess some people just seem to be worse at settling in than others, or just genuinely un-cool. In my case I fear that both boxes are marked with a big fat red tick. It does seem to take different people different amounts of time to settle, but everyone goes through three distinct stages; complete bewilderment, finding your feet and if you get through the first two, quiet enjoyment. For me, stage one seems to be going on for a very long time.

			Our first new home was a hotel room in a mid range hotel in the centre of Chiang Mai. We’d spent three nights there when we first came to Thailand two years ago on a family holiday and thought it was okay and “value for money”, which, as we all know, is hotel code for “cheap, not very nice, but clean”. We had in fact only been to Chiang Mai twice before, although I’d got used to pretending it was a lot more in order not to sound completely mental to friends and family (“Yes, we’re moving to Thailand, to Chiang Mai, oh yes, we’ve been many times, it’s like a second home.”) 

			The first time we came was for the obligatory three night stay to “do” the elephants, an orchid farm, the Night Bazaar, hot springs and a trip down some jungle river on a bamboo raft steered with a big bamboo pole by a cheery drunk bloke in a dirty hat. As he punted our raft he drank a super size can of Chang beer all the way down the river. When the ride came to an end he drained his beer, crumpled the can and threw it in the water. He then carefully helped my wife and children off the raft and on to the river bank, interspersed by some very loud and unselfconscious spitting, burping, nose evacuating and using his hat like a face cloth. It was a master class in bodily functions and graciousness all rolled into one. The discarded beer can slowly floated down the river and out of sight. For a long time, I stared at the spot where it disappeared. 

			The following year, a second visit to Chiang Mai had been a much more sophisticated and relaxed affair consisting of boutique hotels, calming background music and scented candles. Unfortunately all this came with boutique scented prices which is fine when you’re raking in double incomes with steady jobs, but not so fine when you’re living on the bank’s overdraft facility with no income. 

			The cheap hotel was exactly the same as we had left it two years ago; the same tired but friendly staff on reception, same pictures on the wall and even the same odd selection of background music in the lobby. Rather bizarrely this consisted of Hummel’s Trumpet Concerto (not something that is often listened to unless you are taking your Grade 8 trumpet exam in which case every note is seared into your brain), easy listening Mozart string quartets, Bryan Ferry and Roxy Music and other miscellaneous hits from 1980’s bands like The Human League and Dire Straits. Sitting in the lobby was like being at a rather lively afternoon tea party at a university music faculty at the end of term in 1984. It probably wasn’t quite the mood they were trying to create, but suited me just fine. 

			The one significant thing that had changed at this hotel was its apparent deal with an ambitious Chinese travel agent whose aim was to accommodate thousands of jolly Chinese tourists who were all part of cheap package holidays. 

			Chiang Mai has a growing number of direct flights from China, from cities that you’ve never heard of, that are bigger than Belgium and have more economic clout than London and New York put together. When not fuelling the Chinese economic revolution the inhabitants of these super cities seem extremely keen on flying into Chiang Mai, getting a bit tipsy on the way and joining me in the lobby of a large, cheap but clean hotel and listen to the melodious sounds of the unlikely, but not unpleasant combination of Mark Knopfler, Johann Hummel  Phil Oakey and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart.

			It’s quite exciting when they all arrive at once, (the Chinese tourists that is, not Messrs Knopfler, Hummel, Oakey and Mozart, although that would also be very exciting but also a little spooky), especially if the lobby has been all quiet and empty. It’s a bit like being on an empty beach and suddenly and without warning being engulfed by a friendly tidal wave. Suddenly, huge coaches pull up outside and hundreds of excitable Chinese holiday makers all disembark and flood into the lobby chattering, shouting, smoking (like cancer hadn’t been invented), laughing, wheezing and coughing, and taking thousands of photos of everything. They seem to mainly take photos of each other in slightly different groupings.

			I have at times, when I’ve been a bit slow off the mark to shoot quickly upstairs, been subsumed into one of these large friendly tidal waves and found myself surrounded by a big jolly party of excitable Chinese men and women all smelling of whisky and cigarettes. They have evidently been rehearsing a routine wh9ich goes something like this; one of the group will ask me to hold the camera or phone and take a photo of their group. Of course it would be rude to decline such an offer, but also it becomes inevitable that I should then take my turn and join the group and be photographed. This is all done with increasing hilarity and shouting.

			The never ending combination of people holding the camera/ phone and in turn being photographed can go on for days, so it is therefore quite a tricky business unraveling from it all. It’s also a great pain in the arse when you are innocently loitering in the lobby with the sole intention of trying to steal the only copy of The Bangkok Post. 

			There must be photos circulating the massive factory canteens of China of me with various groups of smiley, drunken Chinese men with my stolen copy of The Bangkok Post sticking incriminatingly out of my yoga trousers. 

			Those first early days were a bit of a fog; a mixture of jet lag, excitement, hotel buffet breakfasts and complete terror. It all felt rather unreal and we gave ourselves a few days off before the enormous task of setting up our new business and finding somewhere to live. 

			It was during one of these early days that I realized that this very same hotel had played host to the famous and sadly deceased American TV chef and writer Antony Bourdain who had shot a TV episode in Chiang Mai about Thai food (and quite rightly so as it is the secret food capital of the world). I stared down at the same breakfast plate as Anthony Bourdain had done, with the very same emblem on one side and remembered him doing a direct shot to camera where he looked down at his badly cooked, greasy western style bacon and eggs and said something along the lines of “it’s a breakfast, but it’s not my breakfast”.

			It was a statement that I could not get out of my head. It haunted me for the early part of our stay here because that’s just how it feels. It’s a decent enough breakfast, there’s nothing wrong with it, but it just isn’t my breakfast, it isn’t my life, it’s somebody else’s.

			Throughout the awkward early days of getting everything wrong in banks, shops, hotel lobby’s, attorneys offices, with taxi drivers, motor bike hire shops, with accountants and their endless incomprehensible forms and situations too embarrassing to remember, I often came close to just saying “sorry, this isn’t my breakfast” and walking away. They were my secret magic words. I knew I could only use them once. I also knew that if I did use them it would change everything forever, and I would never know how my new script would end. 

			I didn’t though. I just kept on eating someone else’s breakfast in the desperate hope that someday soon it would actually begin to feel like my own.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
Finding 
Somewhere to Live

			[image: ]

			Back in England I had bravely announced that I would find us somewhere to live when we got to Chiang Mai. After the initial few days of eating someone else’s breakfast and listening to Phil Oakey sing “don’t you want me baby” (no Phil I don’t) it was time to launch “Mission Home Of Our Own.” 

			It all sounded fine and dandy back in England around the kitchen table, but in reality little things like the four of us all living in one hotel room whilst trying to start a business, open bank accounts, transfer money, meet accountants and attorneys, organise a press trip for a small group of high profile journalists to cover the opening of our business and give the children an exciting start to their new life, made the reality just a tad tricky.

			The night before we left England we stayed in London with my relentlessly kind and thoughtful brother-in-law Colin, and his kind and thoughtful family. I remember him saying over a glass of wine, that it would probably be “quite good fun” zooming about on a hired motorbike looking for a house to rent. With the deluded idea that it was going to be fun, still fresh in my mind I set off on a hired motor scooter. I had a hotel tourist map of Chiang Mai, a can of coke, a packet of biscuits from the 7 Eleven, some half-baked notion not to rent a house near a river because of floods in the rainy season and a disproportionate amount of optimism. 

			I must have covered hundreds of miles on that little bike. What I didn’t bargain for was that most of the signs were of course in Thai, so I had no idea if I was copying down the telephone number of a potential home to rent, a local handyman, a laundry service or the number of a massage parlour, which I soon discovered crop up all the time and in the most unlikely places. After eight hours on a motor-scooter in the scorching heat you don’t really care what you are doing anyway. 

			After phoning several massage ladies (?) I eventually got through to somebody trying to rent a house. The trouble was of course, I didn’t speak Thai, so I ended up having to end the call.  Occasionally though, I struck gold, and managed to make an arrangement where real houses and addresses and times were mentioned without reference to either a massage, laundry or handyman.  

			There are some very, very weird houses for rent in Chiang Mai and I visited most of them.  

			The first one that I was shown looked great from the outside. It was brand new and decorated beautifully with a manicured garden that looked like it belonged outside the Disneyland Castle. Unfortunately, once inside, it was clearly only half finished. There were no doors, the lights didn’t work and there was broken glass and rubble on the bare concrete floor. Still it was preferable to living in a massage parlour or laundry, which was looking increasingly likely. In desperation I felt I could make it work. A quick sweep round, a few cheap plastic chairs and we’re away.  

			My optimism began to fade when I was shown into the kitchen. It was just a bare, empty room, there was no kitchen. It reminded me of the children’s tale about the emperor with no clothes. We both looked around “the kitchen” which was a perfectly empty room at the back of the house. There weren’t even pipes or wires to plumb in but I was desperate enough to join in the illusion that it was a kitchen and found myself mumbling nice things about the room to the smiley lady showing me around.  

			Feeling rather weary I had to admit to myself that I couldn’t make a kitchen appear out of nowhere. I turned it down and got back on my bike.

			The next place that I saw was great. It was in a nice quiet road on the outskirts of town and no river nearby. I asked this question religiously as though I knew what I was talking about. The various house owners must have thought that I had some bizarre interest in fishing or boats or sailors or all three. To their credit they never let on but answered seriously, “no water, no river.” To my relief the inside of the house was just as nice as the front. It actually had real house things in it like air conditioning, beds, a nice big modern flat screen TV and even a kitchen that had kitchen stuff in it. Great, it all looked fine. 

			I was just about to say “yes” when the landlord mentioned that if there were any problems I could always call him outside. What did he mean, “call outside.” I was shown outside into the back garden, where, incredibly there was a small, perfectly formed little house in the garden where he and his family lived. They all waved happily at me from the front door, about thre meters away, and I waved uncertainly back. It reminded me of the little wooden Wendy House that my Dad and Grandad built for my sister when we were kids (unfortunately me and my mad friend burnt it to the ground by accident one Guy Fawkes Night in an experiment so wild and ill conceived that I dare not even think about it). It would have been fine in a fairy tale about elves and goblins, but living with a real Hobbit sized house under our noses felt rather spooky so I mumbled something about coming back with my wife before we signed on the dotted line. 

			At last, after several days driving about in searing heat, walking around some truly weird houses (one wasn’t a house at all but a shop, the owner said we could put up a big curtain and sleep on the floor. Another place I looked at by Wat Umong was nothing but a large wooden shed in some hippy blokes garden. There’s load of them) and phoning hundreds of massage parlours and laundries I was shown a nice house in a private high end, gated community just off of Canal Road, with a big shared swimming pool and a club house. The house itself had 3 bedrooms, some furniture, TV, garden, kitchen (that was actually there) and nobody living in the garden in a Wendy House. It even had some kind of secondary kitchen, or maid area or something I didn’t quite understand, out the back. I signed on the dotted line agreeing to pay what sounded like a surprisingly large sum of money each month into a bank account held in Thapai Road in the centre of town. But anyway, it was a home. 

			We checked out of the hotel. It would have been good if Avalon by Bryan Ferry was playing in the lobby “…yes the pictures changing, every minute, and your destination, you don’t know it,” but of course being real life and not a film it wasn’t. Although, you have to admit that would have been good. We actually left the hotel to the twang of Dire Straits. I didn’t so much feel a Sultan of Swing as an ambassador of apprehension, I really hoped the house was as good as I remembered and my wife and children would like it.

			For a small fortune we hired a mini van and driver from the hotel lobby to take us to our new home. We stopped off at the supermarket to pick up a few provisions, unnervingly accompanied all the way around by our driver who was clearly fascinated by what we were going to buy. He took it upon himself to guide us around the store as if it was a guided tourist outing and we had never seen the inside of Tesco. Accordingly we played our part and feigned surprise and wonderment at the range and variety of groceries.  

			He pointed out bargains and special 3 for 2 offers and vetoed various goods including, and surprisingly, cornflakes, which he said were rubbish “this… no good” he said, shaking it suspiciously as if what was inside was broken. He made us buy the biggest bag of rice I have ever seen in my life, I could just about lift it off the floor. He even replaced our bottle of expensive imported Australian wine with something that looked like it would strip paint off walls. It was a clear spirit with a red and blue picture of what looked like an eagle on the label and unnervingly called Red Cock, spelt out in big red letters. Our driver/ guide surreptitiously pointed to my wife and gave me the thumbs up. I dared not linger to work out the complex connotations and ploughed straight onto the check outs. 

			We also stopped at a kind of miniature garden centre that sold ornamental above ground ponds, because rather foolishly in a reckless moment to soothe an argument about pets I had promised that as soon as we got to our new house we could keep terrapins. We bought the ornamental pond, was given a derisory look by my wife for blurting out how incredibly cheap it was (“that was cheaper than orange juice at Heathrow Airport”) and set off for our new home, all keen to get blasted and bloated on Red Cock and rice.

			Luckily my wife and children seemed to like the house, although it did seem a bit big. Actually, it was a lot bigger than I remembered, but at last we had a proper home. Having lived in various hotels, friends and families’ spare rooms and living room floors for the past couple of months we were more than ready to lie in our own, albeit, rented beds.

			We moved in and unpacked the now legendary (well within our family anyway) “Pop up home”.

			We had the idea back in England which started as a joke with my youngest son who adored a particular pop up book about a pirate. I made the mistake of likening our new life in Thailand with a page in the pop up book where you open a treasure chest, meaning that we would have an instant home, with all the important things (the treasure) that we needed in a suitcase. It kind of made sense at the time, I think, but looking back it does seem a bit jumbled. Anyway, the label stuck, and over the weeks and months there was a lot of discussion about what should and what shouldn’t be included in a big old suitcase which we referred to as our “pop up home.”

			I unpacked the DVD player double quick and put Harry Potter on (it seems so old fashioned now). We all sat and watched it and ate biscuits from the Thunderbird 2 plate and had a nice cup of tea out of the Thunderbird mugs. It really did feel like home and half way normal, in a completely surreal sort of way.

			For anybody interested in giving up their comfortable life and moving to Chiang Mai or any other part of South East Asia with two small children, here is what we packed in one suitcase in order to make an instant and comfortable, “pop up home.” Remember to pack clothes and wash bags separately:

			
					2 blow up air beds and 2 cheap inflatable beach air beds (called “lilos” when we were kids)

					4 space man single sheets

					1 set of Thunderbird plates and cutlery including 4 plastic plates, bowls, knives, spoons, forks and mugs

					Travel iron and travel kettle

					Box of PG Tips Tea Bags and packet of biscuits

					DVD player and 5 DVDs. Recommended: Pirates of the Caribbean, Pokemon The Movie, Harry Potter and The Philosophers Stone, Oceans Eleven (for my wife), Blades of Glory (for me). (Nowadays replaced with downloads on a tiny mobile screen).

					1 six inch saucepan and wooden spoon

					Deflated football , valve and pump

					Several plug adaptors

					Universal sink plug

					Multi tool and Swiss Army penknife

					Nylon washing line and a few pegs  

					Assortment of favourite tea towels (Devon Farmhouses, Wild Flowers, Historic Fishing Villages etc…)

					Remember to throw in a few candles in case you decide to move into an unfinished house without electricity.

			

			Equipped with all this lot you can set up home anywhere in the world.

			Best of luck.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4
A Home So MASSIVE
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			We all woke up a little groggy on our first day in our proper new home, especially our youngest. The powerful intoxicating Red Cock hits the youngest the hardest. Still, he seemed to enjoy it at the time whilst playing Five Finger Fillet with a hunting knife.

			Well, a slight exaggeration. He didn’t really drink Red Cock but he did sniff it with his little pink button nose and announce that it smelled disgusting and made his little eyes water. Mind you it made my little eyes water too and, just so you know, he doesn’t have a hunting knife, yet.

			Feeling a little fragile, as I actually had been drinking Red Cock, I stood in one of our two enormous kitchens and thought of my Grandfather, which on reflection was a strange series of events.

			Having lied about his age he fought through the second world war surviving torpedo blasts, shipwrecks and received a bravery medal for crawling through barbed wire under sniper fire to drag back a half dead officer. He was the most self-assured and fearless man in the world. He died when I was eleven but I remember everything about him. He had hard strong hands, and forearms forever brown like mahogany with a navy tattoo of an anchor on his left arm, but most of all I remember his quiet, thoughtful, self-assured manner.

			It was the kind of manner that would be perfect for carving out a new life in a strange country; calm, confident and self-reliant. Genetically I must be a throwback to some distant unknown ancestor, notable only for his conformity and childish sense of humour who almost certainly never ventured outside the village, or flew over the hedge, let alone fight battles around the world. 

			To give you an idea of what I mean, while the kettle’s boiling, I remember one day during the school summer holidays when my grandparents took me and my sister to the museums in London. Before the advent of computers this is the kind of thing people did. We flew around the Science Museum and the Natural History Museum and spent the afternoon in the Victoria and Albert Museum, which my Grandfather loved. He showed me important things in a quiet and considered way. He was especially interested in a sketch book which belonged to Turner, the famous nineteenth century landscape painter, and showed me how even a great artist had to practice drawing basic things like hands and clouds. He also tried to teach me how to read the Latin inscriptions on the back of coins displayed in row after row of display cases.

			At the end of the day we walked down to South Kensington tube station to catch the train home. Standing next to us on the eastbound platform was a group of rowdy older lads with shaved heads, big boots and loud voices. The longer we waited the rowdier they became and the closer I and my sister pressed into my Nan. 

			Being the 1970s I guess there may have been some kind of train strike. We waited and waited and then suddenly one of the lads got another one of his mates into a head lock with much shouting and swearing. Unbelievably, and it is unbelievable in this day and age, my Grandad, not a big man, in his late sixties and unknown to me, with a serious heart condition, squared up to the massive thug of a ringleader and said in a calm clear voice “how dare you use language like that in front of women and children.” The ringleader snapped back something that I couldn’t quite hear, and without warning and as quick as a flash my Grandad punched him hard and fast round the side of the head causing him to stagger sideways, dazed, bleeding and holding his jaw. With perfect, almost comic timing, my Nan said “shall we take the bus” and we all left quickly.

			As the little ingenious travel kettle boiled away I was thinking of this, not because I was about to punch a skinhead, but because the second kitchen of the house strongly reminded me of my Grandfather’s car port.

			At some point before I was born, when DIY was all the rage, and Britain was stuffed full of quiet hard men, who had fought through wars and witnessed atrocities that you and I can barely imagine, they evidently occupied their time building car ports and the like. By the 1970s England was brimming full of car ports, sheds, workshops and goodness knows what other massive DIY building projects this generation had quietly taken on 

			My Grandfather’s car port fascinated me. It fascinated me because it was such a big thing to make by yourself and also because it had a lurid bright green plastic roof, just like the kitchen I was currently standing in.

			Apparently it’s quite normal for big modern Thai houses to have two kitchens; a modern,  well equipped “western kitchen” to cook modern, well equipped, western food, and a traditional Thai kitchen out the back under a 1960s car port for the times when you feel like stirring up some searingly hot, eye watering traditional Thai food. Both of these kitchens were enormous.

			The house that I had rented, was, I realized, massive, not just by Thai standards but by any standards. It was also surrounded by houses some of which were even bigger. It not only had two kitchens but five toilets, four bathrooms and a variety of very big empty rooms leading off the main central living area. Despite the overall enormous size it curiously only had the bulk standard three upstairs bedrooms. It was a though the architect had only been trained to design Primary Schools, hospitals and town halls and he was having a bash at a normal house as an experiment.

			There was also something vaguely 1970s about it which I liked very much. In the living room there was a built in bookcase with smoked glass doors that sat next to a massive white L shaped fake leather sofa. Upstairs in the main bedroom there was an elaborate built in mirror and dressing table arrangement, with a large wooden down lit panel that was actually a sliding door into a massive en suite bathroom.

			The best thing, though, about the house were the lights. I have honestly never seen such an untamed, reckless and pointless use of electricity. There were an incredible one hundred and twenty two light fittings in the house, not including free standing lamps. There were twenty six chrome rimmed recessed ceiling lights in our bedroom alone. If you turned them all on at once it was like sleeping in a hospital operating theatre. It was a festival of modern lighting technology. It was as if groups of drunken interior lighting designers were trying to outdo each other at a boozy trade fair and our house had been used as the model home. There were up lights, and down lights, spot lights, micro spot lights and concealed lights and a huge modern chandelier in the living area made from frosted plastic and twisted bits of chrome. It was all fantastic and gave life a wonderful surreal quality.

			Me and the children played a great, if somewhat un-environmentally friendly game where we would turn on all the lights and rush outside to see the whole thing ablaze like an oil rig in a dark ocean. After staring at it for a while, as though it were a firework display we’d rush out to the electricity box that was nailed to a lamp post in the street and see how fast the electric meter wheel was spinning. We played this game only a few times before the full horror of our financial situation took grip of my soul. 

			When the kettle boiled I made the tea in Thunderbird 2 and Thunderbird 3 mugs and took them upstairs. I pulled the curtain back in our huge bedroom and sitting on the tangle of telephone wires just outside the window was a fantastic flock of Green Bee Eaters. These are beautiful birds, brightly coloured, graceful and just very exotic looking. 

			After years of only seeing birds like this in books, on TV and in zoos this was my first proper face to face encounter with tropical wild life. I was a little stunned and just stood, mesmerized by the sight of them. This wasn’t a TV documentary with David Attenborough’s cultured voice in the background, this was the real thing, and just outside our house. I watched them for a while shooting off into the air, completing incredible acrobatics in order to catch a fly or indeed a bee, before returning to exactly the same spot. They really are lovely birds and, if I was ever commissioned by an eccentric millionaire to create the world’s first bird circus, they would be the star act. 

			I took the children their milky tea, as my Dad had made for me when I was their age, and rather alarmingly they sprang out of bed without any bleariness. For ten minutes there was much thundering up and down the stairs and trying out and flushing of all the different toilets, while I stared at the Green Bee Eaters day dreaming about whether there had ever been such a thing as a bird circus, and if there had been, and it was extravagantly funded by a bird loving millionaire, what other birds would be suitable (all serious suggestions will be responded to).

			Teddy, our youngest son ran into the bedroom. “What kind of house is this” he asked accusingly, “why has it got five toilets?” He did have a good point. In an attempt to compare it with something he could relate to I said that it was the kind of house that a third division footballer might live in (we still talk in terms of the old divisions). 

			My wife eyed me curiously as if to say “now what are you talking about?” It was the flashyness of everything, the chrome plated light fittings and endless dimmer switches which made me think of footballers. Third division because first division footballers nowadays earn unbelievable sums of money and live in houses the size of a large town. I recently watched some TV programme where David Beckham was being interviewed at home. They showed an aerial picture of his house which was so big it looked like several holiday resorts built on the same enormous plot. I guessed that second division players would not live in houses as big as first division players, but they would still be pretty big, bigger than our house. So, third division felt about right.

			“What third division footballer” he asked suspiciously, half wondering whether we were sharing it. “Oh I don’t know… Freddie Eastwood” I blurted. There aren’t many third division footballers names on the tip of my tongue but Freddie Eastwood will forever be remembered as the Southend United FC player who knocked Manchester United out of the League Cup with a 30 yard screamer of a goal. It brought the town to a fairy tale like standstill for days and elevated Freddie to legendary hero status. 

			The irony is that he is also famously a Romani and lives in a caravan off the main road from London to Southend where he can be seen to this very day exercising horses. 

			Satisfied that they would not have to share the house with anyone, not even a third division footballer and his family, our children roamed about the house, with much flushing of toilets, and explored the garden. By lunch time they had discovered and poked a huge sleeping moth and screamed when they found a big black shiny scorpion under a flower pot. 

			The moth was nearly as enormous as David Beckham’s house. It was suspended upside down under a leaf. It was so big that at first I just couldn’t work out what it was. I was looking right at it but my brain was not registering anything. Was it a bird, a toy, a butterfly? I just stared blankly at it wondering what to do until my wife took a photo of it and looked it up on the internet. “The Atlas Moth is the largest moth in the world, so called as it’s markings resemble a map of the world”, well kind of as long as you live on a planet that looks like a great big squiggle. It really was an impressive size; I would say it was roughly the size of a fat man’s head.

			By this time I couldn’t put off going around to the club house any longer. In order to gain access to the swimming pool and a rather sad, lonely room with a few knackered exercise machines in it called “The Fitness Room,” I had to pay money at something called the Club House Office. I took my new company cheque book with me that I had just received from the bank, and strolled around the corner on the lookout for Green Bee Eaters, Atlas Moths, scorpions and third division footballers.

			The Club House is an odd affair. Like a lot of the houses designed for the wealthy Thai and western market, it’s built on an unnecessarily massive scale with ornate pillars and needlessly imposing entranceways. Also like The Fitness Room it has suffered from neglect and feels quite lonely and sad. It’s as if it was the focal point of a long forgotten but powerful civilization (who also happened to have a job lot of concrete) and served some other important function like a central court house, parliament assembly building or reception hall for aliens from a distant but friendly planet. It’s got the feel of the ancient Greeks meet The Aztecs meet the Beckhams. 

			I walked up the huge flight of steps, similar in construction to those outside The White House or St Paul’s Cathedral and into the enormous cavern like chamber that is the mighty and imposing Club House Office. 

			I’m not sure what I was expecting but I was really quite thrown by what I walked into. I suppose I thought there would be some bustle of self important activity befitting such monumental grand surroundings, but contrary to this, the room was almost empty. In the far left hand corner was a single desk, a filing cabinet, a rather incongruous electric blue plastic sofa and a young Thai women sitting behind the desk staring out of the window, lost deep in her own thoughts. 

			I paused in the doorway. It could have been a scene from some kind of South East Asian modern day remake of Thomas Hardy’s, Tess of The D’Urbervilles (if you can imagine such a thing); a drama that would highlight the contrast between the vastness of the surroundings and the vulnerability and smallness of mankind, or a Thai receptionist at least.

			I didn’t know whether to creep back out without being seen or somehow announce my presence. I didn’t have to do either as the women looked up with a start. I approached the desk, which given the huge dimensions of the room took some seconds, adding to the theatricality of the event. I hovered uncomfortably the other side of the desk and asked if I could speak English. The women nodded, so I explained that I had just moved in around the corner and would like to join “the club” allowing me and my family unlimited use of the swimming pool, and join in neglecting the neglected The Fitness Room. 

			She stared at me. I stared back. It was silent in the huge room. Seconds past without words or gestures. I explained again but using as few basic words as I could and got out my cheque book from my pocket. She visibly recoiled and looked shocked.

			The next bit goes down in my top ten surreal moments, of which there are quite a few contained within these pages. Without any word, or gesture, and without looking at me, she took some keys out of the desk drawer, crossed the room without looking back, disappeared down the unnecessarily huge flight of steps, got onto a motor scooter and drove off. I stood there and listened as the sound of the engine disappeared into the distance; until there was complete silence. 

			Now what? I was left standing alone in this huge room holding my cheque book. I didn’t know whether to wait or run. Perhaps she had gone to get help, or the police or just gone home. Or perhaps she wasn’t supposed to be there at all. 

			It suddenly changed from Thomas Hardy to one of those odd, rather sinister black and white French 1950s suspense movies where nobody speaks and everything is implied. What did her silent departure from the office mean? Was I guilty of something or not? I became increasingly uncomfortable loitering in this empty office and wondered if I was somehow being set up. Would I be framed for the Club House Murders, and spend the rest of my life in Thai jail saying “but I didn’t do it” and lawyers with black and white 1950s French accents saying “you expect us to believe that she just walked out.” With all this playing on my mind I tried to act as natural as I could and sat down on the electric blue sofa and then stood up again quickly. I wondered what I would do if someone else came into the office. My Grandfather would have known what to do.

			After at least five minutes, probably more, I drifted out of the office and walked back home and thought that I’d try again tomorrow. 

			To this day I have never seen the same women in either the club house or indeed anywhere around the community. When I went back the following day, there was a completely different women and a friendly young guy who is some kind of maintenance worker, although I have never seen him do anything. I paid the money, no problem, and received four lovely little plastic cards with pictures of the enormous club house on them.

			We were now officially part of “The Club”.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5
Starting The Business
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			Thailand, especially Chiang Mai is known for its many festivals. 

			It feels like every other week there is a major festival of some sort, either religious or cultural. As there is such a wonderful mix of cultures in Chiang Mai hardly a week goes by without some major celebratory disruption. Everything is celebrated by everyone; Chinese New Year, Thai New Year, Western New Year, Christmas, Easter, Valentines Day as well as 2 religious Buddhist days per month.  This doesn’t even include all the non religious festivals like the Firework Festival, Lantern Festivals, Rocket Festivals, Flower Festivals, numerous Dance Festivals, Music Festivals, Food Festivals, Vegetable Carving Competitions, Fashion Shows and goodness knows what else. 

			However, all of this is nothing, absolutely nothing, compared with the ongoing festival that involves all of us non-nationals on a regular basis; The Festival of Photocopying. Nothing can prepare you for the onslaught of photocopying in Thailand. Like taking photos and selfies, photocopying is indulged in with great relish. Wherever you go in Chiang Mai you will find shrines to this noble art housing at least three huge old photocopiers. In Thailand they say that you are never more than five meters away from a photocopier (or is it a rat). The first person to set up the Chiang Mai Museum of Photocopying will make a fortune. It’s no exaggeration to say that photocopying isn’t something you just do here, it’s a way of life.

			Central to our master plan was starting a small business that would hopefully fund our new life. And as these early days went past this activity along with the increasing amount of photocopying began to take on a life of its own. In fact when you get over the initial shock of the shear volume of photocopying there is something reassuring about having loads of copies of everything and countersigning them, it kind of reminds you who you are, and thrusts a sense of importance on an otherwise completely meaningless activity. I like it, although at first it did feel weird counter signing copies of my countersigned copy of my passport. Now I get down to it with a flourish, like a celebrity footballer signing autographs after the match. If you move to Chiang Mai I promise you’ll feel famous in no time, especially if you start a small business under the guidance of my attorney.

			Just as the counter signing was coming to an end and I thought I could sense the moment when I would be a proud director of a small company in Thailand my attorney said, “and now you must have the medical.” The whatical? 

			As calmly as I could I explained that our business didn’t require any physical exertion, in fact it required me to sit very still for hours on end listening and talking to people about their problems. He seemed uninterested in this detail and explained as calmly as he could, as though to a hyper active child at a birthday party, that in order to run a business in Thailand it was necessary to obtain a medical certificate. He directed me to a hospital, that for a modest fee (same price as a small bottle of mineral water back home, just in case you’re interested) would carry out the necessary medical examination, furnish me with a little certificate, that in turn would get me one step closer to actually being able to register a company and get the all important work permit.

			This all felt decidedly worrying. What were they going to do to me? What would happen if I was found to be unfit to run a company? How fit was I expected to be? Should I have been in training? I had a terrible feeling that I wouldn’t be fit enough and all our plans would crumble and we’d be thrown on the streets of a strange Asian city and forced to beg for a living. I decided to call my wife double quick. 

			We found the hospital set back from the road on the east side of the city as the attorney had told us. It all seemed surprisingly calm for a hospital except for a weird bloke who approached us and announced that he was a doctor and shook my hand vigorously for ages welcoming me to the hospital, Chaing Mai and Thailand. I finally managed to get my hand back and feeling somewhat bemused by this enthusiastic welcome found the main entrance.

			We went in and approached the lady behind the information desk who sat in a vast empty lobby. Unnervingly there was nobody else about. I wondered, somewhat hopefully, if Thai people just didn’t get ill much. The reception lady who spoke good English couldn’t work out why I needed an assessment. Feeling that she might be on my side I explained that I couldn’t understand why I needed one either. I then rather unwisely went on to explain the nature of our new business and that perhaps my attorney was confused. She asked if I felt confused. She looked worried and called over a nurse in a beautiful starched white uniform and an incredible hat. She too couldn’t understand what we wanted but repeatedly asked if I was feeling okay. She was talking in a slow re-assuring voice as though we were very stupid (actually, probably not too far off the mark). I had the feeling they were now eyeing me with some caution. 

			After some time of this faltering conversation she asked me if I knew where I was. By this time I was seriously wondering not only where I was but who I was. She said to me in a very calm re-assuring tone “you are in Chiang Mai, Thailand....you are in Chiang Mai Psychiatric Hospital.”

			At such a moment, I’m sure that most right minded people would call it a day and go home, but not us. Not when you’ve moved the other side of the world having given all your geese away. Bizarrely the scene continued. She asked whether I felt I still needed a psychiatric assessment. Most wonderfully, I remember replying quite seriously “I don’t know.”

			If you ever find yourself in any psychiatric hospital lobby unsure of whether you need a psychiatric assessment, you can safely assume that something somewhere has gone wrong. 

			To give an indication of how unhinged and muddled I must have felt at the time, I remember seriously thinking that as the business was largely based upon using mental skills instead of physical skills it makes sense to have a mental assessment rather than a physical one. The words “straws” and “grasping” should have come into my mind but unfortunately for me they didn’t. This was the hospital that the attorney directed us to after all, wasn’t it?

			 In the confusion I remember thinking that the hospital should have been further away. It was only at this point that I thought we had better go and check with the attorney. We backed away, thanking the nurse and receptionist a little bit too enthusiastically. We said goodbye to the “doctor” in the car park who was still loitering about and shook my hand again, and welcomed me again to the hospital, Chiang Mai and Thailand (they should give him a job at the immigration office).

			So, back to the attorneys’ office. Did I need a psychiatric assessment? On reflection he responded brilliantly to what must have seemed to him a very silly question. But when you are in a land where you pay your electricity bill in the Seven Eleven mini market anything is possible, right? Still, it must have been the most bizarre question ever posed to him by a foreigner, let alone a foreigner hoping to set up what is essentially a psychotherapy business. Without hesitation, as though it was the most normal thing for him to deal with he asked if I was “feeling okay in the head”. I responded that I felt fine and he said that a normal physical medical assessment would be okay in order to apply for a Work Permit to start the business. He didn’t laugh, or seem to find it amusing at all.

			We set off again and found the hospital that he meant in the first place, on the second corner of the moat road. I bravely went in explained the situation and was directed to the 7th floor where I waited with lots of other people with a little card with a number on it. After a short time my number was announced, both in Thai and kindly in English as they knew it was me and didn’t want to embarrass me. Thailand is like that. I was the only foreigner there. I was shown into a little room with a spectacularly kind and gentle young nurse who measured me against the wall, weighed me and took my blood pressure. I felt a wave of relief, was this all it was? Why did I get so worried?

			She popped back in. The doctor would be along to see me soon. I was worried again. The measuring and weighing was clearly just a warm up. I sat nervously waiting for the examination/assessment. 

			Eventually the doctor came in. He was courteous and respectful. I stood up and we saluted each other in the traditional Thai way, as though we were both in a Primary School Assembly about to lead the children in The Lords Prayer, which bearing my physical condition in mind might have been quite appropriate. He had my notes and confirmed that I was Alex Gunn, that I wanted to start a business in Thailand, was 1.78m tall, that I weighed 80kg and had normal blood pressure. 

			He leant back in his chair, eyed me carefully and asked if I’d ever had any major illness, no I hadn’t, if I had any blood infections, no, or had any concerns about my health, no again. He wrote all this down and then leaned back and said, “so, why do you want to live in Chiang Mai?” 

			Every time I attempt to explain why I’m here it sounds either downright suspicious or utterly insane. As part of my faltering apologetic explanation, I had luckily mentioned my love of food, cooking and restaurants. He leant forward, his eyes narrowed and he looked at me carefully, “you like Chiang Mai food?”

			We talked about food and restaurants and markets and where to get the best grilled catfish, the best street stalls for breakfast, who does the best chicken noodles, the best market to buy fish and why galangal is better than ginger. He finished by recommending me to his brothers restaurant in the old city (which I have now been to several times and which is of course excellent, thank you doctor). He put his special doctor’s half-moon reading glasses back on and signed a rather formal looking certificate. He summoned a nurse, passed her the paperwork, bowed gracefully and bade me goodbye. 

			I’d passed the medical! We were on our way. All we had to do now was transfer a huge amount of our overdraft to our new Thai business account, photocopy the medical certificate about a thousand times and countersign it, get the okay from the Work Permit Inspectors, employ some staff and we’d be ready to book in the first customers (or not as it transpired).

			I’m not sure if a love of Thai food is a formal part of the medical exam and a pre-requisite for all foreigners who want to start up businesses, but talking enthusiastically about catfish curry and grilled pork with honey certainly seemed to help.

			We went back down to the main hospital lobby. At the reception I paid 72 Baht for my certificate, controlled a massive urge to shout “it’s so fantastically cheap”, and felt ready to take on the cut and thrust world of commerce and running a business. Well, actually it was lunch time and I was more ready for a plateful of spiced pork sausage, a mound of warm soft sticky rice and some dark red dry chilli sauce. I’m sure my doctor, and my doctors brother would approve. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 6
First Day At School
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			Isn’t the first day at a new school terrifying. It’s somehow more terrifying when it’s in a foreign country and as the early days turned into weeks the first day of school for our children grew closer.

			Do you remember your first day at school? I remember mine as though it were yesterday, sitting at the front of the class next to a boy called Andrew  who had bright ginger hair and special educational needs (although in those days it was called “remedial learning”) under the ever watchful, spiteful eye of the ancient and unhinged, but ultra religious Miss Benewith. I used to go off with Andrew to the “Remedial Reading Group” where Miss Black, another ancient unhinged loony, would hold up enormous white cards with giant black letters and we would chant out the letters, sometimes even coinciding with the letter that Miss Black was holding up.

			Luckily I got the hang of the old letters caper pretty quick and was shuffled out of the “Remedial Reading Group” into the fantastically named and confidence boosting “Bottom Reading Group”. I hoped things had changed a bit since my day.

			I drove the children to their new school on my little rented motorbike on a clear warm morning in early October, three on a bike, just like the locals. The youngest was in front of me holding onto the handle bars with his little 7 year old hands and the oldest behind me holding onto my shoulders with his slightly older and more self conscious 10 year old hands. I sat in the middle as nervous as hell with my jittery 43 year old hands.

			When it comes to schools there is no end of choice in Chiang Mai. There are seven fully fledged independent international schools as well as something delightfully called an International Annex which sounds like a large granny flat stuffed with school kids. On top of this, there are big Thai schools that run separate English Programmes and Bilingual Programmes and numerous Temple Schools attached to all the Buddhist Temples. 

			When we moved we really wanted to give our children the choice of where they went to school. It seemed a suitably fair and typically liberal thing for liberal parents like us to do. Secretly I was a bit scared of the Thai school option as I wasn’t sure where that led to later on in life and I was hoping they wouldn’t choose the super expensive boarding schools that also cater for day students. They are bloody expensive. They are so expensive I did the conversion sums on my little ancient solar powered calculator three times before I realized that I was doing them correctly.

			From scouring the school web sites we decided to visit four schools before a final decision was made; a British school, two American schools and a big Thai school in the city centre that advertised an English bilingual programme.

			Having taught and been around education since my first teaching job at the tender age of 23 in South East London (the words slaughter and lamb come to mind) I kind of know my way around education and what the general deal is. Nothing though could prepare me for the bewildering variety that lay ahead. 

			Chiang Mai is the Burger King of education, whatever you want, you’ve got it. You want to do British A levels…you’ve got it, you want to do an International Baccalaureate…you’ve got it, Montessori Nursery School…you’ve got it, Christian Kindergarten…you’ve got it, New Age Buddhist education…you’ve got it, Homeschool Support Programme…you’ve got it, American SAT with flame grilled onions and fries on the side…you’ve got it. Whatever you can think of, it’s available here in Chiang Mai, mostly at affordable prices.

			Back in England we would never have been in a position to go shopping for our children’s education. It was a benefit that I had never even considered when we left home and it immediately made me feel very upper class and well off. I worked out on my crappy little calculator that for the same price that we paid for pre school child care in England we could afford for both of our children to go to, more or less, any school in Chiang Mai they fancied, excluding the boarding schools which they weren’t too keen on anyway (hooray). It was as much as I could do to remember my three rules and restrain myself from announcing this good financial news to everybody I met in the schools we visited. I tried my best to be cool and upper class, look well off and generally behave like a father who went shopping for his children’s education every other week. 

			By the end of our day, after visiting such different schools my head was reeling from the endless choice and cheap biscuits. No wonder School Principals and admission staff often looked pained and thoughtful; they are obviously trying hard to deal with the constant headaches and sugar rush from all the cheap biscuits they eat with prospective parents.

			I quite fancied the Thai school as it really was fantastically cheap, but the children said they would not be prepared to have Thai school haircuts. Apparently it’s the law that all boys in Thai school have to have a regulation short back and sides hair style. I said feebly that I thought it would suit them but was shouted down amongst a barrage of other very good reasons why they didn’t want to go there; including the fact they couldn’t speak Thai which everybody else in the school did. I couldn’t really argue with that.

			They didn’t like the big religious school very much but they did like the American School that looked like a boutique hotel and “had the big fish” and they did like the British School. It’s very interesting listening to how children pick schools and seems to have nothing to do with how grown ups would do it, or reality come to that. If you want a good, interesting and cheap day out with plenty of free biscuits, borrow some kids and do the grand tour of Chiang Mai schools. 

			Ultimately what seemed to swing it for both children was the eyes of the School Principal in the British School (School Principals please take note and get your eye drops ready). Apparently, and it was all lost on me, the School Principal of the British School has “very kind eyes”. 

			When we were in his office and talking about something boring and grown up to do with academic calendars our youngest son suddenly stood up, fixed the Principal with one of his accusatory stares and said “will I be able to speak English to anyone here I make friends with”. It was at this moment apparently that the Principal revealed the depth of his kindness by using the power of his eyes. He also said something very kind and reassuring and listened to our funny little 7 year old boy as though he was making sense.

			Big moments are often decided by such little things. The kindly manner, and a particular look of a school principal determined the choice of school, a carefree moment around the kitchen table led us to deciding to come to Thailand and a random phone call found us our house. Perhaps, we should all stop worrying about the really big things and just pay a lot of attention to all the tiny things. Or, perhaps Chiang Mai is starting to get to me.  

			So it was to the British international school that we found ourselves driving towards, along the Hang Dong Road with thousands of other people on motorbikes all going to school and work, busy, busy, busy. It was only 7.30am but already it was hot and humid. It was the classic picture of a South East Asian city at the beginning of the day; thousands of people, often 3 or 4 to one motorbike, no crash helmets, chickens in wicker baskets, office girls on the back riding side saddle putting on their make up, manual workers with filthy feet and worn out flip flops and old ladies with huge bunches of green vegetables bundled on the back seat. It was the postcard picture that you must have seen duplicated with slight variation thousands of times, and now, amazingly, we were in it. Three little nervous, white English faces in the middle of a big South East Asian postcard. 

			I remembered the morning school run back in England where we were cocooned from the elements by our big comfortable BMW. We would glide, effortlessly through picturesque Devon countryside, along tiny lanes with huge verdant hedgerows packed full of wild flowers. Here we were actually in the thick of it, in the merry, smelly vibrant throng of life itself, pushing and shoving, edging our way to the front of the motorbike crowds at the traffic lights. And then, suddenly, we were there, at the school.

			Watching all the children go into school and all the different parents dropping them off made up for the homesickness and anxiety. It was like a Beneton commercial or advert for Pepsi Cola. There really were 23 different nationalities at the school, and not only that, they were all smiling, and running about laughing looking fresh and bright and happy. All these happy children from all over the world. Any moment the director would shout “cut” and they would become like the school kids I was used to at home. But nobody shouted “cut”, and the happy shiny, laughing multi-cultural, international children just kept laughing and being multi-cultural and international. Even the parents looked happy.

			At the school that my kids had just come from in Devon there was just one foreign pupil in the whole school. Here they were going to be part of what looked like a big happy cultural melting pot. There were tall, blonde haired children going through the school gates with parents saying goodbye in a Scandinavian language, Indian boys playing cricket in the playground, Muslim mothers with head scarves waving to their children from big gleaming 4 wheel drive trucks and Thai children and Korean children and Japanese children and American children and children from all over the world.

			Nowhere in England would you be able to find this. It felt special, and I felt privileged to be part of it all with my two little English boys who were going to become big international boys, and it suddenly made me unexpectedly and unbelievably happy.

			For a fleeting moment it all made sense and the damp fields of Devon and the extensive root network didn’t seem so important. We could grow a whole new forest, we could do whatever we wanted. 

			Suddenly it was important to make all this work. For the first time it all seemed a bit clearer.  I wanted to make our business successful, to be an international Dad, to have friends who were other international Dads, who had international wives who shopped in Bangkok and Paris and all live a kind of Pepsi Cola multi-cultural, feel good life. I would get a big shiny truck, and talk to the other shiny parents about whether their children would go to university in Australia, or London or Singapore or New York because the world was our oyster and we were the successful international people. Then I realized my son was crying. 

			His little hand was squeezing mine very tightly. “Hey what’s the matter,” I asked stupidly, caught out by my own day dreams. “Don’t worry I’ll take you both in and be here at 3.15” as if that would suddenly make the first day at a completely different school in a completely different country all okay.

			“I can’t do it, I can’t go in” said a very small, very thin, little voice, as if speaking to himself. “Hey listen don’t worry” I said trying to buy time. My mind was racing and my Pepsi Cola international feel good life was evaporating as quickly as all the big shiny trucks were disappearing down the road.  

			And then suddenly into my brain came unexpected words; words that felt like they were placed there by someone else. Maybe they were there all along, perhaps words that were said to me once and had long been obscured by worries about money, work, mortgages, careers, deadlines and all that other grown up nonsense. I crouched down next to my little boy and wiped a tear from his soft cheek. I found myself saying calmly and confidently, as though I had been rehearsing all night, “listen, all you have to do is sit there and do what the teacher says. It’s the teacher who should be nervous because they are the ones who have to think of what to do, all you have to do is do it”. I may have even got close to sounding like my Grandfather.

			There was a long silence. He sniffed and looked at me. “Why don’t you say helpful things like that all the time, that’s really good, its true isn’t it.” He has, as I’ve said before, a very accusatory manner, as if I could always say magic words that make everything better but just can’t be bothered. He perked up no end, took my hand and said cheerily, “C’mon Daddy lets go”. 

			My older son was way beyond holding my hand and just looked scared and suspicious. He eyed every other child as though they might at any moment whip out a knife and attack him, which, if we were attending the first year of secondary school back England wouldn’t have been a million miles away from reality. 

			The bell went and we walked into the school office. “I have two new students, ready to start their new school” I said as brightly and positively as I could muster. Office staff appeared, along with two ultra friendly students who were going to look after my beautiful boys on their first day at school.

			 I handed over the youngest to an amazingly bright and perky little blonde haired boy from Finland who assured me that this was the best school “in the whole wide world…even Finland”. They both waved goodbye, and I waved back. Then a wonderfully cheerful Indian boy bowled over and shook my hand. It took me quite by surprise and was the first time that anyone had greeted me with a hand shake since I arrived in Thailand. It’s surprising how quickly you forget things that you take for granted and I thought how warm and welcoming a western handshake is.

			“Does your son play cricket” asked the Indian boy as if from a film script. He really was as confident and friendly as you can possibly imagine, “I’m sure he will” I said looking uncertainly at Jack who looked ready to defend himself from a knife attack. He then went on to explain to me how his last school in Dubai had been okay but it wasn’t as good as this one. He went on to outline the rapid building programme that has been adopted in Dubai, and described in detail the size of his last schools car park. He went on, and on. He was so friendly and talkative and naturally interested in almost everything that was going on in the world, that in the end we had to be rescued by the School Principal. He came out of his office holding some papers and suggested with a twinkle in his special kind eyes that important learning was going on and my enthusiastic Indian friend and Jack had better hurry to catch it before it all ran out. The Principal waved cheerily at me as he disappeared into another office, and the two boys left the office and disappeared down the corridor, and that, as they say, was that. Our lovely children had started a new school, in a new country, in our new life. It all suddenly felt very real. It was, thankfully a billion miles away from the deranged Miss Benewith. 

			I drove back home along the infamous Hang Dong Road with a head full of thoughts and a heart full of emotion. For the first time since we got here I realized that we had to make this crazy idea work. It wasn’t a holiday, it wasn’t a rehearsal, it was our new life and I really, really wanted to make it all work.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7
Finding Our Son

			[image: ]

			After the screaming success of “The Medical” and procurement of the medical certificate for the unbelievable bargain price of 72 Baht (the price of a small bottle of mineral water back home, in case you had forgotten) the next projects, on the never ending list of things you have to do to set up a Thai business, was to organize a trip to our company office from the City Hall Work Permit Inspectors and finally, finally, to employ a Thai national.  

			The process of starting a business did seem to be taking for ever and the photocopying really was relentless. I realized that I was engaged in a strange game where every few days or so I would go to see our attorney who would start every meeting with the phrase “and now you have to…” It’s a Thai variation of the deeply un-popular children’s game Simon Says but goes on for much longer. It involves an attorney telling you what you must do, and you doing it. It’s quite a boring game and does go on for a surprisingly long time, but you get there in the end. You can play it as well if you want. You could even be the attorney and help dopey foreigners set up businesses (of which apparently an alarming 70% fail, or so I was cheerily informed the other day by a smiley lady in the attorneys office) as long as the second part of the sentence ends with phrases like; “…get a medical certificate,” “…talk to the accountant,” “…talk to the accountant again,” “…counter sign a thousand bits of paper,” “…go to the bank with the accountant,” “…go to immigration,” “…deposit all your money in a Thai bank account,” “…go to City Hall to organize a visit to your office,” “…employ some Thai people,” and various other miscellaneous activities. 

			This morning we had got as far as the last two commands; “and now you have to organize a visit from the Work Permit People at City Hall” and “and now you have to employ a Thai national.”

			“Employ a Thai national to do what?” I asked. “I don’t know Khun Alex, it’s your company” replied our attorney. 

			Actually Khun Krit, our attorney is an extremely nice man and made all the company set up as easy for us as possible. Most of our initial conversation was about football, and what we both thought of various players and managers. He’s a Tottenham Hotspur FC supporter and my team, Arsenal FC are their sworn enemies. I’m not sure if the intense rivalry (read hatred) extends all the way to Chiang Mai. I hoped it didn’t otherwise I would certainly be in trouble before very long, especially if Arsenal finished above them in the league.   

			We left the office sulkily wondering where we were going to get a Thai national from, and what we would employ them to do?

			We did have a little bit of time to find somebody as our office had to first pass the mysterious City Hall Work Permit Inspection.  

			Before you can open your business and before you are issued with a work permit an inspector has to visit your office to ensure that you are actually a business ready to start trading and not some fraudster about to start frauding. 

			Part of the deal is that it is an un-announced visit; a spot check. I was a little worried about this as our office was a room in our home and didn’t exactly look like a hive of activity, unless I was in it swearing at a computer trying to get the internet to work or having got the internet to work, swearing at the recent football results. I hoped the inspectors wouldn’t materialize when my swearing hit its zenith otherwise we would certainly be refused a work permit and probably deported. Although I’m not a violent person I could represent Britain in a swearing competition, especially when the football’s on.

			Khun Krit played the whole visit thing down saying that they would just want to have a look around, see a few computers and some stationary and the odd desk, “you know,” he said casually “they just want to see you doing your work”. Unless they visited along with a person who wanted to change their life through the wonders of motivational psychotherapy, that, I explained, would be nigh on impossible. He didn’t really pay much attention to this. 

			What he did do though, was to send round a woman from his office with the name of our company typed out in big letters on a sheet of A4 paper which she crudely taped to our garden gate before taking a photo of it. “They will need to see this” she said grimly, referring to the pending inspection. I wasn’t sure if she meant the photo or the actual sign itself. I left the paper sign on the gate, flapping in the wind. 

			I tried to put myself in the position of a Thai Work Permit Inspector and looked at the paper sign. Would I think, “here’s the head quarters of a successful looking company, I better issue an all important Work Permit”, or would I think “here lives a fraudster with a crappy company sign made from a piece of paper and sticky tape.” Perhaps the flimsiness of the sign was meant to give the impression that we were so rushed off our feet with legitimate business that we didn’t even have time to put up a proper sign, but none the less did need some kind of sign as we were clearly an important business. The various combinations of possibilities began to make me feel a bit dizzy, so I tried hard to forget all about the sign and the imminent visit from the inspector. Unfortunately, I tried a little too hard and forgot about it completely.

			A week or so after this I was bounding downstairs early one morning with just a towel wrapped round my waist having just got out of the shower and hunting for clothes on the drier in the second kitchen, when to my horror there on the sofa were two young Thai ladies in business suits holding clip boards; the City Hall Inspectors. 

			I stood in the middle of the living room dripping slightly and petrified with horror. It was 8am and we must have been the first call of the day, either that or it was the last call of the night shift. Either way I was completely and utterly unprepared and my brain would not work.

			They must have just let themselves in, as one would a shop, or proper business office and sat there waiting. How long had they had been sitting there, 5 minutes, 30 minutes, an hour? Had they listened to me singing in the shower? They stood up on my arrival and we greeted each other as though everything was normal and I wasn’t standing in the middle of the room with nothing on except a towel.

			I excused myself the best I could, which was nowhere near my best as I was super flustered, and belted back upstairs to find some clothes. My wife was sitting up in bed, “there here” I yelled in a whispering way like they do in bad comedy sit coms, “the government inspectors are down bloody stairs, they’re here”.

			I put on some jeans and an expensive shirt and tie, and rushed back down stairs. The nice ladies had found their way from the white plastic sofa to the enormous side room that we were using as an office. 

			This quiet drifting about was unsettling. Where would they drift next? They were like free floating Amoebas but with clip boards and obviously a lot bigger and with the power to issue or refuse work permits. 

			I showed them my lap top and a desk top computer, some stationary and a pen. I realized that we really did have precious little in the room to convince them we were operating a legitimate business. I also realized they were probably used to visiting proper businesses that normal foreigners set up, things like Pizza restaurants, bars, export businesses, bakeries and other western style shops and things that make sense. I simultaneously realized I was realizing all this far too late.  

			They took out their phones and started taking photos of the nearly empty room. I sat at the desk and they took a photo of me with my best Paul Smith shirt and a Marks and Spencer’s tie pretending to write something, but in actual fact all I was thinking was “the government inspectors have seen me dressed in just a towel and we don’t have a proper business.”

			They bowed and saluted and silently drifted out of the room on a warm air current and departed as mysteriously as they had arrived. They floated, free form, along the road on a warm air current and drifted with their clip boards and mobile phones into the next business to be inspected.

			It would be safe to say that the office inspection hadn’t exactly gone to plan. Even if the plan involved doing everything wrong it would still have been way off beam. I emailed Khun Krit in a panic who assured me that all would be well and didn’t seem at all worried. I still wasn’t so sure.  

			The following week an email arrived to say that we had passed the inspection! What on earth would you have to do to fail? Perhaps you would have to be standing, totally naked, with the word “fraudster” tattooed on your chest, in a completely empty office.  

			With this obstacle out of the way we were clear to go ahead with the last part of the company set up and hire our first employee

			The most sensible option would have been a nice quiet Thai lady to answer the buzzing, or soon to be buzzing phones and emails, so we ended up getting a driver and tour guide.

			I mentioned our staffing dilemma to the only person we had kind of got to know in Chiang Mai; Paul the manager of the Rachamankha Boutique Hotel. 

			When we first got to Chiang Mai we contacted a number of small boutique hotels that might accommodate our strange sounding business. One of the only few to respond was surprisingly one of the top boutique hotels in Chiang Mai. We were invited to a meeting with a very odd middle aged Thai man who introduced himself as the manager. Throughout the meeting he seemed very distracted and just agreed to everything that we said, “yes, certainly.” When I said, in an attempt to clarify what I thought was going on, “so we can base our business in your hotel” he looked very vague, stared out of the window and said “yes, certainly.” 

			When we returned some weeks later we were told that there was a new manager called Paul as the other chap had left suddenly after suffering a nervous breakdown. I hoped it wasn’t the result of our meeting. We met with Paul, a big friendly man from the midlands in England who had been side tracked some years ago when he was back packing around the world. He got as far as Chiang Mai and stopped and hasn’t put his back pack on since. Although very friendly, he told us very clearly that he would certainly not have agreed to any such arrangement as we had outlined, but as his predecessor had already agreed, he was prepared to give it a go, “as long as there wont be mad people falling about and crying all over the place.” We assured him there wouldn’t be (much).

			After that we got along great. When I mentioned our “hiring a Thai national” dilemma to him, he laughed, as he does a lot, and made a joke, as he does a lot. Paul’s great as he’s one of those people, who never seem fazed.  

			After some thought Paul suggested we meet up with a driver and guide who occasionally worked for him, and who also ran a coffee shop and a restaurant in town. I phoned a number and spoke to a man and agreed a meeting to talk about some work. 

			The next day the sound of a large diesel engine rumbled into our house, and an impressively gleaming seven seater people carrier pulled into our drive and Khun Sonthaya walked into our lives. Son, as everyone calls him, is an amazing man.

			Firstly we would not have survived the first year without him. There is simply no question about that. Secondly, Son is the kindest man on Earth. Born in neighbouring Chiang Rai and having grown up in and around Chiang Mai, he is an authority on the area and has witnessed incredible change in this city since he was a small boy. 

			Quite unusually though, his life changed dramatically when he moved to America when he was 8 years old. He lived in Hawaii and Los Angeles and had to adjust from life in a sleepy Thai town to the bigness and bustle of America. After he graduated High School he joined the US Army as a mechanic and travelled the world. Since then he has lived all over the place and done all kinds of things, but eventually decided to come home to Chiang Mai, take it easy and set up an American style coffee shop and restaurant.

			He was interested but also troubled by why we were here. He asked me several times if we were here working as Christian missionaries (which lots of foreigners like us are), if we were connected to some kind of NGO that had posted us here or if we were somehow part of the university or an international school. When he was sure that we were in fact here, completely on our own, with no contacts or connections and two young children he looked visibly shocked, “you need someone to look after you, there are plenty of people in Chiang Mai who will take you to the laundry.”  

			From that moment Son has looked after us and tried his best to protect us from the laundry and the people who take you there. He has helped us in more ways than he can possibly know. He even came over late one evening and fixed one of the five toilets that would not stop flushing, much to the delight and intrigue of our youngest son. 

			Spending time with Son makes you feel happy. There is nothing that he can’t do or work out. Chiang Mai is his town and while you are in it everything will be okay. We have become part of his family and in turn he has become part of ours.

			Apart from being our guardian angel, Son and I love food. We talk about it all day long, swapping recipes, how I make Indian food, how he makes Thai food, where to get the best BBQ pork, how they farm catfish, why sausage tastes better cold and other topics that sound like excerpts from some late night specialist TV food programme. 

			Son loves to take people out to lunch, because of course, he knows all the restaurants in Chiang Mai and usually knows the owners and the cooks as well. His knowledge about local food is such that he will know what restaurants serve the best food on what days depending on who is cooking on which shift. Invariably the restaurant is off the beaten track, far away from the tourist trail and is serving world class food at world beating prices.

			Recently, he took us all to a place round the back of a hospital which is only open for lunch and where every customer is either a nurse or doctor or porter. It felt wonderfully strange, as if we were eating on a film set where they were making an epic movie about a hospital. 

			Son always studies the menu and takes charge of the food selection. He introduced me to the delights of something that he said translates literally into “Pork Fountain”. Don’t you just love the idea of that. It was a kind of pork salad that was spicy but also sweet, with minced pork and fresh green herbs that I didn’t recognize. We also had amazing spit roast chicken and home made coconut ice cream. 

			Other private lunch tours with Son have included duck noodle soup and an incredible goose noodle soup, oyster omelettes, fish noodle soup, grilled pork with fiery chilli sauce, chicken with chilli, ginger and basil, spicy papaya salad, sausage and warm sticky rice not to mention countless bits and pieces from tucked away markets and street stalls. Son should host a TV series called “Food Hunters” where he travels around Thailand seeking out not the most unusual, but simply the best food that Thailand has to offer.   

			Thankfully, Son was very happy to be our nominated Thai national employee and joined in at our attorney’s office with the great festival of photocopying. He had his photo taken, both his Thai and American passport copied and counter signed many times, his driving license copied, his official Chiang Mai Tour Guide certificate copied and countersigned as well as a copy of his house book which proves that he owns his house. He laughed and joked with the women in the attorney’s office and as he always does made every one feel happy. 

			At last we would get the precious work permit and be able to legitimately run our own company. We were ready to start trading. All we had to do now was make some money.   

		

	
		
			Chapter 8
Elephant Cowboys
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			Northern Thailand and Chiang Mai, especially, is knee deep in elephants, there are; elephant parks, elephant sanctuaries, elephant shows, elephant camps and even street elephants trundling about the roads and markets with an owner hoping for a few baht for a quick photo. Even the hotel up the road from where we live has a couple of old elephants lumbering about the garden in case a bored guest fancies a quick ride. 

			It was only a matter of time before the inevitable demand to ride an elephant “through the jungle” was issued by our youngest son and to be honest I was kind of looking forward to it myself. We had been told about the various different elephant camps and parks from Son so had a fair idea of what was available. Wanting to be good citizens in our new host nation we wanted to go to an elephant nature sanctuary but feared that the minimum whole day attendance would be a bit too much for the children. We didn’t want to go to the “touristy” ones, as that would be far too easy for us and besides, we weren’t tourists, we lived here. I even had a shiny new work permit to prove it. 

			We decided upon an elephant park quite far away, a bit off the beaten track. The web site looked fine and I found it on the map, so off we set in a cheap 800 Baht a day hired jeep with dodgy brakes and air conditioning that didn’t really work.

			The adventure began as all good family adventures do; apprehension, excitement and going back because I couldn’t remember if I’d locked the front door and our youngest son didn’t have any shoes on. 

			After this false start we set off again, full of renewed excitement, a full compliment of shoes and all doors securely fastened.

			We turned off the main dual carriageway and began venturing up one of the mountain roads. You know that feeling you get when you are sure you’re going in the wrong direction, not because you have any evidence that you are, but just because it feels wrong. Well, I had that feeling very quickly. The mountain road seemed extremely deserted extremely quickly and the small villages that lined the road seemed to stop lining the road very quickly. There were only occasional ramshackle old huts with old ladies sitting outside who stared at us as we drove past. Huge towering clumps of giant bamboo, overhung the road, eclipsing the sun, and forming great dark tunnels.

			We drove on, ever upward, with the underpowered little jeep engine straining away at 30 km per hour, children on the back seat strangely silent (always a bad sign), wife looking worried and me acting like I did this kind of thing all the time. I began to secretly wish that we had gone to the nearest, easiest, most convenient touristy Disneyland razzamatazz all singing all dancing elephant show around, rather than a family version of  The Heart of Darkness. 

			Eventually and after several stops to look at the map and for our youngest to be sick (the horror, the horror) we saw an old sign with an elephant on it pointing up an even smaller road. The clouds had built up and what had started as a bright sun-shiny day was rapidly deteriorating into a gloomy and very un-sun-shiny day. 

			The next ten minutes rates very highly amongst the Top Ten Surreal Moments of all Time Awards along with the memorable episode in the Club House Office.

			The small road we were driving along got smaller and smaller until a big empty open area on our left appeared, at the far end of which could just be seen an elephant and some bamboo huts and a few wooden structures. 

			I drove across this strange open area towards the elephant. There was nobody else around; no cars, no families, no fellow day trippers and no smiley faces. The elephant stood there just looking at us, chained by its foot to a tree. I turned the engine off and was suddenly aware of the intense silence. It was so quiet that my ears were ringing slightly with the sound of the whining 1200cc engine. 

			As I got out of the jeep three rather disheveled Thai men came out of a hut. It was now nearly lunch time and I’m fairly certain they had just woken up. “Are you an elephant park” I said. You know there’s something wrong if you have to ask. It’s a bit like saying “is this an airport” or “is this a train station”. The appearance of some very big objects should give the game away. 

			The men nodded enthusiastically. They produced a calculator, pounded in some numbers and proudly held the grubby little screen up to me. They wanted what, even in those early days, seemed a large sum of money. It was the kind of price that you would think expensive in the most touristy of touristy places in America or England. I gracefully declined and said confidently to my wife, “no this can’t be it, it must be further on”. So we all got back in the tiny cheap jeep with the men’s sleepy eyes still hungrily upon us. Thankfully the engine started first time and we drove back across the open area of land waving cheerily to the three men who stood silently watching us. I looked at them in my rear view mirror, standing, smoking and watching. I thought of the film Deliverance with Burt Reynolds. 

			We turned back onto the little road and I remember so wanting to see a big sign in English with the name of the elephant park on it, a big car park along with with some tour buses, a little friendly restaurant (both children were by now very hungry as I confidently said before we left that there’s always somewhere to eat “in these kind of places”), and just any other signs of a lovely big and normal elephant park.

			Instead the road just got smaller and smaller eventually trailing off into a tiny overgrown single track which ended abruptly in front of a tiny wooden house with a very alarmed elderly man waving me back. “I don’t think this is it” my wife helpfully observed. We turned back. 

			Our only option was to re-visit our three silent smoking friends. They watched us drive back across the open area. We pulled up and parked in the same place. It was incredibly quiet, the kind of quiet you only get in exams or before a gun fight or at the top of a mountain. 

			The third man was now sitting down in what I realized was a little wooden, broken down ticket office.  Spread proudly before him on an otherwise empty desk he had a single, dirty, dog eared leaflet with the name of our elephant park on it. There was a picture on the front showing a packed car park, and lots of smiley people in front of some smart wooden buildings, the decaying skeletons of which we were now standing before. 

			You know that moment in the film The Shining where you discover that Jack Nicholson has been typing the same sentence over and over again, and the hairs on the back of your neck stand up, or when Sigourney Weaver finds the abandoned space station in Alien? What had happened here? What had gone wrong? Where were the crowds of smiling day trippers, the cheery laughter, the over priced gift shop, the frazzled parents and a horrible cup of tea in a paper cup.

			The second man was bringing around a second elephant. Both elephants were now saddled up (I’m not sure this is the right expression for putting a massive double wooden seat on the back of an elephant) and ready to go. In a mild state of confusion I handed over a lot of money, and found myself on an elephant next to my youngest son, my wife and our eldest on the elephant ahead.

			It began raining, not the usual hard dramatic downpour familiar in Thailand but a gloomy steady drizzle, especially imported from England.

			I was wet, tired and hungry, and on the back of an elephant in the middle of nowhere. The young disheveled Thai guy who sat on the elephants neck had a haircut like Debbie Harry in 1981. My school friend Kev assured me it was cut by herself, when she was drunk, with a bread knife. He also had ripped up old jeans, rubber flip flop sandals with the heel worn away and a grubby old T shirt. I was certain these were his only clothes.

			I wondered what life is like when the only possessions you have in the world is one set of filthy clothes, a packet of cigarettes and an elephant. It is, you must admit, a bizarre combination. You would have to look long and hard to find anyone, anywhere with a stranger set of possessions.  

			At least our two children were happy, waving and laughing at each other, observing and commenting how lucky we were that it was an elephant park after all. I wondered if we were being taken off to be robbed at knife point until I remembered that they already had all our money, so that was alright. If the worst came to the worst the last laugh would be on them.

			We trundled past a dilapidated old wooden building with an out of control Bougainvillea rampaging through the roof. It looked like, at some point, it had been a rather nice guest house or restaurant. We slipped and slid our way around the mountainside vaguely aware that if I were not so wet, hungry and worried that we were surrounded by wonderful and breathtaking scenery.  

			We eventually arrived back at where we started. We silently dismounted and got back in the cheap jeep. We were all rather quiet and subdued. I was, it must be said, rather relieved.

			On the way back down we stopped at a lonely wooden house with a broken table outside. For 5 Baht I bought the worst bunch of bananas I’ve ever seen. Despite most of them being black and an unusual shade of purple they were the only food we had, so, I gave them to the children in the back seat who immediately screamed as they were swarming with tiny black ants. 

			We drove back down the mountain in complete silence. The rain still drizzling down and the tiny fun sized windscreen wipers scraped and scratched their way back and forth. Our youngest son was sick again, but this time inside the car. He kind of leant forward and was sick down my neck. Sometimes you feel so low that you really do know that things can’t get much worse.

			We got back home. I washed the sick off and did my best to tidy up the inside of the jeep. I sprayed some of my wife’s super expensive Jo Malone perfume on the back seat to get rid of the sick smell. It didn’t. It just smelled like a combination of sick and expensive perfume. 

			To this day we haven’t talked about our unusual elephant experience and I don’t think we ever will. We have since been to other normal elephant places that do have tour parties and restaurants and even horrible tea in paper cups. 

			 I have an uneasy feeling that should I mention our strange trip up the mountain to the elephant camp in the rain to either the children or my wife they might stare blankly at me and unnervingly say, “what elephant park in the rain” and then I really would feel like Jack Nicholson or Sigourney Weaver. Some days are best forgotten about.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9
A Brush With The Law
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			It was a beautiful bright warm morning in early November. The rains had all but gone and the weather was as close to perfect as you can get with not a cloud in the clear blue sky. It still felt like we hadn’t been in Chiang Mai that long, although we had now settled into our new house and the children seemed to really like their new school and our business was officially up and running but yet to make any money. Still, it was early days. 

			Despite these signs of becoming slowly settled in our new life, I still got hopelessly lost around town and would have to wait until by chance I hit the moat road where I could slowly, like an alien on a new planet, work out where I was. It was during one of these many lost episodes that I found myself speeding along around the moat on my little hired motor-scooter, the sun on my face and the wind in what’s left of my hair (i.e. without a crash helmet) under the temporary illusion that I didn’t have a worry in the world. 

			The reason I wasn’t wearing a crash helmet was not because I’m a thoughtless law breaker harbouring sad middle age ambitions to join the Hells Angels but simply because a) nobody else seemed to be wearing a crash helmet, and b) the nice lady in the motor-scooter hire shop said I didn’t need one, “this is Thailand” she said gaily. I felt a little bit foolish and square, the silly old foreigner worried about his silly little foreign head. It’s a great shame the traffic police at the road blocks don’t share her sense of reckless abandon. In fact I discovered they think very little of people riding about at speeds up to 100km an hour without a crash helmet.

			So it was, this bright jolly morning that I along with many other bared headed motorcyclists were pulled over at an imposing make shift road block just on the outskirts of the old city. I didn’t know this at the time but apparently the presence of so many traffic cops at these road blocks is to protect the public from police corruption.  Son told me afterwards that police are not allowed to stop passing motorists unless they have a senior ranking police officer with them, and senior ranking police officers don’t go out without their full compliment of junior ranking police officers. It’s not unusual to see a party (the word party is accurate in more ways than one) of up to 20 police officers all flagging down a single teenager on a moped. 

			The party atmosphere is partly provided by the police uniforms, which I’ll come to shortly but, mostly from the presence of an open sided marquee. It’s the kind of thing  you might buy if you were having a Sunday afternoon garden party and were expecting a group of old ladies who didn’t like the sun. Beneath this canopy sit the senior ranking officers on plastic garden chairs. There’s usually a little dinky picnic table and most wonderfully a big ice box full of cans of Pepsi. The officers sit around drinking coke and eating Pringles. It looks a nice day out for them, away from the office, a few snacks, a picnic lunch and the chance to arrest some polite teenagers for minor traffic infringements.  

			You can tell the officers under the marquee are senior ranking because their uniforms were clearly designed when Thailand first discovered the sacred art of making costume quality gold and red braid. The outfits wouldn’t look out of place in a pantomime, especially The Village Scene, just after Widow Twanky helps Idle Jack escape down the beanstalk and everyone gets arrested.

			In front of the senior ranking, Pringle eating officers is a line of junior traffic cops, with paltry amounts of braid, and no snacks, standing in the road, flagging down cars without tax certificates, motor cyclists without helmets and foreigners without common sense. They usually set up their road block/ picnic marquee in a stretch of road which is difficult to spot from a distance and where it’s difficult to turn around, or back up. Occasionally they choose a pretty mad spot that is visible for miles. When this happens it’s great, because most of the traffic that is breaking the law, (i.e. all of it), cars, trucks and motorbikes all turn around in the middle of the road and zooms off in the opposite direction causing mass mayhem. I have seen a roadblock where the police have run down the road after the retreating traffic, causing even greater mayhem and panic. 

			So there I was, bewildered as to why I was being pulled over. I noticed that my fellow motorcyclists didn’t seem at all phased and shrugged, paid a small fine, put the receipt in their pocket and shot off. Apparently you can either pay on the spot or choose to pay at the police station which on all accounts is not a good idea as it can take a very long time. I expect it’s a great excuse for a form filling and photocopying frenzy. At the time I didn’t know any of this. I had no idea how little money police officers earn and how most of them have to take on extra work as security guards and car park attendants to make ends meet. 

			I had no idea why I had been pulled over. All I knew is that a polite large faced traffic police officer was asking for my driving license.  

			Actually it wasn’t even my real driving license but an official looking plastic identity card that I had received along with an International Driving License Interpretation Certificate for a princely sum of £18 from the internet. It came from a dodgy address in Romford but I thought, quite rightly that it might come in useful. The policeman spent a considerable amount of time transferring the various bits of bogus information and made up numbers from my card onto a small sheet of paper.

			He eventually finished. Handed me the paper, put my International Driving License Interpretation Certificate Identity Card in his pocket and said that I had to report to the central police station or give him 400 Baht. What a bloody cheek. Here am I, a law abiding citizen, riding along, minding my own law abiding business and being treated like a criminal, like I’d broken the law, and besides I’d have to fork out another £18 to buy another fake ID. Where is the justice in the world! 

			I had no idea that not wearing a crash helmet in Thailand was actually an offence. After all, the nice lady in the hire shop said I didn’t need one so it must be true.

			I felt uncharacteristically irritated. “No, I’m not leaving until you give me my driving license back” and I held out my hand, like parents do to small children who are hiding something naughty behind their backs. He stared at me, looked rather worried and walked off, back towards the gold braid brigade who were finishing off their Pringles. 

			One of the lesser gold braid brigade wiped his mouth on his sleeve and came over to me. He spoke perfect English, he wasn’t particularly rude but not over friendly. “Where are you from” he said, looking suspiciously at my dodgy identity card. “England” I replied. “What are you doing in Chiang Mai”, I still hadn’t found an answer that sounds plausible or even sensible. “I’m a teacher,” I said, which of course isn’t entirely untrue, I just wasn’t teaching at that moment. “What do you do in England?” he asked, “I teach in a college” I proudly announced as though repeating lines in a Victorian melodrama. 

			He turned and walked back towards the other officers in the little marquee. There was some brief discussion. He walked back to me, handed me the dodgy identity card and in a very theatrical flourish, that would have certainly gone down extremely well in both pantomime and a Victorian melodrama, snatched the paper out of my hand that the junior officer had taken so long to write out and tore it up into very small pieces, dramatically throwing them into the gutter. “You can go” he said with authority. “Thank you” I said, sounding exasperated, as though it was all their fault that I had broken the law.

			I drove off, my heart beating fast, but feeling rather proud of my lone stand in the face of authority. I still didn’t understand what had gone on and why I’d been stopped and more mysteriously why they let me off. Perhaps they realised they were in the wrong, and in the face of good old fashioned defiance had backed down. All that stuff they say about bullies really must be true. 

			It was not until a few days later when I was talking to some Thai friends Khun Att and Khun Koy, that it dawned on me what had actually happened. Khun Att explained that not wearing a crash helmet, is indeed a traffic offence, but that many people don’t bother. He also explained how respectful people (including the police) are towards teachers, especially at college and university, and it was certainly my mention of this that let me off the hook. I felt terribly embarrassed.  

			On returning the little motor-scooter to the hire shop I asked the nice friendly lady why she had told me that I didn’t need to wear a crash helmet and explained that I had been stopped by the police. She seemed genuinely put out, “yes” she said, “I think are good idea but many people no like them – I think you no like them”. I smiled, and she smiled too. She bowed and saluted in the traditional Thai way and so did I.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10
Buying A Car From An Angel 
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			We did pretty well with a little hired motor-scooter for about 4 months until we got fed up with getting wet, police road blocks, getting hot, and paying a very friendly young lady in a motorbike hire shop 3000 Baht each month for the privilege of these novelties. I began half heartedly looking at local ads and wandering around used car show rooms with a sinking feeling. 

			I don’t really know a lot about cars, which may come as a massive surprise to you. Back in England, Tony “the mechanic” did all of that. The car would go wrong I’d phone up Tony and he would fix it; simple. When we bought a new car, I’d phone up Tony he would look at it, drive it impressively fast and tell me whether it was okay.

			Out here there is no Tony, no easy phone calls, just me and the cars and smiling sales people who are trained to spot people like me from day one in the Chiang Mai College of Car Sales.

			Son said that he’d keep a lookout for a cheap car, but I didn’t want to just leave it all to Son. I wanted to prove that we could be half way independent and not get taken to the laundry.

			So, one morning in December, I decided to go and buy a car. Two small boys looked up from their computer games and my wife looked up from her lap top, “well, don’t forget to eat something, you know how funny you get” she said. I slopped off already feeling a bit funny.

			Part of the problem was that we didn’t really have a great deal of money to spend, and cars in Thailand are comparatively expensive. Son had mentioned to me that pick-up trucks are the best deal and you could buy a good used one for 300,000 Baht. I had about 120,000 Baht. Obviously I would have to lower my sights somewhat and do some hard bargaining, or just end up buying a broken down old wreck. 

			Walking around used car places felt a bit hopeless. Nothing had prices on and everything looked expensive or just completely knackered. I tried to look like I knew what I was doing, which I have a nasty feeling makes things worse to people who really do know what they’re doing. I tried to remember what Tony my mechanic used to do. All I could remember was the impressively fast driving, and looking at most of the old trucks that might well be in my price range, that didn’t seem at all appropriate. I realized rather quickly that it’s important not to show too much interest in anything otherwise about 6 sales people would magically appear talking a heady mix of English and Thai and either try and sell me a car or even more unnervingly try to build a relationship with me in order to sell me a car.

			The most unnerving question that a salesman has said to me in Chiang Mai so far, borders on the surreal. It came from a man who was standing outside a tailors shop in the Night Bazaar. He approached me and said, “Sir, I hope you’ve had a good day....How do you feel.” How do I feel? I suppose he’s hoping that I will say “I feel like buying a silk suit”. Instead, I tried to think seriously about how I felt, I didn’t really know... a bit tired, hot. Is ambivalent a feeling?

			So I staggered through several uncomfortable conversations in various used car places, whilst trying to secretly eye up any likely looking wreck of a car or pick up truck. Thankfully I had made an appointment on Facebook with a guy selling an old truck in the north of the city. It all sounded okay. It sounded like just the thing we were looking for; an old truck, in perfect working order that he was selling to get a “family car”. He was probably a “family man” just like me. All this for the bargain price of 65,000 Baht. It did seem remarkably cheap as the smallest, most smashed up wreck of a truck in the car lots generally seemed to hover around  80,000 Baht.

			At the allotted time I set off for this guy’s house. It was of course far more remote and out of town than I thought. It was in fact way beyond the second ring road which marks the outer boundary of Chiang Mai civilisation. With growing alarm I realised that I was actually going off the map and had to follow some instructions that I’d printed off from his e-mail. Past a “lumber” yard (he must be American), past a building site, past nothing, past waste ground, past a disused depot and then more nothing, turn left, an immediate right, last house on the right. I had that terrible, “this can’t possibly be it” feeling again. It was really quite remote, the middle of nowhere. Who in their right mind would move to Chiang Mai from America and live out here, miles from town and miles from anywhere? As I asked myself this question I unfortunately thought of some answers; gangsters, people on the run, madmen and people who generally need to disappear for sinister reasons. The man I was about to meet could have easily qualified for all four.

			I stood outside a run down small single story house enclosed by a high wire fence with a yard absolutely over run with aggressive looking barking dogs. Give me a gaggle of furious geese any day, dogs I don’t really know about. Did barking uncontrollably signal danger, or an intent to eat you or just doggy high spirits? I have no idea. 

			A man came out smoking; he was big, American (as I’d thought), heavily built and covered in old faded tattoos (of course), he must have been in his mid fifties, and was dressed in only a pair of old frayed pyjama bottoms. He eyed me cautiously. “Come in they won’t hurt you” he said as though I was a bit of a nancy. I opened the gate and edged myself in surrounded by barking, hysterical, jumping dogs. He didn’t attempt to calm the dogs or reassure me that I wouldn’t be eaten alive but just turned and started walking around the back of the house. I followed him surrounded by barking, hysterical jumping dogs. He lit another cigarette from the butt of his old one, “D’you know anything about trucks?”  “No” I replied honesty. He looked away quickly, either, I guessed, in disgust or to disguise an evil smile. 

			We both looked towards “the truck” at the back of his yard which was covered in dogs, rubbish and dog’s rubbish (if you know what I mean). Even to my untrained eye I could tell I was looking at a wreck of a truck, the gold medal winner of the most wrecked truck in the Wrecked Truck of the Year Awards. I really am not exaggerating when I say it looked like it had just driven through a war. It was clearly a total write off, eaten away with rust and covered with the dents, bangs and bruises from years of real hard work on hundreds of building sites throughout northern Thailand. It looked like it had also been used to salvage the odd spare part from, with a missing headlight, a missing side window and no tail gate. 

			“Get in the driver’s seat” he ordered.  At least I’d be away from the barking jumping dogs that still surrounded me. I got in and sat there for a bit, he got in the passenger side and smoked in silence and watched me as I fiddled with what was left of the dash board. I wondered whether I was in one of those hidden camera TV shows that set up hapless members of the public in terrible situations. Deep down though, I knew it was just a terrible situation. A friendly TV crew would of course be nice company...unless of course, he’d just killed them. 

			I can’t tell you how unnerving it is to be sitting in a broken down truck, concealed in the back yard of a small tumbledown house, in the middle of nowhere, with a bare chested, and heavily tattooed chain smoking American man who you don’t know. I turned the ignition key. The engine wouldn’t start and very quickly the battery started to die. He leant across and switched off the ignition and just sat there smoking, watching me. He didn’t seem embarrassed, angry, surprised or anything. I was trying to work out whether he was really trying to sell me this truck or whether it was an elaborate cover for some other scam. Perhaps the truck was just the bait, perhaps he was going to feed me to the dogs or dry me out and smoke me. 

			It was a very weird few minutes with him chain smoking and starring into the distance, and me hoping that in a minute I’d wake up in my own bed and the frantic hysterical dogs would evaporate back to dream land. I didn’t wake up. 

			We eventually got out of the truck and he lit another cigarette from the butt of his old one. I have never seen anybody chain smoking with such relaxed confidence, as though the cares that normal mortals experience didn’t apply to him. The dogs were still barking and jumping about like mad. I began saying something along the lines of I would need to think about it and give him a ring. From watching far too many films as a teenager I knew this would be the point where he might attack me, where he would be unable to reconcile his evil conscience and let loose his captive. Would he try to get me inside the house? Bang me on the head and throw me in a pit? Set the dogs on me? Starve me and make a dress out of my skin? What was coming next?

			I began to edge back, around to the front of the house still surrounded by the dogs. I knew I had to keep him hopeful and not make a sudden dash for it, as tempting as it was. I continued to make my excuses in an up beat positive way and eased myself through the wire fence gate. He stood by the front door of his run down filthy house and watched me while his dogs ran up and down the fence. I got on my bike, waved half heartedly, and left the silent smoking man with the broken truck and his huge pack of barking dogs. I could feel him watching me disappear and lighting another cigarette from the butt of his old one as I drove off. 

			It felt great to be out in the open air again, on the road, back on the map, and free and not turned into dog food or buried in a secret pit. It didn’t feel so great when I remembered that I was as close to being a car owner as I was when I set off.

			I drove towards the other end of town where there were more second hand car lots. I drove up and down, occasionally stopping and looking around the cars, being pursued by keen eyed and desperate salespeople all attempting to be my friend and asking crazy questions. It was like playing cat and mouse in a car park. When they did catch me they asked questions like, “You like volleyball?” and “you like Thai lady?” . I did my best to mumble truthful answers feeling mildly fraudulent.

			By now it was way past lunch time and hunger and tiredness were setting in. I slumped down outside a remote 7 Eleven at the far end of the Hang Dong Road out by Sanpatong and drank a can of coke and ate a packet of crisps and worked out my next move.

			There was a bit of waste land on the middle ring road where occasionally I’d seen some old trucks with for sale notices and telephone numbers in the window. With this as my last optimistic move I headed back towards it, at least I wouldn’t be hounded by sales assistants or mad dogs and could peruse vehicles with the casual air of a real professional.

			Sure enough there were two trucks on waste land in the middle of the middle ring road. Both looked old, which was good as it equaled cheap, and not too bashed about. Unfortunately they both only had a standard cab that would seat just 2 people rather than the extended 4 seater cabs I was looking for. Feeling depressed, out of ideas and staring at the end of the day without success I mechanically wrote down the phone numbers, when an angel appeared. 

			The angel wasn’t like the ones that you would recognize from films and religious frescos but a small bright faced young Thai guy in old jeans and T shirt riding an old motorbike with a side car. I could tell he was an angel as he didn’t ask if I liked volleyball or what I was doing in Chiang Mai or whether I had a Thai wife. Instead, he simply said “I will take you to buy pick up truck, good one with 4 seats, big cab. I know you will like”.

			He smiled warmly at me. He knew. He knew that I was defeated and was going to take me to truck heaven. He motioned to me to get in the side car of his bike, I pointed towards my hired bike and he shook his head in disapproval so I got in the side car. It would be okay. It was not so much a side car as a wooden platform that was bolted to the motorbike, on which stood a white plastic garden chair. 

			We sped off up a tiny road away from the ring road. We came to a little village where children came out to see me. I waved, feeling very self conscious and a bit like the Queen of Great Britain, or at least how the Queen of Great Britain would have felt if she were sitting on a broken plastic chair zooming along at break neck speed in a home made side car. We zig zagged through the tiny village streets, round the back of houses, through yards full of chickens and out through a bright green patchwork of rice fields. I did begin to wonder where we were going as we were now quite far from the main road and I’d never be able to find my own way back. But it all felt okay. He was after all an angel.

			We suddenly turned into a yard of a small house on the edge of the next village. There was an old lady stirring a pot over an open fire, loads of chickens (always a good sign for me) two children stared at me in disbelief and a young woman came out and brushed off some dust from a stool and indicated that I should sit down and bought me an ice cold drink of water which I was genuinely grateful for. The young angel bought out an old man who bowed to me and in silence slowly pulled off a plastic green sheet from an old style sky blue Toyota diesel pick up truck. He was like an ancient magician revealing the unharmed beautiful assistant. It was a great moment. 

			Although nobody could speak much English and my Thai, rubbish. There was much hand waving, pointing and showing. It really was a beautiful truck at least a hundred times better than anything I’d seen today, I could have wept with relief and hugged them all. I knew I had found our new car.

			I kept it all together, I didn’t cry, or feint and did my best to look like I knew what I was looking at. They drew figures in the dirt yard with a stick. From what I could gather it was at least 20 years old, had 1 owner from new and they wanted 130,000 Baht for it. I took their phone number and did my best to indicate that I was seriously interested, we all bowed gracefully and my angel zoomed me back to my motorbike and the real world.

			I returned home triumphant. We had our truck. We phoned  Son who arranged to come over the next day and pick me up with his mechanic Khun Piyac to look the truck over for me. 

			It was all good, Son liked it, Khun Piyac liked it, the owners liked us and my wife said she liked the colour. It drove beautifully; like a graceful tank. It had air con, and even a CD player that worked. A deal was struck and everybody was really happy. There was much joking and passing around cigarettes and iced tea. I parted with piles of money and drove home in our new car. It was the beginning of a special relationship. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 11
Learning To Drive
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			Having bought my new truck I now had to learn to drive all over again. Driving in Thailand is unusual, to say the least, and like most things here is not at all what it first appears.

			There’s a lot of parsimonious old guff talked about “how the locals drive”. Sometimes, around by the pool and the club house you get little gangs of ex-pats who are always moaning about the terrible driving misdemeanors they have witnessed. It’s as though a bit of rather idiosyncratic driving legitimises an endless rant against Thailand, its culture, its history and all of its people. You kind of wonder if they are so upset about it all what they’re doing here.

			On first appearance driving in Thailand doesn’t make a lot of sense, but of course that is just an illusion. With a little bit of practice and perseverance you realize it makes perfect sense, just a different sense to what you might be used to. 

			For a start there are about a million times more motorbikes on the road here, all weaving and flooding through junctions like bargain hunters flooding into a discount sale in an expensive department store. Most people here, rich and poor, will own a small 100cc or 125cc motorscooter. You can buy an old one for as little as 1,000 Baht (two pints of Guinness at Heathrow airport), with fancy new ones selling for about 60,000 Baht. I have heard that if you are a teenage boy you won’t get a girlfriend unless you have a motorbike, and preferably one that looks flash with thin racing wheels and a tiny chrome sports handle bar and an uncomfortable looking sleek racing seat. It’s lucky I’m not a teenager in Chiang Mai.

			Part of the unique experience of driving in Asia compared to the west comes from this sheer volume of motorbikes. If you are a car driver waiting to pull out onto a main road you are confronted with a never ending sea of motorbikes; thousands of them.  Waiting to pull out into the main highway in a gap in the traffic doesn’t really work when there is no gap. I’d be interested in how the “now wait for a clear break in the traffic” line would work from western driving instructors. Driving lessons could potentially go on all day and half the night just waiting for the traffic to subside. Eventually the give way rule wears thin and in order to maintain sanity and get to where you’re going in the same day a slow nudging out into the main flow of traffic is required. Nobody really minds, nobody cares as long as it’s not dangerous and motorbikes will just flow around any obstacle, including you, like fast flowing water around a rock. 

			There is of course a highway code but like most rules and regulations there are seen as guidelines that may, or may not be useful. The “real” Highway Code is governed by what often seems govern things here, two really important qualities; acceptance and pragmatism. 

			Within a very space of time in Thailand you can’t help but notice the very different attitude that people have to rules. In the west a red light equals stop and green for go, that’s it, and no argument, no ambiguity and woe betide you if you try to meddle with it. Here there is an awareness of all the shades of grey in between rules and reality, a deeper understanding of life’s ambiguities, it’s actually quite grown up and requires more responsibility and give and take but can be quite liberating once you get the hang of it.

			So, for example, imagine you’re driving to the airport along the Hang Dong Road, you are driving on the left as is normal (most of the time) here. You come to the traffic lights and the left turn opposite Tesco’s (you know the one), the light is red but there is no traffic turning from the opposite lane, and you too want to turn left, what do you do? You could just sit there for no reason other than the light is red, which at first, of course, I did, which is fine as the traffic behind you won’t hoot and honk and get annoyed, they’ll just accept that sometimes in life you get stuck behind a dopey foreigner, or you could act pragmatically and turn left taking great responsibility that nothing is coming towards you. It does of course make perfect sense, and as they say in Thailand “same same but different”.    

			The most incredible thing about driving around Chiang Mai is not the regular sight of families of four or five on one motorbike, or driving the wrong way up a one way street or even people driving motorbikes on the pavement carefully avoiding pedestrians who tend to walk in the road anyway, but the almost total absence of drivers using their horn. 

			My most vivid memory of a brief time that I spent working in Cairo is lying on my bed late at night listening to the never ending drone of thousands of cars hooting and honking their way through the dark city intersections. Hooting and honking your way around Egypt seemed to be an extension of the male ego. The more you honked the tougher the driver. Here it is the complete reverse. Overt displays of anger or hostility are unequivocal signs of weakness. Woe betides the driver who demeans himself by honking. Better to sit in stationary silence for hours in the middle of the road while some old lady brings the city to a standstill with her motorbike than give a friendly honk and get her to move a bit. Even at times of danger when the car horn should be legitimately used there is great reluctance. Better just to look the other way and accept whatever happens.

			So, as an aid to all of those about to brave the Thai traffic for the first time here is a quick user’s guide to the alternative Highway Code which will make perfect sense once you start driving:

			
					Remember that acceptance and pragmatism rule and leave your Highway Code at home.

					Abandon all preconceived ideas about traffic controls and start making use of your common sense; if the road is clear you can drive down it, if it’s busy be careful.

					Never lose your temper when driving; road rage is a sign of total failure and weakness (also comes in very useful to remember at the immigration office).

					If an old lady blocks the road with her motorbike while she toddles off to pay the electricity bill in the 7 Eleven don’t honk your horn but sit and accept the transient nature of life and all things.

					You are supposed to wear a crash helmet while riding a motorbike, if you don’t nobody will mind but you may get pulled over in a road block that periodically appear around town (usually around the moat or Narawat Bridge or outside The Holiday Inn Hotel, just in case you happen to be around town ). If they ask for 500 Baht think of it as a tip, smile, hand it over and drive on with or without your crash helmet on....they won’t mind, it’s your head after all. 

					You can get up to five people plus assorted luggage and chickens on one 100cc motorbike.

					If the road is partially blocked by an elephant just slow down and carry on and pretend that it’s the kind of thing you are used to seeing all the time.

					If you are stuck in traffic on a motorbike just bump it up the curb and drive on the pavement.

					If you are trying to walk on the pavement which is busy with motorbikes walk at the side of the road where there will be a mysterious absence of motorbikes.

					If you are waiting in your car at traffic lights and a street vendor tries to sell you flowers/ lunch/ wafer bread/ lottery tickets wind down your window, smile and give them 20 Baht, try not to wave them away as though they are trying to do you harm, they really do need you to buy something. 

					A car or truck flashing its lights will either mean their electrics are on the blink/ their brakes don’t work/ they’re not slowing down/ you go first/ you go last/ a combination of all of these.

					If a distant member of a royal family/ a member of the military/ politician or other visiting dignitary comes to town half the roads will be shut down. Road closures are frequent and can also be caused by funerals/ weddings/ parties/ public holidays/ monks/ house blessings/ spirit house erection/ elephants/ chicken invasions/ sausage stalls/ herds of buffalo or Crazy Joe.

					5 bottles of Chang beer will make you think you can drive like Barry Sheen but actually you will drive like Mr Blobby and probably crash. 

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 12
Scraping By and Hanging On
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			It would be fair to say that for the first 4 months business wasn’t exactly brisk. It was in fact the opposite of brisk and money was tight. Having blown a substantial amount on publicity and a truck as well as a steady outgoing for rent and elephant rides we were staring at the outer boundary mark of our now massive overdraft. Beyond this was lurking the nightmarish vision of a long awkward flight back home and the pitying looks of everyone from my Mum to Keith “why d’yer wonna move to Taiwan anyway” The Builder. 

			How the hell would I explain it all to everyone? Would I blame it on the recession or just admit we weren’t good enough. Would I get my old job back? Did I even want my old job back? 

			Although life was far from easy it felt like we had come such a long way. I’d stopped dressing like a yoga teacher and had even picked up enough of the language to say that I didn’t understand anything that was being said to me. In terms of language acquisition this was miraculously a step forward and back all at the same time. 

			We had bought a lovely ancient pick up truck, survived elephant parks, set up a business, entertained at lavish expense, four top international journalists who were going to write brilliant articles about our new business, found our Son, but most importantly the boys really, really liked their new school. 

			The Indian boy who I met on the first day of school had become friends with my eldest son and had been for a sleep over at our house. He had told me all about the economic boom in Dubai (again) and the weakness of the English batting order amongst many, many other things. If ever, and in the unlikely event, the Indian Government wanted to create the post of Junior Ambassador, he would certainly get my vote.

			Despite our terrible lack of money life was shaping up. I still had the international vision thing going on at the back of my mind; the big shiny car and Pepsi Cola multi cultural lifestyle. We just didn’t want to admit defeat just yet. 

			Two things happened to save us; someone booked one of our new “Life Change Holidays,” which although didn’t go far in paying back the massive overdraft did boost our confidence, and a friend of a friend emailed my wife with a contact who needed copy writers. I didn’t even know what copy writing was, but as it was something I could do from a computer and it paid real money I agreed to it eagerly. It was poorly paid, sounded deathly boring, but at least was something.

			As a new boy I was given the crappiest jobs, mainly writing invisible pages for huge web sites with the aim of boosting key words in a cunning manner that would appeal to both humans and the sophisticated machinery that pushes web sites up search engine pages.

			I was writing up to 5000 words a day (and night) on subjects ranging from engagement rings, cruise line holidays and smoked fish products, interspersed with taking our first customer through her super duper, tailor made, motivation boosting Life Change Holiday. 

			The programme worked really well. It was based upon an idea I’d had for ages. It sounded quite simple in my mind but out loud always left people staring blankly. 

			For many years I have been involved with an offshoot of Motivational Psychology that is concerned with how much change can be generated in how little time (wonderfully ironic for someone who up until now specialized in changing absolutely nothing).

			I became so involved with it that I gave up my job in London teaching Drama and English to junior villains, to go back to university to study it properly. I even travelled to America to study with the leaders of this exciting new emerging science, well, I thought it was exciting.

			Like most things I suppose, the harder you look the more fascinating it gets. Change, for example, of any kind whether big or small, from deciding to get divorced to buying a cheap sun hat follows the same predictable pattern, albeit at a different pace, and contrary to popular belief is open to manipulation. It can be speeded up (good news for people who want to sort things out fast) or slowed down (good news for people who make important decisions too quickly), and rarely acts like most people think it should.

			For example, you would assume that more treatment/ therapy for anything equals better results, but it doesn’t. Take any hundred people, that for arguments sake, want to lose weight, and divide them randomly into two groups. One group receives a luxury 2 week residential  treatment with expert advice, help and support while the other group only gets 2 out patient sessions of the same kind of thing in a condensed form.

			Now, it kind of makes sense that the people who have had 2 weeks worth of treatment will do better, but I promise you that if you followed them up after just 6 months the difference would be negligible. Follow them up 1 year later and you would see no difference whatsoever.

			So, what on earth is going on? If change is not dependent upon time what is it dependent upon? It’s questions like this that really get me going.

			Here’s another interesting idea. Let’s say you’re a doctor; a busy General Practitioner. You have 5 minutes left from a standard 10 minute consultation and your patient clearly needs to cut down their drinking; they need to at least halve their alcohol intake. Being a nice conscientious doctor, as I’m sure you would be, you decide to use this time responsibly and try to help your patient see that they need to change. How much change can be generated from 5 minutes talking, and what would you say?

			It was while working on these kinds of ideas and with clients in private practice that I first began to think about putting motivational psychotherapy together with a thumping good holiday, designed to help people who want to make big changes fast, and who also might appreciate a thumping good holiday.

			The 16 hour week long programme would be an amalgamation of other briefer motivational programmes that had an evidence based proven track record. It would be a motivational super programme. It would save hours of needless therapy or life coaching or counselling, it could help save marriages, kick start new careers and help people make all kinds of life changes. It would be great. It was bound to work. But as I have learnt there is a world of difference between day dreaming in your cosy faculty office, or over a glass of wine round the kitchen table and getting out in the big bad world and actually doing it.

			Still, I remembered the words of my lovely geese. It was me who decided to spread my big geesey wings and fly over the hedge to unknown pastures new and it would have to be me who would make it work.  

			Not only did the programme work well but everything else seemed to fit just right. The excursions with the lovely Son (he really is the kindest man in the world) were really good, especially the trips that you simply wouldn’t be able to do by yourself or as part of a bigger tour party, like the custom made tasting tour around all the local Thai food markets. 

			Even the hotel that we selected was special and unique. Khun Att and Khun Koy who run the hotel really understood what we were aiming to offer our guest and plied her with complimentary drinks and food and looked after her like she was part of their family. They and all their staff were (and still are) brilliant.

			When the week came to an end there was an emotional goodbye at the airport. Her Change Plan involved quite a lot of big changes on her return home but with continued support from us over the next 12 weeks via skype and messaging it would see her through the most treacherous first 12 weeks.  Everyone was pretty confident that everything would work out.

			We waved enthusiastically to her through the departure gates and I had that feeling that I’d been here before. A bit like going back to your old school; reassuringly familiar but at the same time somehow completely different. Suddenly I knew the script, it was my own friendly lines that I had rehearsed privately for so long. The fog of bewilderment lifted and I could see the stage directions, the familiar routine that I had observed and secretly re-played over and over again. We would wave, turn, walk back through the airport and out into the car park. We would drive home and have one last swim before I popped up to the market to buy dinner.

			It wasn’t word perfect, there was no harbour side restaurant, no bowl of steaming mussels, no jokes with a friendly waiter but it was close enough. Fantasy and reality were beginning to merge. The shiny international life seemed, for the first time, within my grasp. For a few moments life felt good. It was like a sneak preview to a really good film that you know you’ll like. If only I can make it all work and keep it going. It’ll be alright, it’ll be alright.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13
Christmas in a Greek Taverna
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			When I was about 5 my Mum told me that on Christmas Day in Australia everybody goes to the beach and has a big BBQ in the sun. This image was in such stark contrast to the cold dark winters in South East Essex that it barely seemed possible. For the first time ever I was going to have a tropical Christmas, which was now only a couple of weeks away.

			I’ve always loved Christmas. I love it to the point of wondering whether I suffer from some kind of mental disorder where the part of the brain that gets excited by Chris Chris Kringle and his tingle ingle ingle never fully matures. I really do understand when people moan about the unbridled commercialism, the never ending expense and the merciless marketing that starts in mid August. I do understand all that, but inside I’m thinking “yeah but what about the real magic, what about the shop fronts ablaze on dark snowy afternoons, hot chestnuts in Regents Street and picking up your Christmas order from the butcher early on Christmas Eve. But whatever was in store for us this year would be very far away from all of that.  

			The really delightful thing about all celebrations in Thailand, is that apart from celebrating absolutely everything, they really enter into the spirit, even if the detail is a little off the mark. Whatever might be lacking in authenticity is more than made up for by effort and sincerity. 

			It’s kind of like the opposite of what happens in the west. At home we’ve got all the ingredients to make a really authentic Christmas, but just can’t be bothered. In Thailand there are practically no ingredients, but there is enthusiasm by the bucket load.

			In the local supermarket there were wonderful Christmas displays made out of supermarket items with no other connection to Christmas other than they happen to have been imported from the west at unbelievable expense. By mid December the entranceway to the store looked like some kind of modern art display with the working title of Wholesale Christmas Fiasco.

			There were huge floor to ceiling pyramids built from boxes of Weetabix breakfast cereal with a plastic Father Christmas balanced on the top, jars of Nescafe instant coffee each with a red nylon ribbon on the lid displayed in such festive volume that it felt like the staff Christmas party at the Nescafe works canteen, and crates of American crunchy peanut butter. Christmas carols blared out sung by Thai pop stars and there was an amazingly brisk trade in bottles of gift wrapped Thai whisky and strange vitamin health drinks. 

			It kind of felt good but didn’t feel like “my breakfast”, if you know what I mean. No matter how much Weetabix I bought I just couldn’t re-kindle the same old Christmas magic. It all felt too weird.

			Trying to create my Christmas began to feel like hard work and I could feel myself getting frustrated and angry at it all. The initial novelty of all the Weetabix began to wear thin and I could feel the amused contempt so familiar to all ex-pats creeping in (“it’s so funny how they get it all wrong”). On top of all of this we still hadn’t made any real money from our business and it was easy for small things to spark off big arguments at home with my wife, interspersed with prickly silence.

			The children didn’t seem to mind or even notice. They carried on opening the little doors on their advent calendars that my Mum had sent over and eating the cheap over sweetened unpleasant chocolate inside. As they sat ploughing through several days worth at once I wondered what on earth we were waiting in anticipation for; being able to smear Weetabix with peanut butter washed down with Nescafe? It was a very far cry from eating hot chestnuts and window shopping at Fortnum and Mason’s in London’s Picadilly. 

			For the first time I really wanted to go home. I really did. Like the unexpected happiness that flowed through me at the school gates I felt unexpectedly home sick. I missed Christmas like mad.  

			I felt tired and fed up trying to make things work; feeling that everything was a never ending up hill struggle. I felt tired of never being able to find anything in the supermarket and not being able to ask anyone where it might be or if they even had it. I felt tired of getting everything wrong and not knowing what the water bill looked like or how to pay it, tired of not knowing how anything worked, tired of getting the money wrong the whole time and kindly market traders having to pick the coins out of my hand like I was on day release from an institution, tired of not being able to buy alcohol outside of some archaic licensing hours nonsense, tired of endless power cuts, of stupid road blocks, of unquestioned hierarchies, shuffling acceptance, tired of everything being completely and utterly different and not being able to ask.  

			I felt exhausted and just wanted to get on a plane and go home. Go somewhere where I didn’t have to worry all the time, where the most challenging thing that I had to deal with were aphids and students.

			There is a psychological dynamic known as Reactance Theory, which states that if your choices are taken away, two things begin to happen, firstly behaviours are automatically generated to get our choices back and secondly the lost choice seems even better than it actually was. I had a very bad dose of Reactance Theory-itus. In my mind Christmas past took on an almost heavenly quality.

			To make matters worse I didn’t have a clue about where to get a Christmas tree. There certainly would be no real ones. There were artificial ones but I had always seen these as a sign of Christmas failure. The nearest thing that I could find was a huge Palm Tree in a huge earthenware pot that cost a fortune. So a Palm Tree for Christmas it was.

			It felt ever so slightly completely crazy to bring a large seven foot palm tree into our living room and decorate it with the Christmas ornaments that we had brought with us from home. I have to admit though that once we put the fairy light on in the evening it did look lovely. It didn’t look anything to do with Christmas but it did look pretty. It didn’t look what I would call christmasy so much as what you might call tacky. It made our house look like a Greek Taverna. 

			Although I don’t have anything against Greek tavernas I don’t really want to live in one, but more importantly its not the atmosphere that Prince Albert’s famous innovation is supposed to create. Rather than sugar plums, fairies and Dancer and Blitzen our tree conjured up the images of moussaka, Retsina and the rich warbling sound of Demis Roussos. Our Christmas had taken an unexpected surreal turn for the worst, until that is, Son once again saved the day.

			I have no doubt that if Son could have driven to Scandinavia to bring back a Norway Spruce he would have done so without hesitation. I know that if it was possible he would have driven me to Regents Street to have my much lamented hot chestnuts, but in a way he went one better. He brought Christmas to us. 

			On Christmas Eve at 7 o clock he came to pick us up. As we drove through the dark streets of his village there could be no doubt which house he lived in. It looked like what my mum would have called “wonderland”. There were fairy lights everywhere; in the trees, around the window frames, on the roof and throughout the garden. The whole of the front garden was also covered in tinsel and decorations. Evidently his time in America had not completely been forgotten. This was Son’s Christmas party.

			We got out of the car and it took my breath away. I felt overwhelmed and tearful. The stress of the last six months had caught up with me. It just felt so special, not only because it was, but also because it was so unexpected, but that is what everybody says about Thailand. I just didn’t expect it to hit me there and then. It also kind of struck me that Son had single handedly made all this happen, quietly and without any fuss. Despite being the only house in his village decorated so gaily, (his neighbours must have thought that he was mad) he carried on and did what he thought was the right thing to do. That’s Son all over.

			There was a string quartet from his local church playing Christmas carols in a fairy light lit arbour and a selection of food that any hotel of any standard would be proud. There was Thai food , Chinese food, pizzas, home made pies, French fries, roast chicken, a huge seafood paella, and delicious steamed red bean buns that melt in your mouth, and what I can safely say is the best BBQ pork I have ever eaten.

			We were all introduced to all the various members of his family; his lovely wife Khun Noi, his fantastic Mum, cousins, brothers, nephews and nieces and lots of other people who had travelled from all over Thailand and beyond just to be there on that special evening.

			After we had all eaten as much as we could, Son and his brother appeared with guitar, keyboard and song sheets and we all sang Christmas Carols in Thai and English, especially for us. 

			It would have been hard to do anything more to create the kind of Christmas magic that we missed so much. Sitting underneath the fairy lights and the twinkling stars singing Oh Little Town Of Bethlehem in the warm silent dark night more than made up for all the things that we had been missing. Like in a fairy tale, when you least expect it, Christmas was here.

			On the way home we looked out for Father Christmas riding through the night sky in his sleigh. The children pretended they were a bit old for all of that kind of thing, but couldn’t help looking all the same. Son joined in without hesitation and thought he saw something disappear over Mount Suthep, but when we looked again it was just the lights of the temple shining reassuringly through the dark forest.

			In the morning Father Christmas had of course visited our gigantic Greek Taverna style home. He probably had to send out a search party of Elves just to locate our living room and probably wondered why we had a palm tree from a Greek Taverna stuck in the middle of it. Anyway he seemed to manage okay. He had clearly eaten some of the biscuits we left out for him and even half a glass of Red Cock (game old bird), and some of the carrots were missing that we left out for the reindeer. We even found his snowy footprints on the doorstep, which looked suspiciously like icing sugar, still it proved to be an unexpected Christmas present for the ants. Later on in the day our youngest son found some chewed up carrot in the road where the reindeer must have stood, waiting for Santa to finish his snack and booze.

			After having worked out which way around the world he must have flown (over India, then China) it was time to get the BBQ ready. This was it, Christmas in the sun. My Mum had been right.   

			It was actually quite hot so we went for a quick swim in the pool. As I recovered from the third game of Sink The Titanic, which involves dive bombing me until I sink, it can go on indefinitely or until I get seriously hurt, my mind wandered to all those Christmases in England;  the dark, the wet, the gloom, and the terrible disappointment when it was all over. Having to go back to school and work, and somehow getting through the following two months without suffering from severe depression and killing yourself.

			I floated across the water on my back looking up at the clear blue sky. I wondered what on earth the next couple of months would be like here. Our money would certainly run out unless something changed with our business. Would this be our only Christmas in the sun or would we be here next year? 

			A Green Bee Eater flitted overhead. I thought about the Bird Circus and then a small boy jumped on my stomach and I remembered I’d left the BBQ burning.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14
A New Year and 
Business is Booming
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			Throughout the first few months of January we had several impressive articles written about our business in various newspapers and magazines. Apparently January is the “optimum holiday advertising window” or so some amazingly young PR wiz kid in our big London based PR company informed us. As our holidays were offering something a little different the articles were given “premium space” in the magazines.

			Although we had paid this PR company an unbelievable amount of money to facilitate the finding of journalists and transporting them to Thailand and back home again, we had no editorial control over what the journalists were going to write. They made it quite clear from the start that they would write exactly what they thought of our new fangled Life Change Holidays. The journalists were fairly well known in their own right and not about to be pushed around by some loony couple that had started some loony business in some loony place in northern Thailand  

			Waiting to pick them up from the airport was bloody scary. Son looked pensive but his shiny 7 seater people carrier looked just the part.

			For a group of international journalists who were about to receive a free Life Change Holiday with state of the art motivational psychotherapy and 5 star boutique hotel accommodation they seemed bloody surly, if not downright grumpy, “hold this bag I’m bloody knackered.” My real reservation though was how the programme was going to work on these journalists, none of whom wanted to change anything in their lives. As it transpired they were actually human like the rest of us and so had plenty in their lives they wanted to change. So, that was alright.

			We gave them the works. We took them around the fresh food markets, spun the magic of motivational psychology around them and even treated them to a slap up noodle lunch cooked over an open fire in a wooden hut high up in the mountains. As an added bonus I even remembered not to announce in a loud incredulous voice that our entire lunch cost less than a small bottle of imported beer at a swanky bar in London.

			The week went by as quickly as a London based PR company can take your money. By the end of their stay all four journalists felt like close friends that we had known for years. They all left with their completed Change Plans detailing new projects and goals; finishing a book here, improving a relationship there, selling a house, getting married and a whole host of other things. 

			There was much hugging and waving at the departure gate. On the drive home whilst looking forward to the last swim of the day, I couldn’t help worry about what they were going to write. Would they say we were the bees knees, the cat’s pajamas or a load of old rubbish. It really struck me that everything we had, literally everything, depended upon the reviews of 4 people. Our future, our success or failure, the dream of being shiny international people, was in their hands. I wished I’d splashed out a bit more on the noodle lunch.

			Anyway, with the New Year came the publication of these articles in their “premium spaces”, and I needn’t have worried. They were better than I dared hope and of course generated a flurry of interest from potential customers, other journalists and a weird bloke in Hong Kong called Jerry who kept phoning and emailing claiming that he was going to make us millionaires.

			We never got to the bottom of how he was going to do this, but for a while he seemed quite adamant. He said things like “I’m going to the top and taking you guys with me.” To be honest it began to sound a little unnerving. I didn’t really know if I wanted to be at the top in Hong Kong and we didn’t have all the special, snappy business lingo that he constantly used. He’d say things like “let me run this past you guys…” (he always called us “guys”) and “ let me jump on board with that one”. When I responded in boring normal English I just sounded stupid and a bit simple, “yes that sounds very interesting Jerry”. He hasn’t contacted us for a while so I assume he’s busy making someone else a millionaire and running things up somebody else’s flag pole. 

			The sudden increase in Life Change Holiday bookings and general activity meant I had to make a special trip to the Airport Shopping Plaza to buy a wall planner. I needed to plot out who had booked to come when and where we had free space for more customers. Although it still felt like early days and far from secure it did feel like we could do it, that we could make it work. People were booking Life Change Holidays, but more importantly they were enjoying them and recommending them to family and friends. One customer got home and sent their mother back the following week.

			One man arrived in a bit of a daze as his wife had booked him in without telling him. The first he knew about it was opening a birthday card containing a plane ticket for later that day. After the first day which he spent in a bit of a daze saying “I can’t believe it, I can’t believe I’m here, I can’t believe it” he actually got loads out of his week with us. He decided to quit his job (which he hated and was turning him into somebody he wasn’t), start his own business (he now actually runs two successful businesses), build his own house and take up stone sculpturing. He remains to this day a good friend who by his own admission, like so many of us, had just lost his way a bit. For lots of people Life Change Holidays were acting like a map; a way to fix new destinations and work out how to get there.

			We had enquires and bookings from all over the world, from the UK, Canada, America, Australia, United Arab Emirates, Belgium, Malaysia, Thailand, Pakistan and Switzerland, from people from all walks of life, from taxi drivers to rocket scientists and hoteliers to lawyers and even a pop star.

			During those early months of the new year life slowly began to feel like “my breakfast”. It didn’t all feel so painfully strange. I dropped the children off at school, waved to other international parents, had breakfast with my wife, sorted out the work for the day, did the work and came home for a swim in the pool. I’d even worked out what the water bills looked like and paid them, without hesitation at the Seven Eleven, instead of throwing them in the bin. 

			Things began to settle down into a pleasing routine. Every twelve weeks Son would take us over the border into Burma to comply with visa regulations and where we could also buy ultra cheap pirate DVDs for the children (30 times cheaper than they would be in England), and fight off crowds of boys trying to sell me Viagra and Lego (a distinctly disturbing combination). 

			We paid the accountant each month to keep the company books and we even planted some tomato plants in a pot by the front door. With the new year, new roots and branches were slowly beginning to grow. Life was shaping up okay. The shiny international feel good lifestyle felt just within our grasp. 

			We would have been home and dry if the bookings had kept coming in, but they didn’t. The phone stopped ringing, the whirlwind of emails dwindled down to a trickle until a week passed without a single enquiry. The newly purchased wall planner looked depressingly empty. Something somewhere was going dreadfully wrong and our roller coaster of a life was about to take a sharp downward plunge.

		

	
		
			Chapter 15
Scraping By and 
Hanging On Again
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			Trying to live on no money in a foreign country really is dreadful and scary, especially if you have children to look after as well. It kind of feels okay when you are young and single and have just a few coins in your pocket, but when you have to make that same amount of money last for a family of four, and try to turn a business around and try not to let the mounting stress show, it really is much more difficult. I had worked out and ring fenced enough money to pay the rent for the full year tenancy and the school fees. After taking out other fixed expenses we were surviving from week to week on what I would have spent on lunch back in the university canteen (actually a lot less if I had a salad as well). 

			The most dreadful part is having to hide your screaming anxiety from the children. All I wanted to do was run around the house waving my arms in the air shouting “we’re doomed, we’re doomed, we’re heading for the rocks” but what I found myself saying was “no everything’s fine, I’m just a bit tired, of course we’ll be able to go to the zoo, just not this week.” Although with my work permit we could get into the zoo at local rates, as opposed to tourist rates which are much more expensive, it was still money that we did not have and would mean we would have even less money the following week. All of a sudden things didn’t seem so gloriously cheap.

			I remember one time at the market when I ran out of money. For some reason I thought I had more than I did and when I got there I had a single 100 Baht note.  When your stress levels are through the roof you tend to be less self conscious and less worried about what people might think of you. I stood in the middle of the market turning out all the pockets of my jeans unable to accept the fact that all I had in the world was 100 Baht. I’m sure people were looking at me, but I just didn’t really care. All I knew was that I had to buy dinner, we also needed milk and water and other things that I couldn’t remember.  

			Realising that I really did not have much money I found myself going to the same cheap stalls that the poorest Thai labourers and manual workers went to. I looked at the vegetable stalls that specialize in selling only a variety of two or three cheap vegetables that were, what my Mum would have referred to as “on the turn”, in other words, about to go rotten but were still just about edible. 

			The labourers and manual workers, who were also buying cheap veg must have wondered what on earth I was doing and what must have happened to reduce a rich westerner (for all westerners are by comparison immensely rich) to buying mouldy vegetables in a far flung country market on the outskirts of Chiang Mai. It too was a thought that wasn’t a million miles away from my own thoughts. What on earth was I doing?

			I forced myself to concentrate on the job in hand. I had to buy dinner, milk and other stuff for 100 Baht…and had to make it go as far as I could. If I could stretch out that hundred Baht for 2 days or 3 days then I might be able to buy something nice at the weekend. Who knows we might even get to the zoo. 

			It must have been how fallen aristocrats found themselves in England in the 1800s, living in some huge but largely empty house, with all the trappings of a privileged life style but without a penny, or in this case, a baht to your name.

			I bought a big bag of carrots for 15 Baht, some sticky rice (another 20 Baht), a single onion which came to a very reasonable 2 Baht, a small bag of garlic for 5 Baht, a potato for a ludicrously huge 10 Baht, a very small piece of ginger for 5 Baht, a small carton of UHT for 9 Baht, a bottle of water for 10 Baht leaving a grand total of 24 Baht. 

			I may not be the best adventurer in the world and have the enviable qualities of a previous generation but I could certainly shop for a family of 4 on a shoe string, even half a shoestring or even a stringlet.

			I got home and set to work turning the ingredients into carrot soup in the massive cavernous first kitchen. I made a cup of tea in thunderbird mug number 2 using just a little of the UHT milk and saved the rest for the soup. It all bubbled away nicely until it was soft enough to put in a blender (I think they are only used here to make smoothie milkshakes and the like rather than hearty western style soups). I poured the soup out into 4 little Thunderbird bowls and we all dipped big dollops of the lovely warm soft sticky rice into the soup.

			The children loved it and had no idea of it’s humble origins, “this is great, can we have it again tomorrow?” “Funny you should say that” I replied. My wife liked it as it reminded her of when we were both young and had no money. We would go down Berwick Street Market in Soho in central London at the end of the week and buy a huge bag of cheap fruit or veg to last us a week. It felt like we were travelling back in time. I didn’t know whether that was a good thing or not, and when you are surviving from day to day you don’t really care.

			We had got through another day, another day staving off the admittance of failure, and I was 24 Baht in pocket and hadn’t yet gone mad or been carted off to debtors prison. We felt unexpectedly optimistic and light hearted. I had 24 Baht in my pocket and thought that tomorrow I could buy 2 extra potatoes and still have 4 Baht to put in the tin next to the blind beggar with no teeth who sits at the entrance to the market.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16
Business Is Busting
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			Having spent a middle age life time teaching in schools and colleges and working in clinical settings, plummeting head first into the world of business is a rude awakening. After nearly a year in the cut and thrust world of business where there is no regular payment appearing in your bank account, where every penny, dime and sheckle you earn is by pure dint of your own industry and wit I have a new found respect for anybody who runs their own business and makes it work. Whether a self employed window cleaner or international shipping magnate, if you make money from your own business, in my books, you’re almost super human, because it’s so damn hard.

			It feels like as soon as you set up a business, any business anywhere, you swim with the sharks. I know that to people who have never run their own business this might sound a tad dramatic, it would have made me sneer and laugh a year ago, but I promise that it is no exaggeration. You suddenly have competitors, people who don’t like you, who have been doing whatever you are trying to do, better and for longer than you. They would like nothing more for you to crash and burn, not because they are bad people but simply because that’s business, it’s all about survival, sink or swim.

			As well as your competitors, who are trying to do what you do, but better and cheaper, you have a queue of people lining up to take your precious money. Some of them are even really nice helpful  people that you will need to run a business and simply cannot do without; accountants, book keepers, PR people, banks, marketing experts, web designers, suppliers, search engine optimizers, and a whole host of other business experts and advisors that appear like pimples on a teenager as soon as you start trading. These people, as nice as they might be will happily take money from you until it’s all gone. There’s no avuncular Head of Faculty or Treatment Director to protect you and shield you from the horrors of failure, it’s just you and business, sink or swim.

			In the words of Captain Jack Sparrow in Pirates of The Caribbean “the world is divided into 2, things a man can do and things a man can’t do”. Would I be able to sail the seven seas, fight off Orlando Bloom and woo Kiera Knightley and run a successful company, or would we be returning back to England with stories of injustice, economic downturn, cultural differences and other vague excuses designed to mask the hideous word, “failure”.

			Apart from the sharks and the nice people that take your money there’s also vultures, hyenas and jackals. These are the scammers; people who will prey on your innocence and insecurities. They are the modern day wreckers who deliberately misguide unwary companies onto the rocks, or wait for them to drift into shallow water and then plunder the spoils.

			Did you know for example, that there are people who stalk the internet, buying up web site addresses that expire, for a tiny renewal fee and then phone you up and happily announce that you can have your web site address back for an extortionate amount of money. This isn’t as rare as it sounds as the renewal reminder goes to the person who created the web address, not the person whose web site it is. On hearing this cheery news I immediately made a note in my diary next to my Mums birthday so that I wouldn’t fall prey of a website hijack.

			There are also companies that scare money out of you. We were contacted by a nice sounding lady from a Singapore based business agency who informed us that our company name was not secure and anybody, at anytime, could set up a company with the same name as us and start trading. She went onto to say that for a modest sum to cover costs she would organize legal documents to be drawn up to protect us. It all sounded very plausible and for the peace of mind we would have happily parted with some money. 

			We mentioned it to Khun Krit our company lawyer who informed us that we should do no such thing and immediately fired off an email telling her to bugger off in legal language.

			So, apart from the sharks, the nice people who will take your money till its all gone, the hyenas, the vultures and the jackals you still have Jerry from Hong Kong; people drawn to you by the smell of cash, or in Jerry’s case just the idea of the smell of cash. Hang in there Jerry.

			But, even if you survive all this lot, you still have to have a product or service that people actually want, that you are able to price correctly and is visible to the right people.

			It was this last bit that was going wrong for us. Our modern day version of the shop window, our web site, was in the wrong part of town. I actually later found out that it wasn’t in town at all but out on some remote ring road beyond the gas works where nobody except mad dogs and glue sniffers hang out.

			Without a steady flow of people finding us on the internet we were saddled with having to import four top notch journalists every few months. Although I don’t know a great deal about business models even I knew that this is what they probably referred to at business school as “a shit business model”. We had to find a new web site person who could put things right, and quick. It was now the middle of March (“beware the ides of March”, Julius Caesar, Act 1,Scene 2) and financially we were hanging on by our fingertips. 

			Oh my giddy aunt, what an unbelievable palaver followed. It felt like every weirdo who washed up in Chiang Mai made a living fixing poorly performing web sites.

			We met a Canadian bloke who, we realized, half way through our meeting, was drunk. Not just a little bit tipsy and jolly but actually completely blasted. Until that point he sounded like he knew what he was doing and we were ready to give him the job. When he couldn’t hold things together any longer, he slid off his chair and asked me outright whether I would buy him a beer. It didn’t sound like a great offer, although I have to admit that I still can’t think of a way to so totally sabotage what amounts to a job interview. We decided against hiring him and we parted company. 

			We met a bookish looking young Norwegian man who spun a story of such pitiful unrequited love that he made himself cry and told us that he was in no fit state to work. We agreed with him.

			Eventually we plumped for an extremely nice laid back American guy who set about dismantling our web site and charging us vast amounts of money. Things kind of felt like they were staggering forward, our web site did look a bit better but still we had no enquiries and things just didn’t feel right. Nothing he did made any sense to me, including, rather bizarrely, optimizing the web site for the phrase “mid life anxiety” which he guaranteed would bring customers flocking to Chiang Mai. After several weeks of nothing except watching our small sum of money that we had made at the beginning of the year run out, and haunting cheap vegetable stalls at the market, I suggested that we meet in order to review what exactly was going on. It quickly transpired that he was not just the other side of town but the other side of the world, in America where he was working as a psychiatric nurse!

			We just couldn’t believe it. Our company was heading down the pan, our money was almost gone, we were living on carrot soup, we owed an unbelievable amount to the bank and our American web site wonder boy, our sole saviour, was busy dispensing Chlorpromazine the other side of the world. I just couldn’t bloody believe it. It was like being trapped in a surrealist nightmare.

			Chiang Mai is a bit like that, a kind of international base for the weird and incurably restless. One day you’re having a quiet beer in a bar with a normal sounding bloke. The next week you hear he married an Indonesian belly dancer, moved to Tel Aviv and opened an American pancake house before being arrested and deported to Brazil where he was wanted for diamond smuggling. After a while you kind of get used to it and just assume you are talking to a retired Mossad agent, or under cover CIA spy or Ukrainian gun runner. You get used to the fact that people come and go without warning or explanation and nothing seems to make a great deal of sense. It’s a bit like living in a play written by both Harold Pinter and Samuel Beckett.

			Still reeling from the shock of employing a psychiatric nurse to save our web site I phoned Paul, who you might remember is the manager of The Rachamankha Hotel and asked if he knew anyone, anyone, half way normal who could fix web sites. Enter, Ozzi and Glen.

			Glen is a tall mild mannered West Country man from the UK with a profusion of blonde hair and an economy with words. Amazingly before he came out to Thailand, he was making ends meet working as a builder in the next village to us in Devon. He seemed totally un-amazed at this startling coincidence and when I said excitedly “that’s amazing, we would have to drive right past you to get to school in the morning” he simply replied “what did you think of the rendering”. Anyway, ignoring my further excitement that he actually knew Derek Wilkinson the butcher, he did whatever Search Engine Optimizers do to move our web site away from the ring road and into the town centre. He was around long enough to make sure that it was all running smoothly before promptly, and unexpectedly, moving to Colombia where he is now engaged to marry a national beauty queen (see what I mean). It’s probably just a matter of time before he opens a pancake house.

			Ozzi on the other hand is very different. Originally from Finland, Ozzi, like us, has adopted Chiang Mai as his home. He is handsome, young, talented, creative, talks four languages, has a master’s degree in business and sets up a new company every other week. I have no doubt that he will be a millionaire by the time he is forty (Jerry from Hong Kong please take note). Above all this though, Ozzi is our friend and lives just up the road.

			He set about re-building our web site so that you can actually understand it. When he talks you can tell that he knows what he is doing, and is calm and reassuring. As someone who has had to overcome adversity and change many times himself he really understood what we were trying to do. In many ways he saved us from going bust, and for that we will be forever grateful. Thank you Ozzi.

			Slowly but surely the enquiries started to come in again. The nightmare flash backs of writing 5000 words about engagement rings in the middle of the night, with the rest of the family sleeping, started to subside. I stopped buying Value Toilet Roll and haunting the cheap vegetable stalls and discount shelves in Tesco Lotus and feeling like I was supporting a family on a student grant. We took a few bookings and once again had some money in our Thai bank account. The amount of vegetable soup diminished in direct relationship to the number of customers that paid their deposit (I don’t suppose that is a phrase they learn in business school). The roller coaster ride was going back up again.  

			In case you have a brain storm and decide to give up your nice comfortable life and set up a business in Thailand, for what its worth here is a small list of business things I have picked up over the last year in the Chiang Mai Business School of Hard Knocks.

			
					Whatever you think it’s going to cost or even told it’s going to cost, double it.

					Whatever money you think you’re going to make, halve it, and then halve it again.

					Never tell a potential customer that you haven’t got it or can’t supply it.

					Talk to Ozzi, or someone like Ozzi before you start.  

					Be prepared to have instant enemies, lie awake at night worried sick and work harder than you ever have done in your life.

					Make sure you are listed as your web site address owner.

					Be prepared to use all your savings, your overdraft facility as well as your good name at the bank.

					Don’t trust a web designer who has qualifications in psychiatric nursing.

					During the time that the Work Permit Inspectors visit your business, get dressed before you meet them. 

					Always do the right thing (there does seem to be a kind of business karma in Chiang Mai) if the right thing is unclear it’s probably the option that looks the hardest.

					When you go for your medical for a work permit be sure to demonstrate a keen love of local food.

					Before you start trading make sure you have a blender in your kitchen (for the carrot soup).  

					Be kind to Jerry.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 17
Our First Family Holiday

			[image: ]

			By the end of April I had received medical treatment in nine different Thai hospitals, which for a man who previously had been treated in hospital once in 43 years isn’t bad going. The majority of these visits were made not as a result of a sudden attack of Munchausen’s Syndrome but because I was bitten by a rabid dog in a remote part of Thailand whilst on our first family holiday.

			As the school Easter Holidays rolled around, or Spring Break as they’re now called, we thought we should go and see some more of Thailand and give our children a much deserved holiday and break from their parents’ whittering on about bankruptcy. So like true adventurers we set off, on trains, buses and at one point all four of us plus luggage on three taxi motorbikes in the pouring rain, to see the beaches in the south of Thailand.

			We had to watch our money very carefully for although business had picked up a little it felt like the roller coaster could take another downward plunge any moment. The taste of carrot soup was still fresh in our mouths. With this in mind, my wife had worked out a careful itinerary of interesting far flung places and cheap but cheerful hotels in the south of Thailand. It all looked great on the kitchen table over a glass of wine (or Red Cock) but experience over the last year has taught me that everything always does, until you have to start doing it.  

			To be honest, the two days of travelling, on a tight budget, with two youngish children had been pretty rough to say the least. The journey from Bangkok to Hua Hin alone was a minor nightmare. It’s a trip that hundreds of holiday makers take every day without incident, as long as you’ve got the money to spend on a hired van and driver. If you decide to take the cheapest train with no air con, as we did it, feels like you’re travelling across India on public transport, or how I imagine you feel when you are travelling across India by public transport.

			It all felt great getting on the train and waiting for the departure time. There was no shortage of people getting on the train and selling refreshments, and the numerous old fashioned fans above our heads whirred away, shooting a pleasing breeze across our hot brows. Three hours later I would have happily committed murder in exchange for a safe arrival at Hua Hin station.

			The train very slowly shunted out of the station and stopped almost immediately. Now out of the station we were in searing heat and you could actually feel the temperature inside the carriage rising. What was a cooling breeze on our brows just moments ago was now just very hot air being blasted in our faces. The train crept forwards for about ten minutes and stopped again, and this went on for three hours, getting hotter and feeling that we were going nowhere fast. Our youngest was lying with his head on my wife’s lap trying to sleep to get away from the heat. My wife, with increasing irritability, was trying to get him to lie still and have a sleep. Our oldest son had given up trying to read because he said that sweat kept making his eyes sting, and he was leaning forward with his elbows on his knees and head bowed as though he was going to be sick. I could still just see the tower blocks of Bangkok city centre, we had hardly travelled any distance at all. Just to rub it in we had stopped next to a fantastic looking elevated super highway with sleek air conditioned cars zooming past at thrilling high speed, like dolphins down a water shoot. It felt like we were in hell.

			We lurched forward, the train crawling for a few more moments, and then there was an alarming and shuddering halt. Even the fans went off for a while. Not that they were doing any good. People began to open the doors and walk down the tracks. It looked like we had come to a standstill just in front of a station. We waited to see if everybody was getting off, but some got off and some stayed put. I really wished there was someone to ask what was happening. One man got off and walked into what seemed like nothing, just a bleak area off waste ground underneath an elevated highway. It was the sort of place where I imagined our first web site was located.

			My wife wanted to get off, but I was less sure. She ignored my dithering and started to gather our bags and children, “I’m getting off this bloody train.” My mind raced in panic. It just didn’t feel like a good thing to do. At least staying on the train from hell would mean that at some point in our lives we would reach the mythical Shangri-La of Hua Hin. Getting off the train would mean living under the elevated super highway with the mad dogs and glue sniffers. As we got off the train, with all our luggage, (we have never perfected the art of travelling “light”) looking like we were in the middle of some terrible fever, I noticed that people weren’t actually walking to any station but just drifting off towards a few shacks and a distant single road. “Get back on the train” I said as I practically pushed my wife and zombie like kids back up the steps into the carriage. “There’s no station, we’re nowhere.”  

			It’s quite a weird feeling being nowhere, but that moment on that train was the closest I have ever got to it, on the edge of some distant ring road on the edge of some outlying industrial zone, on the edge of Bangkok. It was as nowhere as I’ve ever been and I’m bloody glad we didn’t get off the train. Eventually we slowly shunted off again and actually began to build up a little speed. Once out of Bangkok we crept along at a stately pace, small children on bicycles would probably be able to keep up with us, but at least we didn’t keep stopping.

			The country side gave way to palm trees, odd and dramatic rocky outcrops, small herds of dirty water buffalo, shocks of bright red Canna Lillies, flocks of pure white Egrets and the occasional green banana plantation. As we trundled ever southwards night began to fall. We were into our fifth hour on the hell train. I had almost forgotten what we were all doing there and where we were going.

			In complete darkness we arrived at the historical train station at Hua Hin. I wearily forced myself to look at the picturesque 1920s station building, but felt nothing. We got in a taxi, and gave the name of some cheap hotel my wife had found. We drove along the darkened back streets of Hua Hin. 

			It was a small and bizarre hotel and our room was clearly the badly converted corridor of what was once quite a nice house by the sea. I didn’t have the energy to complain and we fell asleep with the relentless rattle of the train still rumbling through our heads.

			Quite wonderfully though, as a result of spending nearly seven hours on the train I laboured under the misapprehension that Hua Hin was miles and miles away. I really did think that we were in some remote part of the deep south. When we returned a few weeks later I was shocked that it’s only a two and a half hour drive, and for only 200B you can get a seat in a zippy modern air conditioned mini bus that shoot backwards and forwards every other minute, or there about.  

			In the morning we got up, and got going. We took the public bus from somewhere in the town, found seats, put our luggage on our laps and sat there until my wife told us to get off. God knows how she knew when to get off, she must have had a quiet word with the driver when I wasn’t looking. I was too tired to really care. She hissed at me across the bus, “this is it, we need to get off”. We clambered off and stood at the side of a busy dual carriage way that looked like it could have been anywhere. The sea certainly didn’t seem anywhere nearby. It was late afternoon and it began raining.

			We were standing at the side of a busy road with trucks and buses thundering past, with 2 little boys, far too much luggage, with no map, not a clue where we were, unable to speak the language, with limited cash and it was pouring with rain. We huddled in a leaking open sided shack by the side of the road. We really must have been a sorry sight. If ever, in the unlikely event, the Tourist Authority of Thailand wanted to produce a picture to dissuade families coming to Thailand, that would have been it. 

			About 100 yards away off on a slip road I could see a little row of shophouses. I decided to trudge up to it to see if I could find out where we were and where the beach was. It seemed incredibly unlikely that we were anywhere near a beach. As I got closer to the little row of shops I could see the shop on the corner, it seemed to be selling bits of broken motorbike parts; wheels, dirty exhausts and other greasy engine parts hung from an awning. I went into the shop to the astonishment of the girl sitting inside watching TV. It was just the front room of a house really and I was standing in the middle of it. Without a word I left and trudged back to my huddling family. I was completely and absolutely soaking wet.

			As I got back to the shack a bloke on a motor bike turned up wearing a big plastic rain poncho. He said something in Thai and drove off. He returned with two other blokes wearing brightly coloured rain ponchos and set about organizing us and our stuff onto the backs of the little bikes. It felt as dangerous as you could possibly get and something that we would never have even entertained a year ago but now seemed perfectly normal. We obediently got on the bikes, me on one, my wife on another and our boys on the third and weaved dangerously through the pouring rain, with no crash helmets, balancing children and luggage precariously as best we could. Where would Thailand be without those hook ended bungee straps? 

			By the time we reached the little place we were headed for, it stopped raining and the sun was coming out. After travelling for two days on public transport we arrived at the Beach Garden Bungalows at the most beautiful beach I have ever seen in my life. It really was like the postcards. Clean fine white sand, palm trees leaning over crystal clear water and hardly any other people.  After we checked into our little beach hut I went off for a quick look around the area, sniffing out potential places to eat and any supplies we might need and just to get over the journey.

			I watched as my youngest son ran for pure joy along the beach at the edge of the sea. Our  little beautiful blonde haired boy against this huge un-spoilt beautiful backdrop of sand and sea. As he ran, a huge gliding bird swooped down over his head, “look daddy, I’m racing an eagle” he yelled. I thought of calling back that it wasn’t an eagle but a Brahminy Kite but just had the feeling that it’s sometimes important not to correct your children and just enjoy them racing an eagle.   

			I walked along a deserted beach road with just a handful of closed up shacks and a small shophouse that sold the obligatory instant noodles, crisps, beer and soap powder. There was hardly anybody about except a few fishermen who were fiddling with their boats, and a young holidaying Thai couple who were paddling about in the waves some distance away in front of me. 

			Suddenly and quite alarmingly a dog rushed up to me from some waste ground barking furiously and foaming at the mouth. I’m not good with dogs at the best of times but I thought I should ignore it and kept on walking pretending it wasn’t happening. This seemed to wind it up into a complete frenzy and it bit me on the back off the leg and ran off. It wasn’t a terrible bite, it didn’t feel serious, I could still walk okay, but there was a steady little trickle of blood onto my flip flop.

			I limped about swearing for a bit not quite knowing what to do. While I was hopping about the young couple ran over from the sea edge to see if I was okay. They looked concerned and offered to take me to hospital, which I remember thinking was a terribly kind offer as they were clearly in the middle of a romantic trip out together. I politely refused of course as I’m male and English and would therefore rather risk death than seek medical attention in a hospital. The man reached into a cool bag and offered me can of beer, which of course I accepted being male and English. I walked back to the small hotel with my can of beer, stopping occasionally to dab my leg with a tissue which they had also kindly given me.

			My wife was alarmed and my children interested. My wife wanted to know whether the dog was foaming at the mouth and my children wanted to know if I actually fought with the dog. Happily I was able to say no to both these questions (only lying a bit) and settled down on the balcony of our little cabin to drink my free gift.

			In the morning my leg didn’t look good. It was swollen, yellow and hurt like hell. It still didn’t occur to me that I really did need to go to hospital for proper medical treatment. 

			This medical blind spot is, I think, shared by most men the world over. It’s part of the secret alliance of husbands, an ancient unwritten understanding between all men, that one of the many perks of getting married is the free medical care administered by wives. Over the past twenty one years my wife has successfully extracted things from my eyes, bandaged a badly sprained ankle with a T Shirt in the car park of a Safari Park, extracted a nasty glass splinter from my foot on a Spanish beach and administered endless ointments and provided plasters and tablets for all kinds of aches, pains, bangs and bruises. It was only when my wife said that I might have Rabies which she wouldn’t be able to cure with cotton wool and stingy stuff that the tide of denial began to recede.

			The nice lady behind the reception desk of the beach bungalows made a few phone calls and managed to rustle up a taxi. I limped in the back. After 20 minutes bumping about in the back of the cab we arrived at a military hospital that only seemed to provide limited access for the public, probably only for real emergencies. It clearly wasn’t geared up for poorly foreigners with poorly legs. 

			The driver talked to the heavily armed men on the gate and we were waved through and on to the next check point. Luckily, having spent about nine months in Thailand I had automatically put my passport in my pocket, which was then asked for and taken away, I suspected for a bit of impromptu photocopying, just be on the safe side. It was returned and we were waved on. The taxi driver quite liked it all. 

			We got to the main building. There was nobody about. There was a small reception hatch but nobody on duty. I limped straight past and wandered into what looked like the main entrance and corridor. There was still nobody in sight. I wandered along the corridor a bit and into a big glass sided room that might have been a waiting room. Along the full length of the far wall there was an impressive poster display of various types of snakes, about 20 pictures in total. I imagined all the soldiers that had stood where I was standing, desperately trying to remember whether they were bitten by a brown snake with black stripes or a black snake with brown stripes. 

			I stood for some time making a mental note that if ever I was bitten by a snake I would take very careful notice of its markings. As I was perusing the rogues gallery of snakes the door opened behind me and a young male nurse came in, he was clearly momentarily startled by my unexpected presence and jumped slightly. He spoke perfect English in a soft voice with a slight American accent. He asked me to wait outside and register at reception. He indicated towards the reception hatch that I had walked straight past. 

			I hadn’t noticed that below the bottom of the sliding window, the other side of the wall, sat two, very quiet, very small, young female receptionists. On my re-approach they sprung up like two glove puppets in a booth and said loads of things to me in Thai that I didn’t understand. It was remarkably surreal, and I wondered whether they sit hidden out of sight below the hatch waiting to spring up like puppets every day, in which case it’s almost worth getting bitten by a dog just to see. I pointed to my wounded leg and handed them my passport. I signed some papers, had my passport photocopied again which they asked me to countersign, and took a seat back in the Snake Gallery.

			Very quickly the same softly spoken nurse appeared again without any recognition that we had met but moments before. He greeted me cordially and took me through to a very, very young looking doctor in an adjoining spotlessly clean room. He was extremely kind, also spoke perfect English and examined my leg with the sensitivity of a bomb disposal expert.  He was very sorry that I had been bitten, and apologised profusely. He really was a very gentle, kind young man. 

			He told me it was infected and prescribed some antibiotics and said he needed to give me two injections, one antibiotic and one for Rabies. This didn’t sound so good but I really didn’t feel the injections at all. I was still waiting for them after he had finished and was probably wondering what I was waiting for but was too polite to ask. So we both stood in silence for quite some time as though we were in a rather laboured production of a Samuel Beckett play.

			Before I left he gave me an appointment card for my next four follow up injections at varying intervals over the next couple of weeks which happened to coincided with us being at four different places in the south of Thailand and therefore four different hospitals. I paid a relatively small sum for the injections, a big bag of antibiotics and some other tablets which I didn’t understand (but didn’t worry about as my wife would), thanked everyone profusely and found my dozing taxi driver in the shade of a tree in a huge and empty car park.

			Whether this hospital is always deserted or may perhaps at times be full of snake bitten, and badly wounded soldiers I have no idea, but it was excellent.

			The next two weeks proved to be a very interesting mix of remote unspoilt beaches, some memorable small sea food restaurants, endless coconut and pineapple plantations and the waiting rooms of government hospitals.

			Invariably the care that I received at all but one of the hospitals was outstanding. Having accompanied my elderly mother in law to the emergency department of London’s Middlesex Hospital at Christmas time during a flu epidemic I have experienced, at first hand the full horror of complete medical meltdown and chaos. Nothing that we experienced in Thailand even came close. With one exception nurses and doctors were polite, thoughtful and courteous.

			The one exception was a young surly nurse in Hua Hin on our return, who I suspected was not a nurse at all but on the run from a nearby Swenson’s ice cream parlour. She had the same elaborate make up, pimples and blank expression that seems to be in vogue in most ice cream parlours the world over. She certainly didn’t have much of a clue about injections and seemed unusually confused about the whole process, lurching towards me as though she was slightly drunk and stabbing me without warning in the arm. It seemed to surprise her as much as me. It hurt for days afterwards.

			The best hospital that we went to was the government hospital in Prachapkirikhan. We found it behind the main high street early on a Sunday morning and mistakenly thought it would be nice and quiet. In fact it was a hive of busy activity as a result of a particularly rowdy town celebration the night before.  

			There had been a big stage and disco lights on the sea front with some extremely impressive karaoke, the particularly good singers being encouraged to stay on by extravagant financial incentives by their friends and the rest of the crowd. Everyone seemed to know each other and were clearly waiting for various celebrity members of their community to get up and sing. 

			One young guy in old jeans and T shirt was absolutely fantastic. He could not only sing and dance like a professional but knew how to whip the crowd up into frenzy. The old man next to me leant over and said “he is best motor mechanic in town.” I replied “he is best pop star” which pleased him greatly and he gave me a cigarette although I don’t smoke. There was a standing ovation when he finished and finally waved the crowd goodbye.

			Later on there was also a troupe of professional young female dancers in skimpy outfits, probably hired to keep the dads awake. I thought it was great and wanted to stay on but my wife said it was about time to get the children to bed and such sights might give me a heart attack or at the very least indigestion. She was, as always, right. The loud music and dancing went on late into the night, fuelled by excessive Thai whisky consumption as evidenced by the various sorry states that were falling about (quite literally) in the hospital early the next morning. I think there had also been some bad traffic accidents, again probably caused by a flagrant disregard of the strength of the local brew, giving the early morning staff more than their fair share of work. 

			Doctors and nurses where running in all directions. I thought I might be there all day but amazingly despite all the action I was seen quickly by a very nice doctor who greeted me, led me off into a little booth, injected my arm and saw me on my way in what felt like one graceful and seamless movement.

			Walking back to the hotel I realized that Thailand does medical care really very well. I don’t know why it should be so surprising when you consider Thailand’s ancient tradition, and understanding of herbal medicine and holistic care which along with a genuine sensitivity and thoughtfulness makes an impressive combination. 

			I like to think of Thailand as the herbal medical cabinet of the world, producing and exporting more fresh ginger, garlic, chilli, galangal, lemon grass, sweet basil, coconut oil, papaya, limes and a whole host of other health giving super foods than any of its Asian neighbours. Thailand has been using all these in abundance as medicine and food for centuries and is doing very well. It’s not surprising that they take so easily to modern western medical care and have a booming industry of medical tourism. 

			Thailand was also developing massage as an effective medical intervention at a time when Europe was still labouring under the dreadful misapprehension that illness was caused either by an imbalance of humours or infection by evil spirits. If you were really unlucky you might have both at once. The standard course of treatment for both of these misfortunes was an unbelievable amount of blood letting with big black slimy leaches. It seems barbaric compared with a gentle coconut oil massage and herbal compress, preferably in the cool shade of a palm tree down by the beach. Which one would you prefer? 

			More than all this though, through my numerous hospital visits I realized that Thai people are so very kind and seem to instinctively know what makes us feel better. Little things like smiling, not panicking, gentleness, respect, acceptance and a sense of humour go a very long way in any treatment of anything. It is no wonder that some of the world’s best health spas are found dotted throughout the country providing a reclusive haunt for international celebrities.       

			So, if you ever feel like getting ill, need an operation, cosmetic dental care or just being bitten on the leg by a rabid beach dog I really can’t think of a better place to be. It was a holiday that we will never, ever forget.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 18
Supporting The Tigers
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			If you love football, move to Thailand.

			There cannot be a nation in the world that has taken England’s national game to its heart with such unbridled enthusiasm. I have yet to meet anyone, from our attorney (Spurs FC supporter) to our landlord (Liverpool FC supporter) to my wife’s favourite tuk-tuk driver (Manchester United supporter) to my friend down the market who sells rice (Arsenal FC supporter) who isn’t mad keen on football, following either the English Premier league or the Northern Thai league and often both, with the dedicated fervour and critical eye of a professional football pundit. 

			Over the last ten months the majority of casual conversations that I have had with shop keepers, tuk tuk drivers, waiters and waitresses have been about football. It’s a magical international language of harmony, a conversational doorway into a mansion house of chit chat.

			Driving past all the bars on a Saturday night when the English Premiership games are being televised live on satellite TV is a wonderful sight. Big screens with crowds of supporters line the streets cheering their adopted teams. In the night bazaar square there’s even a huge public screen showing live football late into the night.

			I knew it was just a matter of time before I got drawn into watching our new local team, Chiang Mai United, or “The Tigers” as they are known to the blue and white army of supporters. My first match at their home stadium towards the end of our first year was an incredible night that, like our holiday, I will never forget. Over the recent months me and my wife and kids have become die hard followers, singing and cheering them on at every home game we can get to.

			Their home ground is a sight in itself; it’s huge and fantastic. It’s a massive concrete 1970’s sports stadium that was built as part of an olympic standard sports complex. It’s a huge project that houses every sports facility that you can think of from a rifle range to high diving, in celebration of Chiang Mai’s 700 year birthday. It was the site of the Asean Games and has since been used as a resource for the whole community. It’s aptly named The 700 Year Stadium and at full capacity can seat about 30,000 but on a good night the 8,000 strong army of local supporters can rival the biggest stadium crowds in the world, well, in enthusiasm and merry making at least.

			The drive up to the stadium is wonderful as it’s located just outside the city nestled into the side of the mountains and has a wonderful view across the eastern plateau with a fringe of  mountains disappearing into the distance. I can’t think of a more dramatic backdrop for a home ground. It sure beats the Roots Hall ground where I stood as a child watching Southend United get beaten on a regular basis. Some things never change!  

			As the whole 700 Year Complex was built to cater for hundreds of athletes and thousands of spectators everything is on a giant Disney World type scale with a car park the size of Luxemburg. The short walk from the car to the entrance of the stadium, (yep, you can park right outside) provides most of us with the opportunity to buy dinner, as kick off is always at 6pm just when the sun is beginning to go down and the sting is evaporating from the heat of the day. 

			Unlike the approach to lots of football grounds back in the UK where the air is heavy with the smell of fat from the mobile burger and chip vans, the warm tropical air just outside the stadium is scented with lemon grass, basil, chilli and ginger from the numerous stir fry noodle stalls and grill and barbeque stations. We usually buy either some stir fry chicken and ginger with noodles or some grilled pork kebabs marinated in honey with sticky rice and a few cans of ice cold beer and coke, all of which you can take in with you to enjoy while watching the match. The phrase, “it don’t come better than that” comes to mind.

			Some groups of fans really go to town, this being the highlight of their one day off from work. They buy whole roast chickens with mountains of sticky rice, slow barbequed pork, and grilled spicy sausage with fiery red chilli sauce, big fat grilled catfish on a stick and enough beer and whisky to get a football stadium very jolly indeed. There’s also home made ice cream, violently coloured soft drinks in worryingly thin plastic bags, small mountains of fresh chopped pineapple, mango, melon and rose apple and Thai sweets so sweet that they’ll make your eyes water and teeth drop out.

			When you are suitably loaded with food and drinks the best bit of the outing is still to come…and I’m not talking about the football. Ticket prices are approximately 200 times cheaper than any Premiership match I’ve ever watched. My last match that I watched in London at the Emirates stadium cost the equivalent of approx 6,000 Baht or a months wages for most working people in Thailand. If you want to stroll along to support the surprisingly excellent Chiang Mai United Football Club it will set you back the grand sum of 50 Baht. If you know of anywhere or anything where you can have a better time for less money please let me know.

			Once inside, despite the gigantic size, the atmosphere is great. There is a real carnival atmosphere with loads of singing and flag waving from the already feverish groups at the front. There are giant flags and banners being waved and much iced whisky and beer being passed around. The home crowd is a real friendly mix with lots of families, groups of young women and children zooming about full of coca cola and sweets. There’s also a growing number of us foreigners who are always warmly welcomed. 

			It’s a lovely feeling just before kick off, anticipating the match to come. Everybody is happy, singing and joking, the sun is just setting over the mountains turning the sky dark blue and deep red. Millions of insects swarm around the floodlights, which in turn are dive bombed by hundreds of giant bats. You occasionally see this on TV if you watch the African Cup of Nations or football in some other hot and mysterious tropical country. I think huge bats flying around floodlights should be compulsory at all football matches because it just looks so fantastic.

			Often before kick off the crowd will start an impromptu Mexican Wave, just like they do on TV. Our children love it and join in enthusiastically. It’s a far cry from going to the football in England and makes me happy and appreciate how lucky I am to be here, with my family and be part of it all. The kind of unexpected happy that I felt that first day taking the boys to school. 

			As the teams come out we all go mad. Chiang Mai is a team on the up, gathering more supporters each season, acquiring better players and playing some excellent football. Recently there’s been a few signings that have created some memorable moments of real footballing magic. At the point of kick off a huge cheer goes up, we all go wild and the party really starts.

			With a great sense of fun huge fake red and yellow cards are produced by home fans who wave them wildly any time one of our players gets fouled, whether the referee sees it or not. Interestingly there is very little booing and jeering and although my Thai is limited I’m not aware of any swearing or bad language or any hostility at all. I dread to think what a Thai family would think of a lower division football match back in England, I only hope they never wander innocently into the Roots Hall ground when the Shrimpers are 3 nil down at half time. You would need to do some very diplomatic interpretations of some of the chants and suggestions directed towards the opposing fans, and the referee. 

			Shortly after kick off, the mascot (a big friendly tiger of course) will come up from the touchline and do the rounds amongst the crowd with lots of photos, arm in arm with children and adults alike. By the end of the match whoever is inside the big fluffy costume will have worked their way around the whole crowd arriving back to welcome the team off the pitch.

			One thing that works remarkably well, that has been imported from America via the Indian Cricket league is the addition of Cheer Leaders. Being a bit old fashioned and English I would have been very much against this before I started going to the home matches. The four glamorously dressed women usually come on at half time to massive cheers and camera flashes after the universally dreary presentations and announcements. They then stay on for the second half, getting the crowd going during injuries or other times when the ball is out of play. It really adds to the spirit of carnival and enjoyment rather than detracting from the game itself. I’m sure that some of the young men down the front might not be concentrating as fully as they might on the game and miss a few second half goals or free kicks but they don’t seem to complain and overall it works surprisingly well.

			After the match everyone pours out into the warm still night overshadowed by the adjacent dark mountain. The night insects are chirruping away for all they’re worth, and if we’ve won so are the crowd. The huge bats continue to swoop down, drawn in from the jungle by increasing swarms of insects around the lights. The food stalls in the car park do another brisk round of business, the last round of songs are sung and flags waved and we all move off into the night to get ready for another week in Chiang Mai and life supporting The Tigers.

		

	
		
			Chapter 19
Fancy A Cock Fight?
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			This was the unexpected question that Son confronted me with one afternoon, towards the end of our first year. At first I was a bit flustered and didn’t know what to say. He made it sound so normal, like I was used to going to see cockerels fight each other every other day.

			During this final third of the year business was okay and ticking along nicely thanks to the work that Ozzi and Glen had put into the web site. Also, the owners and staff at Puripunn hotel were absolutely wonderful and made all our guests feel special. It is an exceedingly beautiful hotel run by exceedingly good people. People really liked their Life Change Holidays, and social media meant that good news travelled quickly and across the world. We were receiving regular enquires from all four corners of the globe and for the time being the roller coaster ride seemed to have leveled out.

			The boys were at school loving every minute and I figured that an afternoon off to go to a cock fight would be okay. My wife, rather wisely, thought that she would give it a miss.

			Cock Fighting must be the unofficial national sport of Thailand. Some people here are absolutely mad about it, fuelling an industry that involves thousands of people and hundreds of thousands of baht. If I cycle from where I am sitting now down to the main road through the little village next to us I will pass at least two or three or maybe more men fiddling about with chickens. There are some men who I am on nodding terms with that I have never seen without a cockerel dangling from their hands.

			Thailand remains one of the few countries in the world where cock fighting is legal. It is in the august company of such illustrious, forward thinking nations such as Mexico and the Philippines. Although the UK banned the sport, along with most mainland European countries back in the mid 1800s I know for a fact it still goes on in some parts of the English countryside. America dragged its heels in banning the sport with Louisiana making it legal to enjoy a good ol’ fashioned cock fight as recently as 2007. Yes, I was surprised too.

			Paradoxically, although cock fighting is legal in Thailand, the gambling associated with it (the main purpose of going) is strictly forbidden. Therefore the money that does change hands (and by golly there’s a lot of it) is done not as part of gambling but as “prize money”, or “gift money”. So everybody’s happy, except perhaps the cockerels.

			Again, a bit like Thai driving, most things in Thailand, are seldom what they seem.

			I know a little bit about chickens and have kept them for nearly twenty years, presiding over a motley flock of over fifty assorted misfits at the height of my chicken mania. I’ve cured sick hens, fought off vicious cockerels with the help of a dustbin lid as a shield, nurtured baby chicks into life and had to pull the necks of the infirm. I’ve angrily intervened when I’ve seen chickens mistreated and been moved near to tears when I unwittingly stumbled in to an intensive chicken farm in Spain whilst on holiday (my son said he could hear screaming).   

			It was therefore with great naive delight that I realized Thailand seemed to be the chicken capital of the world. Wherever you go, especially the more rural parts, you won’t be far away from the comforting sound of a cockerel or two. In the village next to us there are cockerels, hens and chicks everywhere, in and out of the 7 Eleven, nesting at the side of the road and peeping out of the front baskets of bicycles. 

			Early in the morning outside front doors and in back yards the fighting cockerels are washed, groomed and exercised. Yes, exercised. Not with little weights and jogging machines (although it somehow seems a plausible image thanks to Walt Disney) but by holding the cockerel in a tub of water and allowing its little legs to cycle round furiously, so building up it’s all important leg muscles. The cockerels seem to enjoy all this pampering, especially the grooming as it must help to get rid of all the little mites and ticks that love a nice big warm fluffy bird. Well who doesn’t.

			The role that Cock Fighting plays in everyday Thai life is so common place that there is even a very well run, and informative Museum of Cock Fighting near to where Son lives the other side of Chiang Mai. We popped in there quickly on the way back from dropping someone off at the airport. 

			It’s friendly and family orientated with big educational wall displays. As I ambled about I wondered if these displays were aimed at school parties. Although I try to remember that in Chiang Mai anything is possible and things are rarely what they seem, I couldn’t quite visualise coach parties of primary school children, with their Sponge Bob lunch boxes, coming here and toddling off to see the “live demonstrations”. I wondered perhaps if it was for the older children, it certainly would have gone down a treat at the school where I first started working in South London.  

			As well as being a popular national pastime, cockfighting also involves big money. On our way back from a run over the border into Burma, Son took us to his wife’s families “cockerel farm” the other side of Chiang Rai. I was allowed to hold a prize cockerel and was told that it was worth a staggering 25,000 Baht. To put this sum into perspective it’s roughly equivalent to 5 months wages for an unskilled manual worker, or two month’s wages for a school teacher. It was a magnificent tough looking bird though, a Mike Tyson of cockerels, a magnificent hybrid between the popular Thai and the sturdy Burmese breeds, or so I was told. 

			Organised Cock Fights can range between small impromptu village affairs on market grounds or in the back yard of bars or houses, to huge gatherings in big purpose built arenas with hundreds of spectators and big money being won and lost on important fights.  

			There is such a building, in a particularly out of the way location not far from where we live. You would never, ever find it, unless you were taken there, or were badly and horribly lost. It’s so far off the beaten track that by the time you got there you’d have forgotten what a beaten track was.

			When there is nothing going on it looks like a huge lonely odd shaped barn, the kind of place that’s only used once in a while for sheep shearing or some other occasional rural activity. Between the building and the nearest road there is a vast expanse of waste land that looks like it’s suffered from some very heavy wear over many heavy years. It’s the kind of landscape that’s created by the army after years of practicing “maneuvers,” it’s full of pot holes, stunted trees and broken bits of fencing. If you drove past you probably wouldn’t even notice it, unless you happened to be passing on a day of a fight in which case you would be forgiven for wondering why the whole world has descended upon it. Apparently, it’s one of the biggest cock fighting stadiums in Chiang Mai.

			On the Sunday afternoon that I went there with Son the expanse of waste land fills up with hundreds of motorbikes, cars and trucks. There’s no posters, no advertising, no bill boards, no announcements, it’s just one of those things that people in the know just know about. 

			Immediately outside the stadium there are dozens of impromptu food outlets that spring up next to motorbike side car kitchens. There’s a lot of action around the food stalls; furious stir frying, children running and playing, men drinking whisky and smoking and women holding babies and chatting. It’s all accompanied by the occasional, eye watering, choking smell of chillies being cooked. 

			Just inside the wide entrance doors there are bars selling beer and whisky. Just in front of these are the preliminary fighting rings with the main concrete stadium and fighting ring to the back of them.

			A standard size Cock Fighting ring is about 4 meters across and just high enough to stop the birds flapping out. The impromptu country cock fight rings are often made from bits of old wood or plastic. I’ve seen a particularly creative one on the mountain road out towards Samoeng made from discarded old doors and tail gate of a Toyota pick up truck (is there no end to the versatility of these vehicles?)

			I went in aware that lots of people were looking at me. Everyone seemed to know each other, and there was a lot of excited chatter and money and cockerels changing hands. Son explained to me that unlike other parts of the world, (he said rather scathingly, but not mentioning what other parts of the world he meant) Thailand did not attach razor sharp “spurs” to the cockerel’s legs. This apparently makes the fight all the more gruesome and deadly. I was very glad I wasn’t in one of the other parts of the world.

			Son went onto explain that Cock Fighting in Thailand had exactly the same rules as boxing in the west, or kick boxing in Thailand. As he explained, I realized they weren’t exactly the same rules but similar in that the fight is ended when a clear winner emerges. There is no fight to the death, there is no unnecessary cruelty and birds are quickly withdrawn and recovered if they are facing a relentless attack. There is no overt cruelty and in fact the birds are treated with care and respect. I guess at 25,000 Baht a pop you would want to look after your investment, wouldn’t you.

			We stayed for a couple of big fights. I guess not being a gambling man a certain amount of it was all a bit lost on me. It was after all just two cockerels having a fight, a sight which is not entirely uncommon in every farm yard all over the world. There was a lot of flapping, jumping, squawking and bared claws and at some point a bloke with a dirty shirt and cigarette hanging out of his mouth jumped in and grabbed a bird and hauled it away while the victor was held aloft to much yahooing. And that was all there was to it really.

			Son seemed very happy and glad that I was not recoiling with the vapours at witnessing such high drama. I have to say that what I saw I found fairly innocuous and nowhere near the horrors that I had first imagined. I’m sure, as in any sport where there is physical contact people and animals get hurt, but I am happy to report to you good people that I certainly did not see it.

			I guess if push came to shove I would ban it, but to be honest I can think of a lot more things to get worked up about.

			On the way home Son and I spoke about food, about the fantastic spicy sausage that we bought before going in to the fight, about the readiness of Thai people to eat at any time and how central food and eating is to Chiang Mai people. We didn’t talk about the Cock Fight much, and perhaps that says it all.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20
Needing A Bit Of Luck
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			There can be few more surreal moments than when haggling over the price of a lucky charm wooden penis with a Buddhist monk. It’s up there along with all the other weird and wonderful events of the past year; the vanishing woman in the Club House Office, the pop up hospital receptionists, the elephant cowboys, the house with no kitchen, the crazy truck guy, cock fights, the free floating work permit inspectors and the blaring car horn. 

			It just felt that our business needed a bit of good luck. It was ticking over okay but could do with a boost, something to really get it going; an old fashioned tonic. When my Arsenal FC supporting, rice selling friend at the market asked how my business was, I shrugged my shoulders, “same same” I replied in Tinglish. He laughed and pointed to his money box…. “you need” he said. He was pointing to what many people here use to enhance good luck, especially financial good luck; a lucky wooden penis. He showed me his wooden penis good luck charm that he keeps in his money box on the market stall. He waved it at me and said “good luck will make money many”. I was in no real position to disagree and could certainly do with the money many.  

			The first time I saw one of these rather arresting lucky charms was very early on in our relationship with Thailand. It was actually about the third thing I noticed when we first visited a few years ago.

			The first thing I noticed was how friendly and smiley the passport people were, playing peek-a-boo with our youngest son compared to the cold official stares at Heathrow. Secondly, their great love of football as evidenced by our taxi driver’s first question “you from England… you like Manchester United?”  And thirdly, that there appeared to be a small wooden penis hanging from his key ring. 

			Sitting in the front of the taxi, zooming along, at an incredible gas assisted speed on the airport highway I kept trying to see whether it really was a small wooden penis or perhaps something else. I don’t know, a small plastic sausage or a novelty penknife perhaps? Admittedly a bit of a long shot, but surely it couldn’t really be what it looked like. What could be more unlikely than that? If you drew up a list of unlikely things to have on a taxi driver’s key ring I bet “wooden penis” would be very, very low indeed on your average list, somewhere below “working sat nav of local area” and “the right change”. 

			When we got out of the taxi I took a glance at his key ring. As we stood there on the pavement, feeling a bit dazed, as one does when they first arrive in Bangkok, two scenarios unfolded in my mind; firstly, we had been driven at high speed through dangerous traffic by a penis wielding sex maniac, and secondly, I was in a seriously interesting country. Thankfully it transpired the latter was correct. 

			Over the last year I have constantly been aware of these good luck charms in the background of every day life. Once you know they are there and keep a lookout for them you see them everywhere, in all shapes and sizes and in surprisingly odd places.  

			The best one I’ve seen so far is on a vegetable stall in the local market. It’s huge and quite impressive, a real work of art, beautifully carved and very highly polished. You can almost see your face in it. I look at it most days. It’s about the same size as my youngest son’s leg but a lot fatter, if you can imagine such a thing. It’s pretty big for a lucky charm of any kind, let alone one of, how shall I put it, such bold and arresting design. It’s usually poking out of the lettuces.

			I tried to engage the lady behind the stall in conversation hoping to steer the subject towards her most impressive table decoration. It all broke down rather predictably fairly quickly, but not before I rather foolishly pointed at the penis and raised my eyebrows and nodded, as if to say “wow, respect is due for some substantial good luck” but by this time she was a little unnerved by the whole episode and thought that I was just a weirdo.  

			I left the market doing my best to look casual. I was keen to find out more information about these bizarre phenomena and hopefully buy one for myself. I could take it to the airport when we picked up our guests and rub it on them to ensure they paid us, although on second thoughts that would probably not be such a good idea.

			As luck would have it, I didn’t have to wait for long to find out about them and buy one from an ancient but sprightly monk outside a remote country temple.

			After having bought, on impulse, an incredibly cheap bicycle from the local supermarket I was keen to cycle about the countryside and look at things. I had bought it on a whim as a result of two bookings coming in on the same day (let the good times roll, international shiny life here I come) and it being amazingly cheap, the price of a round of modest drinks for 4 people back home. It must be the cheapest bike in the world, and made in China by a company who evidently only have the slimmest of slim grasps upon the basics of bicycle manufacture as well as the most cursory of cursory nods towards road safety.   

			The bike has no gears (of course), the front brake has the main spring thing missing and the back brake is all there but doesn’t work. As well as this inconvenience it feels alarmingly uncomfortable to ride and feels like you are constantly falling over the handlebars. It is also possibly the heaviest push bike in the world. It really is amazingly heavy. I can’t imagine what it’s made from, possibly a Mercury and Lead alloy. Just cycling a short distance makes my legs feel like jelly. It did cross my mind whether the tubular frame was stuffed full of some kind of illegal contraband and the gang who were supposed to make the “pick up” were biding their time waiting for an opportunity to bump me off to retrieve their cunningly concealed booty, but then I couldn’t think of anything illegal and heavy enough to make a noticeable difference. It’s probably just a crap bike.

			 I firstly cycled/ wobbled up the road and back, then around the massive Club House and then went further and further afield.

			One afternoon I had cycled some way out into the country towards the mountains and predictably my legs were feeling like jelly. I started to cycle towards some buildings and a temple that I could see in the distance. When I arrived I pulled up outside the temple and rather shakily dismounted. I did my best to walk normally towards a small shop just outside the temple grounds. 

			Inside the tiny open sided shop, whilst reaching for a can of cold Fanta I noticed in the corner a little table with religious artifacts for sale; a sight not uncommon in this part of the world. Amongst the small Buddha statues, fragments of bone, hair, shells and pieces of magical writing there were three small but beautifully carved wooden penises. Due to an unfortunate combination of excitement and exhaustion I pointed at them and asked in an overly loud booming voice how much they were. It was one of those moments where quite inadvertently you come across in an unusually hostile way.

			Startled, the young shop assistant realised she was alone in the shop with a mad booming voiced nutter and rushed out the back to get a grown up. Shortly after a man appeared, looked at me, smiled and left the shop and walked out into the road and towards the temple. I could imagine the conversation, “Daddy there’s a weird foreign man in the shop, he spotted the penises and shouted uncontrollably”, “Don’t worry I will fetch the village elders and we will kill him and string him up like the foul dog he is. Make sure he doesn’t leave the shop”.

			I was seriously beginning to think about abandoning the Fanta and just making a dash for it. But of course riding the heaviest and most uncomfortable bike in the world it’s impossible to “dash” anywhere; it is quite possible for small girls and very old ladies with walking frames to out run me. I had no choice, I had to stay and fight it out.

			To my surprise the next person to walk back in the shop was not a panting angry village elder with a pitch fork but a very old smiling monk. He looked about a hundred years old, heavily wrinkled, few teeth but bright sparkling eyes, just as you might imagine a proper holy man to look  (with the passing of time I realize, in my imagination, he has turned in to Yoda from Star Wars). His manner was smooth and unruffled and if he was going to start a fight I reckoned that I could just about take him out. Luckily for both of us he had no intention of doing so. In retrospect I realize he had been summoned especially as I had taken interest in the religious artifacts. His English was good, which was lucky as my Thai is still appalling, usually making people fall about with laughter or bring me very odd things that I didn’t ask for in restaurants (last week I asked for a lime soda and was brought a coconut).  

			The first thing that the sharp eyed monk explained to me was that the wooden penis must never, ever be worn around the neck “very bad will happen”. It did kind of make sense as I imagined the response it might elicit back in England. I couldn’t help imagining the scene at Heathrow airport, with my Mum saying “and tell me again why you have this hanging around your neck” with a growing sense of unease.

			The monk continued. Apparently as well as bringing general good luck to the owner, if it was “dibbed”, tapped lightly on objects, they would, by default, also be due some good luck. He kindly demonstrated this for me noticing that I was a little out of my depth in basic “dibbing”. He elaborated, if I wanted good luck with money I should “dib” the money, he “dibbed” the shop keepers coin box just to make sure I got it. He went onto explain that the penis was carved in a special way and made out of special wood. 

			Wow, how do you get jobs like that? I wondered if it’s something you fall into when your other plans don’t work out (like teaching) or whether it is a calling or perhaps a kind of weird unexplainable compulsion (“Derek if you make one more of these bloody things...”).  It was hard to say, but being a lucky charm wooden penis carver must be one of the more unusual occupations in the world. 

			Despite my intrusive thoughts Yoda carried on enlightening me. I felt like Luke Skywalker in the swamp. Please bear with me if you have never seen Star Wars, I’ll stop it in a minute. He said that after the carving is finished and the polishing has been completed it is blessed by the Abbot of the temple. Wow again, I was genuinely impressed. 

			If all that was not enough it was also a sure way to keep away snakes! This seemed to be an unusual by-product of the lucky charm that he didn’t elaborate upon. It was almost as though, for some reason, he was slightly embarrassed about this fact but felt compelled to mention it. It certainly didn’t seem to have any relationship with the general “dibbing” and money thing.

			I felt that I’d either been initiated into a magical world where I too could manufacture good luck and ward off snakes at will or I’d witnessed the most elaborate and unusual sales pitch in the world. In a moment of extravagance I enquired about the price for all three. It seemed rather expensive and I made a generous counter offer which the monk immediately accepted. Stepping aside he allowed the shop keeper to deal with the necessary exchanging of money and merchandise. The monk bowed gracefully and so did I. I got back on my bike and slowly wobbled away through the village with little girls racing me whilst I pretended that I couldn’t see them and didn’t want to win anyway.

			I felt happier than any grown man should be after such an event. It felt like a real achievement getting hold of these things. Magical or not I had three wonderful wooden penises in my pocket all blessed by the Abbott, (and that’s a sentence I never expected to be typing a year ago). 

			As I made the slow journey home my mind spun with what could be dibbed first. I was certainly going to dib my wallet and both my UK and Thai cheque book. I thought of how pleased Neil our long suffering UK bank manager was going to be back in rainy Plymouth. In my excitement I almost emailed him but I’m glad I didn’t. I thought I might also dib the boys money boxes (how pleased their little shinning faces would be) and if my wife let me, I would “dib” her purse, which although I know sounds like a dreadful euphemism, or something Shakespeare would put in to make the groundlings laugh, I can’t think of another way of putting it.

			I cycled homewards along tiny lanes, through patchworks of rice fields and mango orchards and realised that I also had acquired an unusually casual attitude towards snakes. I also felt that I had a kinship with Bangkok taxi drivers. I was lucked right up. What could possibly go wrong now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21
Turning The Corner
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			Coming up to our first year a couple of significant things happened. On reflection these things seemed to mark a point that cemented a bond between us and Chiang Mai and our continued life in Thailand; our furniture arrived and we hired a criminally insane Thai teacher.

			When we moved we had a lot of stuff that we couldn’t take with us but didn’t want to give away or sell, things like our Chesterfield sofa which was the first grown up thing that my wife and I bought when we began earning proper money, two big boxes of toys, a guitar, three trumpets (remnants from an aborted musical career), a dinky little armchair that had belonged to Leonard Elmhirst, expensive kitchen equipment and various other trappings that were befitting a comfortably off middle class family. The plan was that we would put these things into storage with a removal company who would send it all over when and if we got settled.

			Just after the new year when we took a flurry of bookings we sent an email and money to have our stuff sent over. We got emails from various removal and customs people saying “the shipment” had cleared various stages and was aboard some big boat.

			I imagined our bundled belongings stowed away in some dark bough of a huge ship churning through the Indian Ocean, or wherever these ships go. For all I knew it could come via the Himalayas transported by teams of trained chimps, although admittedly this would be far less likely.

			Anyway, enough time passed for me to forget all about it until I received an incomprehensible phone call from the Port of Bangkok. I had wrongly assumed that our stuff would appear from the back of a lorry in our front drive and I would perhaps tip the driver and his men a few hundred Baht. In reality our stuff was impounded in the Port of Bangkok, causing all kinds of trouble, incurring all kinds of fees with an excitable sounding bloke yelling down the phone that I had to pick it up or face further charges.

			It was tempting to forget all about it. Pretend it wasn’t happening. But this was all our most special stuff, our sofa, the children’s toys, my Sabatier kitchen knives and Leonard Elmhirst’s bedroom armchair. I imagined all our stuff being looted by dock workers, who, for all I know, may well be within their rights to carry off such an eclectic mix of un-claimed booty. I imagined them dancing about the docks playing my trumpets, strumming my guitar and reclining on the finely upholstered cloth of Leonard Elmhirst’s chair. I could not let this nightmarish vision happen and fired off an email to the Port of Bangkok. Alarmingly, I got a response almost by return.

			It was a very dignified curt response that recognized that a consignment of goods was waiting for us and incurring storage fees as a result. There was also mention of import tax duty that we had to pay as well. The meter was running and the fees were increasing with every passing moment. With rising panic I wrote back saying I was in no position to pick anything up from Bangkok, what with being hundreds of miles away, not to mention not actually being a transportation company. I got another speedy response this time outlining two separate figures and prices, one for payment of all fees including onward transportation with receipt, and one for payment of all fees including onward transportation without receipt. This second price was much, much cheaper. Actually less than half price. It seemed like a bargain.

			I wrote back naively asking why I would want to pay so much more just for the addition of a receipt. The response I got back should be framed and a copy given to anybody wishing to settle in Thailand. It spelt out, as though I was somewhat of a dim wit (which when it comes to things like this is sadly not too far off the mark) that the first price was the proper price that would go through all the proper channels, the second price is merely “tea money” that would allow me to get our stuff, but without any paper work. 

			I wrote back saying, “what’s Tea Money.” Although I got the general jist of the idea I had never actually heard anyone refer to it as “Tea Money” let alone read it in print from an email address bearing the mark of an official port authority. I thought that perhaps Tea Money had some other meaning or connotation, after all everything else here does. I got the best of best responses. 

			I think, taking pity on me, the official patiently spelt out yet again, and I quote, “tea money is money that goes straight to workers. I believe this idea came from China where men would buy tea with their money. Today the men buy other things”. It’s this last bit that really gets me. Its good isn’t it. It imparts a sense of tradition and practical necessity, and leaves you wondering what men do actually buy these days with their tea money, i-phones, mortgages, lap tops, lap dancers? Your guess is as good as mine. Anyway, I paid the tea money and our stuff arrived in a big truck the following week. 

			It was all heaved into our home by about a thousand very young looking teenage boys, all smoking, with dirty clothes and ripped jeans. I got the distinct impression they lived in the back of the truck in the clothes they stood up in, only leaping into semi-life when the back doors opened. There really was a lot of them. 

			It was a weird feeling seeing all our old stuff suddenly in the middle of our new home. Initially it felt all wrong, like the characters in one book appearing without explanation on the pages of a completely different and unrelated book, like Miss Haversham from Great Expectations confronting Scaramanga, the arch enemy of James Bond in A Man With The Golden Gun. It all felt mixed up, besides which I can’t for the life of me remember why I thought I might want three trumpets in Thailand. 

			The boys looked through their boxes of toys claiming that it was all boring “kids stuff” and they didn’t want any of it. I must admit I had the same kind of feeling. It felt like looking at relics from another life, which I suppose in many ways it was; things that only a year ago must have seemed really important that now I could barely remember. It all felt like such a long time ago. A different life time. Apart from the lovely big sofa and a few other odds and sods I felt like getting the army of a thousand smoking teenage boys to load it all back up on the truck and take it away. God knows how much Tea Money that would have taken. Instead I paid the driver and the drivers boys a handsome tip and continued the unpacking and walking about the house holding trumpets and wondering where to put them.      

			Roughly coinciding with the arrival of our stuff was our hiring of the meanest money thieving Thai teacher in the world (certainly the meanest person in Thailand). By the third lesson she was trying to swindle us out of our sofa.

			It would be fair to her to say that things started off badly and went very quickly downhill. It would however be more accurate to say that she was a complete nightmare and was the teacher from hell. She would have got along like a house on fire with Miss Benewith and Miss Black from my Primary School. She was fairly young, quite dumpy and had a very brusque, business like manner as she swept into our home with a mini white board announcing that her fees had just gone up and she wanted three months payment in advance. Wow. You have to admire her directness. She might well have said “I’m going to take you for everything you have and I’d like you to start paying up now”. I could see the Chiang Mai Laundry sign appearing in the distance. 

			I don’t know how much we actually paid her that first lesson but I remember her looking disappointed and saying that she would need more money next time. She was more like a grumpy drug dealer. She also said that as our Thai was so atrocious we would have to triple our lessons (and her bank balance). We were very glad when she left. 

			She marched back into our home a couple of days later spouting her unique mixture of demands for money and comments about how bad our Thai was. As I attempted to pronounce Thai consonants she would just shake her head tutting under her breathe. She was a little kinder to my wife, but still managed to convey her sense of hopeless pity when she attempted to repeat the dreaded vowels. By the end of our second lesson I had stopped trying to speak Thai at all and was seriously worried about how much all this meanness was costing. 

			Things were about to get more surreal. Between lesson two and three I had decided that we should get rid of her before I went bankrupt and was divested of my last few Thai words and shards of broken confidence. My wife, being the kindest person on earth (along with Son) said that she was okay and we should persevere. I couldn’t believe it, this woman was insane, our Thai was going backwards and she was taking money off us left right and centre.

			To sway the argument with my loving and ever kindly wife I had gone out and purchased a great book called Teach Yourself Thai in Two Weeks. I loved the blatant optimism. It’s the kind of book you buy, knowing deep down, that it’s complete hog wash that you will speak  Thai in two weeks, it’s as likely that you will learn French in an afternoon or fly to the moon in a shoe. It’s the fantasy you buy when you have given up on reality.

			Armed with this book I said that we could manage on our own without Khun Kru (Miss Teacher, as she called herself, probably to hide her true identity from her angry students and the police) and I was prepared to sack her the next time she showed up, which felt like every other hour. My kindly wife reluctantly agreed. The plan was set. Goodbye Khun Kru. 

			I had never sacked anyone before and had worked out a little speech which put the blame more on our inability to learn language and quickly dwindling bank balance (both of which were not untrue) rather than her ability to be a complete money grabbing bitch. When she arrived I had hardly got half way through my little speech, with my extra serious face on, when she unexpectedly burst into tears and collapsed in a heap of uncontrollable sobs across the table. My wife and I looked at each other. Now what?

			My wife consoled her as I made us all a nice cup of tea in the Thunderbird mugs. I gave her Thunderbird 3 as it is my least favourite. I had Thunderbird 2, as usual, and gave my wife Thunderbird 5 (the space station). After she stopped sobbing, which went on for a surprisingly long time, and ignoring my tea, she told my wife a tale of sorry woe. 

			By this time she must have worked out that I was the bad cop with the sacking speech and secret self help book, so she was just pretending that I wasn’t there. She told my wife that her sister or it could have been her cousin or best friend or even her best friends sister, it all sounded a bit jumbled, had cancer and would die unless she had immediate surgery that would cost a lot of money. I weakly said that we didn’t have a great deal of money ourselves. On hearing this she eyed our sofa and announced that she could sell it to a friend she knew and was certain that it would cover the costs of the operation. It wasn’t exactly an offer that we couldn’t refuse, so I said no. Well actually I said that as urgent as it all sounded we would have to think about it as it not only cost us a lot of money but also had great sentimental value and we had just had it sent at considerable expense across the world. Bearing all this in mind I think she realized she was onto a loser. At that moment I reckoned that if she could have picked it up and run off with it she would have done. She skulked out of our house, and our lives, trailing her mini white board, multi coloured pens and vitriol behind her. Whether the story was true or not I have no idea. I some how doubt that it was. Thankfully I’ve never seen her since to find out…the thieving old trout.

			The experience proved that we were at least serious about learning Thai, and serious about staying. Besides, how far would we get with Leonard Elmhirst’s armchair, a sofa and three trumpets. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 22
What’s Different – 
A Year Long Lesson
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			I was recently reading an article in a local paper about how westerners traditionally and alternately feel “dazzled” and “dismayed” by Thailand. The article traced this phenomenon back to obscure accounts by various intrepid explorers who over the last 200 years have attempted to understand and explain the land of smiles. I suppose I have unwittingly joined this merry, and at times thoroughly un-merry bunch. 

			On reflection the past year has probably been the most difficult year of my life. I guess giving up comfortable English middle class life to arrive with two small children in a remote “jungle city” in northern Thailand, with no connections, no language, no work and limited money is always going to be a challenge. Had I realized exactly how challenging, I would have been a lot more hesitant to ditch good jobs and burn anything that looked like a bridge.

			The past year really has come and gone in a blink of an eye. It feels like we’ve just arrived from the airport.  It’s difficult to sum it all up. What’s more I seem to be suffering from a rare condition whereby I suddenly think of the perfect way to sum up this past year and tell you everything that I want to tell you whilst at the local market, only to dash home and stare blankly at a computer screen.

			There have certainly been good and not so good along the way and so many things learnt, and surreal moments experienced that would not have been if we had remained in our cosy lives back home.  

			One thing that has become very clear is who our friends are. If you are in any doubt who your friends actually are, try moving to the other side of the world, stay there for a year and see who you are still in touch with. 

			Some people who we thought we would be life long friends with, have disappeared like the morning mist, they just drifted away into nothingness after several unanswered emails. Conversely some people who previously we had only a limited friendship with suddenly take centre stage. We therefore found ourselves on Christmas Day talking, via the magic of Skype, not to life long friends but to the mother of our youngest son’s best friend, who we had got to know briefly before we left England.

			We are also working much harder now than we ever have done before. Although we left jobs that felt pressured and stressful we were still able to have things like days off when we were ill. I actually can’t remember what it’s like to have a proper day off like we used to have. Apart from our holiday down south we have worked more or less every day over the past year to get our business up and running; a constant struggle to beat the moment when our limited borrowed money runs out. 

			I remember a wonderful evening just before we left England when my wife and I were working out how often and how little I would have to work in our new business in order to make ends meet. I think we said that I would need to work something like 4 weeks out of every 6, or something equally deluded. If anyone thinks that it is a less stressful option to move overseas and set up and run a little business, please think again, very hard. Unless you are currently working in a Siberian salt mine I promise it won’t get any easier. As Paul from The Rachamankha wisely said, “the trouble is with moving overseas is that you take yourself with you.”  

			We are now on our third web site and Ozzi has taught us how a web site has to function and Glen has passed on the dark art of web marketing and Search Engine Optimization. Despite this I still get regular emails from SEO “experts” all very ready to take large sums of money off me for doing, what I now understand by its technical name as, “bugger all.”

			Having become a lot closer acquainted with our friends in this parallel cyber universe I have lived through what I like to call “key word density hell”. The loony psychiatric nurse who we were paying to rescue our web site advised me to re-write several important pages, mentioning particular “key words” at a density of between 5% and 10%. In this case the phrase was “mid life anxiety.” Try doing it without sounding like a complete nutter. I think he was just making it up as he went along.

			I’ve also become familiar with the importance of image download time, use of white space, back end organisation, indirect and social media marketing, affiliated marketing, internal link structure, external feed back links, the three click rule and the great phrase “content is king”. I reckon I could now have a pretty good stab at building a pretty good functional web site for somebody from scratch. I also reckon, from the experience gained from our UK web site company that  I could quote some really ridiculously large sums of money without killing myself laughing.

			I’m very proud of our little web site now, it still needs constant attention but has kind of taken the place of my goats and geese; always getting into trouble, can’t be left alone too long but capable of being very rewarding.

			In a recent interview about our strange business, by a very nice Australian journalist for an Australian health magazine (she found our web site through a Google search, well done Glen and Ozzi and all your external feedback links). She asked me what I miss about “back home”. She really caught me on the hop. I really hadn’t given it a lot of thought. All I could think of saying was “affordable good cheese” and “BBC Radio 4”. She responded with some surprise pointing out that I could listen to Radio 4 very easily on the internet, which, I kind of knew anyway but it just feels different. I can’t listen to it in the truck as I rumble about Chiang Mai, so I’m stuck with Frank Zappa and Don Giovanni on the CD player, which isn’t so bad actually. We all get along quite well.

			Since I was asked this question I have thought a lot more about what I miss from “home” and what I don’t. So,here goes...

			Apart from Radio 4 and good cheese I realise that I miss a sense of familiarity. There is no longer a plan to life, a bigger structure that I fit neatly into. We have no pension plans, no family visits at Christmas, no bad weather to grumble about, no career path, no 2 weeks off in the summer to sit in the sun, no Sunday roast, no Easter bunny, no greenhouse with tomato plants, no Chinese Take Away, no neighbours that speak the same language; there is very little in our lives that provides a sense of familiarity or structure. It still feels like everything is new and different everyday. 

			This is not particularly bad, in fact it’s quite liberating but it does feel very bewildering. It’s a bit like returning home after a holiday, suffering from mild amnesia, and also finding that your house has been re-decorated and moved around. It feels familiar but you don’t know where anything is or how it works. 

			Everything is wonderfully temporary. We live in a rented house on a short term lease and we have to apply each year for an extension of our non resident visas. We don’t really have anything that we couldn’t walk away from. The biggest thing we own is the old truck, which if we walked away from would be a loss but not the end of the world. It’s quite the opposite when we lived in England  which was all geared up to provide the illusion that everything is permanent and secure; lifetime insurance cover, Gold Card membership, never ending mortgage payments, the Christmas rush and all the other yearly rituals and familiar patterns which provide the illusion of security and permanence. Instead we now inhabit a world which we make up as we go along, which although is often strange and bewildering is also vibrant and exciting. 

			We can go swimming everyday in a beautiful and warm freeform swimming pool surrounded by orchids and colourful butterflies and eat out in restaurants that serve exquisite food at equally exquisite low prices. I’m afraid that even after a year my childish excitement about low prices has not worn off.  

			One of the last restaurant meals we had in Devon was unfortunately at Pizza Hut. It cost me the best part of one hundred pounds and really was a dreadful and depressing experience. I can still remember the smell and taste of the doughy greasy pizza and gloopy chemical enhanced dips. In comparison, the last family meal we ate recently cost me 600 Baht which included steamed Tab Tim fish with lemon grass and ginger, stir fried squid with chilli and shallots, something which is locally called “prawn toast” which our children love, vegetable spring rolls, stir fried noodles with vegetables and rice, and beer and cokes and big ice creams all round. All this was enjoyed in a simple but pretty little restaurant within walking distance of our house, sitting in the warm, scented air underneath the stars. It was a Wednesday night and it wasn’t anybodies’ birthday. It felt great, and goes a long way towards the trade off with familiarity.

			The other thing I miss here is a functional banking system. Actually that’s not true. The banking system here works fine, it’s just that it feels a bit like stepping back into the fifties, or what I imagine it was like banking in the fifties. 

			When we set up our bank accounts at the local bank in Chiang Mai I was given a cheque book. It was presented to me as though it was the original manuscript of Hamlet. My account number had been hand stamped onto every cheque by a nice lady who told me that cheque books are very important and I was to pay her 300 Baht every time I wanted a new one. In fact I have learnt over the past year that they are so important I can’t get anyone in Chiang Mai to accept one. They often don’t know what it is and just look at it frowning as though I’m trying to pass them off with an “I owe you” note, which I suppose in a way it is.

			Everything here is done with cash, the world of cheques, let alone plastic cards, has yet to arrive. It’s not unusual for people to pay cash for big things, like houses and cars. If you hang out at my local bank along the Hang Dong Road it is not unusual to see people arriving depositing and withdrawing huge bundles of cash, the like of which you would only see in films about bank robberies back home. 

			It’s no great hardship but it would be nice once in a while to just hand over a small plastic card rather than keep having to go to the bank to extract thousands of high denomination notes from a scared looking young bank teller staring in hopeless frightened bewilderment at my “important” cheque. When I pass it across the counter it feels like they are going to burst into tears. They really don’t seem to know what to do with it.

			As for the things that I have learnt...

			I think the two biggest things that I have learnt over the past year are about acceptance and a glorious new attitude to rules and regulations.

			Looking back towards the rolling green hills of England, and probably the “west” as a whole I can see that it is a country with a “something has to be done about it” attitude; a kind of constant disgruntled surliness about everything. This low grade muttering, and occasional high pitched screaming and rioting, seems to be ever present in the background, whether it comes from indignant headlines of the newspapers or the mumblings detectable in supermarket queues, there is a steady doomy commentary on everything, from the state of the health service to the price of butter. 

			It is of course completely different here . Acceptance and non-confrontation is the order of the day. If an old lady on a bicycle is teetering along in the middle of a busy main road it is better to creep along behind her at 2 mph pretending that it’s all perfectly normal, rather than honk your horn. If a tree has blown over in the middle of the road it’s no use making a fuss, just find a way around it, using the pavement if necessary.

			Just the other day driving back along the Hang Dong Road (I do drive along other roads in Chiang Mai but this is the main one that leads from our house to the city centre, and it has got a great name!) I saw an old truck shunt into the expensive car in front. Nobody was hurt; it was just one of those many accidents that happen in slow moving traffic all over the world on a daily basis. I was automatically expecting a flare of tempers, or a few heated words at least. Instead the driver in the front vehicle merely took a photo of the cars with his phone. The drivers saluted each other, there was an exchange of details and that was it. No fuss, no shouting, nothing. They both got into their cars and drove off.

			This constant state of acceptance is often mistaken for inertia, which I don’t think it is. It actually takes hard work, but I am slowly learning how to do it. I am learning how to put on one side the “but this can’t be right, and something has to be done” attitude and realise that life is seldom perfect and things often don’t work out how we think they should. And, so what! Does it really matter? 

			The second major learning curve has been adjusting, to what I would have called whilst teaching at college “a major paradigm shift,” to the role of rules and regulations in every day life.

			Coming from a country where the rules are rules, as they say, it takes some getting used to, to realise that the rules are not the rules. It’s not that Thailand doesn’t have any rules and regulations, in fact you quickly learn it is a country stuffed full of them when you first try to buy a can of beer or bottle of wine outside the licensing hours. Or get stopped by the police for not wearing a crash helmet. There is also strict regulations regarding what is deemed inappropriate to publish in magazines or show on television, hence a little blurry circle that appears on TV blocking out any TV character that is smoking a cigarette while children may still be watching. There is no shortage of rules; it’s just that people don’t see them as the rules. As such there is usually quite a lot of confusion over what the rules actually are, as anyone who has talked to two different lawyers about what visa you might be entitled to, and what you have to do to qualify to get one, will quickly find out.

			So, in the absence of a clear set of rules, you may wonder how everybody gets along. Why there isn’t widespread mayhem. Well, there are two answers to this. At times there is widespread mayhem. Turn up in Chiang Mai in the middle of the Songhkran Festival to get a full flavour of what the phrase “widespread mayhem” really means. But even on a daily basis, try driving home at the end of the day when a dignitary is in town and the police have taken it upon themselves to close down half the roads in the city centre. You’ll see thousands of motorbikes zooming along the pavement, pedestrians loping along the centre of the road and other traffic novelties that would automatically make you think of the phrase “widespread mayhem.”

			Of course Chiang Mai isn’t like that all the time. Most of the time people respect the rules but balance them against how useful they are. If they’re not fit for purpose they go swiftly and quietly out of the window. The real power is held by the village elders and the local temple, these are the people that prevent things from falling into widespread mayhem.

			It would seem that all of Thailand is made up of thousands of tiny “villages”. At the centre of each village there is a temple entirely supported by the local community. Most of the time the villages are invisible to visitors, especially in big cities where it just looks like any other big shapeless urban sprawl. But, even in cities, communities will still revolve around local temples and the monks within. Each one of these communities will have a handful of “Village Elders” (a great phrase that makes me feel like I’m living in Middle Earth) who keep their community in check and oversee the smooth running of day to day life. They are often the voices that you might hear at about 6pm bellowing out of old fashioned loud speakers positioned atop of lamp posts. 

			A couple of weeks ago I was standing outside our house at the end of the day talking to Son when suddenly the familiar voice started booming out of the old fashioned loud speaker in an urgent fashion. I asked Son what he was saying. He listened for a while and said he was telling everybody how Arsenal beat Tottenham Hotspur in the English Premier Football League. Now that is news worth shouting about.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23
Where Are We Now
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			Our children are extremely happy in their new “international school” and seem to consider it a matter of great luck that they were snatched from the jaws of a huge threatening English secondary school just in the nick of time. I somehow can’t imagine them sitting outside Somerfield supermarket with their mates drinking cider, but I suppose had we stayed they might well be doing just that right now, or in a few years’ time, or worse. They really do love it here a great deal. It seems to be a perfect combination for them. As my eldest observed just the other day “ten minutes one way and I can buy a Waitrose own brand Macaroni Cheese in the Airport Plaza, ten minutes the other way and I’m in the jungle”. 

			Our children’s current schoolmates come from a staggering twenty eight different nationalities (an addition of 5 new nations since their first day), and thankfully none of them have even heard of cider, or Somerfields (is there yet some hope for the planet?). They do all the stuff that most children in English schools do, but also lots of things that they don’t. They are learning how to speak Thai and what I call Chinese, which my son keeps referring to rather snottily as Mandarin. They play football (which as we know Thailand is absolutely crackers about) but also Tak Kraw the famous South East Asian “football tennis” which involves them kicking a small wicker ball about, leaping into the air and practicing some junior low level swearing and destroying the garden. They are appropriately lippy in the comfort of their own home but in keeping with lots of Thai children are wonderfully and surprisingly respectful to other grown ups. They greet other adults with a kind of reverence you might ordinarily reserve for meeting the Pope or Dalai Lama. 

			When they sometimes meet some of our guests that have booked Life Change Holidays, they greet them with a graciousness not witnessed in the west for about 500 years, since Francis Drake offered Queen Elizabeth I a potato. I can see the guests momentarily panic, unaccustomed to this elaborate show of respect, unsure whether to bow, shake hands, curtsy or all three. Before they visit England again they will need lessons in how to act like surly pre-teens and greet adults with a snarl and an “awright” before slopping off round the side of Somerfields to neck half a can of cider.  

			After school every day they bomb off round to the swimming pool before making a big fuss about their homework. They lark about in the warm water, often the only people there at that time of day and getting a little too big now to play “Sink The Titanic.” I think if I told them we were going “home” to the big frightening school, the steady undercurrents of unrest and the Somerfield cider crazed bullies they would kill me on the spot and dump my body over the bamboo hedge.

			They are also engaged in things that I guess are the small but important things that enable people like us to put down “roots.” The youngest is guitar mad and plays in the school band while the oldest is part of a sustainability group and goes off planting trees up mountains and generally saving the planet. They have friends of all nationalities, they go for sleep overs and are part of the local growing community and by extension so are their rather weary, not so shiny, old parents.  

			We have worked relentlessly over the last year to make the business work...and it’s now just beginning to show signs of ongoing life rather than the erratic roller coaster it was before. Having got this far the idea of returning to England seems impossible. Even if I survived assassination from two highly respectful pre-teens I just don’t think I could manage it. We are not really living the Pepsi Cola shiny international fantasy that I imagined outside the school on that first day, but we are living a variation of it and I, my wife and children would miss it enormously. 

			The one thing that I wished I had known when we arrived, apart from the fact that wearing clothes like a Yoga Teacher makes you look a prat, is just how difficult it is living in another country. Not just about setting up a business, or coping with a foreign language but just the day to day business of living in an environment where everything is strange and you are always the odd one out. It makes sense to me now why ex-pats tend to congregate and huddle together, not out of love of our home countries, but just to relieve the sense of strangeness (and of course drink beer). 

			Over the last year my wife and children and me have seen a surprising amount of people turn up and very quickly disappear back home. It’s always terribly sad, and goodbyes are much more common here. Sometimes money runs out and businesses fail. The amount of bars, restaurants, guest houses and small hotels that open and close within 6 months is really quite shocking. But sometimes people find that it isn’t fun like it is on holiday, that you do often  have to eat someone else’s breakfast and home doesn’t seem as bad when you don’t live there.

			We now know how to pay both the electricity and water bill, how to order food in restaurants, how to greet monks without causing offense, how to get a tax disc for the truck, how to drive very slowly behind old ladies on bicycles without wanting to kill them, how to behave at the immigration office, how to transpose Thai Buddhist years to western Christian years (isn’t that crazy when you discover Thailand is actually in a different year to everyone else),  where to buy a toaster,  where not to pay by cheque (i.e. everywhere) , where to buy the best grilled sausage, when to use the phrase “mai pen rai” (which means lots of things but commonly “ it doesn’t really matter”)  and generally but most importantly, how to live in a very foreign country, even if you’re the kind of person, like me, who is more cut out to live in their own garden amongst a few old chickens, some cuddly geese, several weedy tomato plants and a good dose of familiarity.

			I think we’ll be staying, for a while anyway.

		

	
		
			Book Two; 
Another Year

		

	
		
			Chapter 1
One Way Round No Bumping
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			January: Dry and hot, but cool at night and the swimming pool feels cold.

			“The first year is a roller coaster ride, the second year is like getting on the Pirate Boat, it’s still scary but you get a chance to see where you are.”  Thom. 

			I’m still wondering how on earth we survived the first year, and then another year, in Chiang Mai. To be honest, I’m still wondering why we did it. Why we uprooted our two young children from their friendly little village school, why we gave up good jobs, a lovely house and all the trappings of a comfortable, middle class lifestyle to embrace a future of complete uncertainty in a hot, strange city in Northern Thailand.

			It was, as my new American friend Thom said, “a real dumb ass thing to do.” But then Thom says stuff like this all the time. He also says “the only way to stay sane is to stay half drunk” and the strange and rather worrying “life’s like a dead raccoon in a car wash.”

			Thom’s like Plato, but I expect a lot drunker. He is also very big and very friendly and has no censorship system. If it goes through Thom’s mind, it comes out of his mouth, which is a bit of a problem as he has a voice as loud as a ship’s fog horn. He drives a huge truck the size of Berkshire and claims that he can eat more pizza than anyone else in Chiang Mai. He is also prone to exaggeration.

			But then I realise if we hadn’t moved here I would never have met Thom, or come to that, Jesse, the strongest and most unpredictable man in the world, or Khun Sonthaya our self appointed guardian angel or, indeed, my new neighbour Jerry who’s in the Hong Kong Mafia. I would never have been arrested by the Chiang Mai Water Police, enjoyed the dubious pleasure of endless visa runs over the border into Burma, become the director of my own little company, burst with pride at seeing my youngest son play the part of the Cheeky Gecko at his new “international” school assembly or any one of the delights or disasters that made up the second year of our new life in Chiang Mai. Besides which, I had just splashed out 100 Baht to buy a supermarket loyalty card (I know!) and found the BBC World Service on my radio. 

			By comparison, my wife and two children seemed to settle in super quick. I think they did it without me noticing, while I was still unpacking.  

			Our two little boys couldn’t quite believe their good luck that we had whisked them away from the brink of a large and intimidating secondary school to a land where the sun always shines, swimming pools are warm, orchids bloom in vivid techni-colour and pretty butterflies flit through shady palm trees; a land where it’s permanently the summer holidays. 

			They made friends at their new school in a matter of seconds, learnt Chinese, Thai and French in a few days, joined the football team and cricket team, and went camping in the jungle with some friends and other assorted outward boundy-type parents who are all called Brad, have designer stubble on their chins (even the mums), wear combat trousers covered with pockets and zips and, for reasons that I really don’t understand have more state of the art camping equipment than the Swiss Army. If all this wasn’t enough they also formed an atrocious rock band with other pop minded pre-teens, competed in swimming Galas at schools with sports facilities of truly olympic proportions and generally set about doing loads of positive sounding stuff. 

			In the words of Thom “they settled like love birds in a nest.” 

			My wife, ever the woman of action, was immersed in our small and unusual company that we had set up, and to my astonishment was busily going about setting up yet more projects with Ozzi, our Scandinavian web site wizard and self confessed entrepreneur who helped us make our business work when we first arrived. Leave them alone together for longer than five minutes and they will have set up another business. When we meet to discuss the web site I’m afraid to leave the room to go to the toilet. 

			In what seemed like a matter of days they had set up yet another web site for the universal free sharing of ideas and innovations, got involved with a fair trade organization that sells jewelry made by Burmese refugees, raised money and organized a volunteer network for a local orphanage, planned an information portal for all the new foreigners pouring into Chiang Mai and launched a whole load of down loadable apps designed to provide self help for people giving up smoking, cutting down drinking, increasing self esteem and overcoming negative self body image. Basically, my wife is generally involved, on a daily basis, in saving the world.   

			Meanwhile, I had found an old guy down the market who sold reconditioned radios and spent the following year scanning the excitable jangle of South East Asian radio stations in a desperate attempt to find the BBC World Service. 

			If Salvador Dali were to come back from the dead to paint a portrait of me and my wife (now that would be truly surreal) she would be a swarm of bees and I would be a pair of carpet slippers. 

			But, as I often say to her “you can’t make honey without slippers” and she points out to me that you can.

			So, having somehow managed to muddle through the first year, here is what it was like after that. Here we go again… 

			Or as Thom often bellows out for reasons that I don’t understand, “one way round no bumping”. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2
Home is Where 
the Headless Geckos are 

			[image: ]

			January: Dry and hot and still cold at night. My little lawn is now nothing more than a small area of brown dust.

			“You like this house (pronounced “how”), I give you good price (pronounced “pry”), this is a house (“how”) for a mister.” Fang or Flan (or something like that).

			It took us nine hot and uncomfortable trips in our knackered old airconditionless truck to move all our stuff from our first gigantic and overpriced home to our second slightly less gigantic and slightly less overpriced home. It was still a fairly big house but also fairly old, which in Chiang Mai means fairly cheap, which suited me, and my new Thai bank manager Mr Somjet, just fine.

			After a year earning almost nothing whilst spending our life savings as well as what remained of our overdraft we were desperate to save money and find a cheaper place to live. Although our business was beginning to show signs that it could support us, we were still spending the equivalent of the national debt of Angola each month on renting a house bigger than an averagely sized primary school. It was time, once again, to get on my little motorscooter, this time newly purchased instead of hired, and zoom around the roads of Chiang Mai looking for a suitable house to rent.

			It was easier the second time around because, not only did I know where I was going, but I had a vague idea of what I was looking for. It was also late January; the middle of the Dry Season and the weather was cooler and made everything a lot easier. In the evening it was so cool that I even had to wear a jacket on my motorbike, some people even refer to it as cold.

			Also, unlike last year, I didn’t have to write phone numbers down on scraps of paper and dash back to the public phone in a hotel lobby. I now had a brand new phone of my own, ingeniously designed without any wires which enables me to pop it in my pocket and take it with me. I am the last person in Thailand to own one. It’s the cheapest and most basic mobile phone you can buy (800 Baht in Big C supermarket if you’re interested). I don’t know how to change the date or time, it can’t take photos or access the internet but, wonderfully, in compensation for these deficiencies, it can be used as a torch. Who would have thought it! And anyway, as far as I am concerned I’m happy with it permanently being 2009. 

			I soon found a suitable house, on a sleepy gated village, with a club house and swimming pool (an instruction from my children) and about a dozen feral cats in a garden that was rapidly reverting back to its natural jungle state. The house was set back from the road and clearly hadn’t been occupied for ages. 

			Bougainvillea had gone crazy and was rampaging its way across what had once been a lawn, and a huge Tamarind tree and Jack Fruit tree were rapidly staking a major claim on the side garden. Dead palm leaves covered the drive in a thick spiky brown carpet and cats lazily chewed the heads off geckos in the shade of a dilapidated Spirit House.  

			I phoned the number that was hanging on a plastic “for rent” sign on the gate. I could, if I wanted, wait until it was dark and use the torch facility on my phone to illuminate the number, but thought this would be a pointless waste of time, besides which it would run the battery down super quick. I made the call. A woman’s voiced shrieked back at me… “ten minutes…you stay…no go…you no go mister...mister no go.”

			“Okay, okay, I no go,” I replied.

			While I waited I leant over the fence and reached into the Spirit House to stand up the tiny broken china figures of an old man and woman. 

			I’m sure you know all about Spirit Houses since David Beckham popularized them by importing three of them back to his vast house in England. But, just in case you don’t, they are, as I’m sure David would tell you in his high pitched dreamy voice, little highly ornamental houses that you will see all over Thailand, in homes, shops, gardens, hotels and even next to trees, where,the spirits live (where did you think they live then). The spirits within these little houses are revered and worshipped on a daily basis by us earth bound mortals. It’s important to keep the spirits happy, and most bad things that happen in the world, big or small, are usually down to the spirits not being particularly chilled out. Spirit Houses are also very pretty and over the last year I had come to like them a great deal.

			This Spirit House was badly neglected, and unusually, the china figures inside were still there. The last inhabitants must have left in a hell of a hurry or mysteriously never returned or unexpectedly evaporated, or something. The old woman’s head had broken off, probably, when the figure had been blown over in a storm. I tried to balance it back on her little chipped china shoulders but my hands, at full stretch just couldn’t reach. The more I tried to balance her head back on her shoulders the more it fell off and tumbled into her chipped little lap. It began to feel like the beginning of a children’s horror film. I tried a few more times, I just didn’t like to see these little figures, the physical symbols of real spirits (real spirits?) neglected and battered. 

			In growing desperation I managed to balance her head sideways onto her little broken shoulders, so her neck connected with her ear. It looked a little macabre but I guess better than completely headless. Perhaps somewhere in another dimension there was an irate headless spirit who now had to suffer the indignation of sporting a sideways head.

			I’ve probably set the relationship between Chiang Mai and their spirit world back several thousand eons and created untold bad luck for myself in several lifetimes. Still, if it were me, and I was a spirit, I’d rather have a sideways head than no head at all. I think?

			While I was imagining what it would be like to be a spirit with a sideways head it slowly began to dawn on me that I probably shouldn’t be leaning into another person’s Spirit House, fiddling around with the sacred figures, as though it was nothing more than a child’s play thing. It was probably the ultimate spiritual faux pas, if not a downright insult to the spirit world. For all I know, it may well be one of the worst things you can do in Chiang Mai, along with pointing your feet at a Buddha statue and high fiving a monk (how was I to know, he seemed so friendly).

			It would probably be tantamount to running into a church during a christening and piddling into the font.

			I moved away from the Spirit House to demonstrate that I was, in fact, normal and had no interest in fiddling with sacred little figures. I casually walked down the road and waited a good respectable distance from the Spirit House.

			I guessed the key holder would be an agent. I think she said her name was Fang or Flan or Fran or something like that. Eventually a new silver Toyota Vios screeched around the corner and out got a young Thai woman talking animatedly into her expensive looking phone. She was all legs and heels and make up and sun glasses pushed up on long swishy black hair; an aspiring upwardly-mobile socialite. What I’m sure she would call High So. You know the sort, and she was, indeed, a real estate agent. She continued talking on the phone as she unlocked the gate and ushered me through with the weakest of weak smiles.  

			The cats scattered, leaving the twitching remains of headless gecko bodies as Fang/ Flan/ Fran picked her high heeled way through the thick carpet of dead palm leaves. I made sure not to look at the Spirit House, or the china figure with the sideways head. She unlocked the front door still jabbering into her phone and waved me through. She stood on the doorstep, in the shade, screeching into her phone. 

			I respectfully slipped off my flip flops before I entered the house and immediately wished I hadn’t. There was dust everywhere like a thin layer of greasy black snow. My nice pink feet turned grey at the edges. I walked through the cavernous hallway and into the kitchen. There were three huge dead cockroaches on their backs in the middle of the floor and thick black grease stains that rose surprisingly high up the side of the wall by the cooker. Inexplicably the pipes under the sink had been disconnected and the wooden shelving underneath had rotted away as a result of water damage. 

			It was like that scene in the film Aliens where Sigourney Weaver and her team explore the deserted space station; there was evidence that something bad had happened here, something that didn’t make sense, but it was impossible to tell what it was. Perhaps the last inhabitants had tried to flood the kitchen to drown the cockroaches or burn them to death with hot fat.

			 I picked my way gingerly through the house to the backdrop of high pitched Thai shrieking on the doorstep. 

			The once white sofa in the living room looked like an old street drinker had exploded on it and slowly decomposed. The armchairs looked like throw outs from an intravenous drug users drop in centre and bare bulbs dangled from dirty wires in the centre of every room. Upstairs there was another dead cockroach in the bath tub and the remains of a dead pigeon on the balcony of the main bedroom. It felt like the house of death.

			This time last year I would have made my excuses and left. I would have rushed out and crossed it off my list, along with the house with the landlord who lived in the garden and the house that was only half way finished.  

			I would have described this house as “the house of horrors” and would have made jokes about the cockroaches, the dead pigeon and the jungle garden. I would probably not have noticed the Spirit House or the cats chewing the heads off geckos or that Fang or Flan was an aspiring High-Socialite. 

			I would have only been able to see the bad things, the things obvious to a foreigner, but, Thailand does change you. It enables you to see things in a different way. This year, a whole year on, I knew this house was perfect.

			It was perfect because I had changed and learnt a few things over the past year.  

			One thing I’d learnt is that manual labour is dirt cheap, especially in contrast to the high rent that disoriented rich foreigners pay. It’s part of the economic dynamic which is allowing Thailand to develop so rapidly; blink and a new shopping centre has sprung up. 

			Most manual labourers here are from over the border in Burma or from distant hill tribes. I see them early in the morning as I’m going to work; men and women, standing shoulder to shoulder, packed like sardines in the back of 10 ton dump trucks being transported from their slum village to construction sites, with no pretence that they are anything more than a cheap commodity, as dispensable as slaves, tough as old boots and enduring as the earth itself. They hang onto the sides and hang onto each other, spending their entire lives building the shiny new Thailand and hanging on. As I pass by on my little motorbike they stare at me with blank dusty faces, still full of sleep, still wearing the same ripped and ragged clothes they wore the day before and still hanging on.

			Some of these workers are here illegally and some aren’t, but right now they’re all willing to work hard 10 hour days in dangerous conditions for what you or I might leave as a tip in a cheap pizza restaurant.   

			Another thing I had learnt is that Thai people are obsessed with things not only being new but also being hygienic. 

			The photo display in the supermarket, next to the meat counter, does not show pictures of happy chickens foraging freely on a farm, but the bleak clinical interior of a chicken meat processing factory. It looks like a picture of a hospital operating theatre that has been invaded by chickens. It looks like chicken hell. But it is undeniably clean, which the house, in which I was standing, was blatantly not.

			It would be impossible to rent this house to a Thai person; it’s old, it’s dirty and it’s jam packed with someone else’s spirits, one of which doesn’t even have its head on round the right way. 

			The house had clearly not been occupied, or even visited for years, which means the owners would be desperate not to let a potential tenant slip through their fingers. Also, I know that for the price of the first two weeks rent everything could be fixed; no leaky pipes, no cockroaches, no dead pigeons, decorated from top to bottom, air cons serviced, garden manicured, spick and span, inside and out…“BOOM,” as Thom might well say at this point.  

			“BOOM” he would probably shout again in an even louder voice. 

			Somewhere in between booming and high fives he would almost certainly shout out the words “HOME RUN,” and if he were really excited would probably yell at the top of his fog horn like voice, as though he were trying to communicate with people in outer space “TOUCH DOWN.” 

			For reasons best known to himself, at times of great excitement he also shouts out “GO BOBCATS,” the volume being such that I am sure every bobcat in a hundred mile radius would indeed go and probably not come back.

			The calls were made. The deal was done. The house was ours. 

			“BOOM,” and a couple of “TOUCH DOWNS” and “BOBCATS” as well. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 3
Pleasing The Spirits
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			Early February: Still no rain but getting hotter at night and the swimming pool is heating up nicely.

			“Mister Ting Tong….why you have turtle?” Monk Supply Shop Proprietor  

			The “new” house was great, and by the time we moved in it actually felt like a new house. It smelt of freshly decorated house. The old stained furniture had disappeared, there was a new sink unit, and everywhere was spick and span. It no longer felt like the film set for Day Of The Living Dead. 

			To celebrate we went “down the market” to the monk supply shop with my wife to refurnish the Spirit House. Us ex-pats know how to whoop it up. 

			For those of you who do not have a monk supply shop down the road, or even know what a monk supply shop is, your life is about to expand and become enriched by several grams, if not at least half a kilo, or a couple of pounds, or a good few yards. 

			Okay, imagine the scene. You are a respectable Thai business man or woman, you choose. You can be both if you want, it is Thailand after all. In order to increase the size and prosperity of your business it is essential to keep the local spirit community happy (of course). But, how do you do this? How can you ensure that your message will get across to the other side; to the other dimension? How can you be sure that your wishes are not misinterpreted and cause the mighty wrath of the spirit world to come crashing down upon your brush factory with furious anger? Or even worse, somehow get mixed up with Evil Neddy your nemesis, who runs a rival brush making factory in Chiang Rai who somehow manages to cream off all your good luck for the next hundred years.

			Clearly you need the help of mediators, in other words, monks, whose job it is to pass on your wishes and to chant prayers on your behalf, ensuring that the spirit world knows that you are responsible for all these good vibes (and not Evil Neddy). 

			But now you have another problem; how can you curry favour with the monks in the local temple? How can you make this happen without seeming like a money grabbing cheapskate who wants to railroad a load of innocent spirits into creating untold good luck for you whilst at the same time shafting Evil Ned? In short, how can you get the perfect gift to encourage monks to pray on your behalf without looking like you are simply bribing holy men? And so the monk supply shop was born.

			Imagine another scene if you will… 

			Poor old aunty Maud has dropped dead. This is a sad thing of course. According to religious custom, her husband, has decided to join the temple as a monk for the 3 day funeral and a couple of weeks beyond. As a dutiful relation you are obliged to visit your uncle in the temple. You don’t know him very well, but, of course, you need to take him a gift. You don’t want to buy things that the temple disallow, like most things, but at the same time want it to be practical and meaningful. You are understandably stumped for ideas, but I know a shop that isn’t. So, again, another monk supply shop is born.

			Imagine, if you will, another final scene. Don’t worry, the rest of the book isn’t going to be me just asking you to imagine various monk shop related scenes. Just this last scene, if you will be so kind:

			Imagine that you have opened a modest boutique in the Airport Plaza Shopping Mall, and have decided to sell cheap clothes as you have noticed that there are not quite enough of these little shops down there and there might just be room for one more. While you are busy arranging the clothes in your little shop your other uncle comes round to fix a small shrine on your wall to ensure good luck. You need to get the shrine stuff like a tiny set of bowls and cups to hold your offerings, a figure of the elephant god Ganesh to ensure good luck, and a few incense stick holders. But, where can you buy such a strange assemblage of articles? I expect you can guess.

			Needless to say that monk supply shops are all over Chiang Mai, often conveniently situated near temples, and do a roaring trade throughout the year but especially around religious festival days and important auspicious temple days, of which there are at least five every week. 

			Around the time of the major festivals like, Loy Kratong and Songkran, these shops are the busiest places on earth, stacked to the rafters with lanterns, fireworks, candles and customers.

			The monk shop that I go to at the market is divided into two sections. The back of the shop is stocked with all the shrine and Spirit House articles, and the front of the shop is stocked with the latest gifts for the modern day monk about town. 

			When we arrived, my wife was very impressed, and somewhat surprised to find that I was a known regular customer. 

			“I didn’t know that you have been coming here,” she suddenly said accusingly.

			“What?” I said, ever the raconteur.

			“I didn’t know that you have been coming here,” she said again in a slower measured voice that she used to reserve for telling off the children after they had spent all morning smearing Nutella over themselves and the kitchen floor.

			“But, it’s only a monk supply shop,” I protested.

			“Well, what monks have you been supplying?” she said.

			“It isn’t like that, it’s just a bit of fun,” I said.

			“Fun?” There was a pause. 

			“Yes, just fun, nothing else,” I said weakly. 

			“You call this fun, do you, creeping off to some squalid little shop round the back of the market?” she said with increasing tension in her voice.

			“But, but… it doesn’t mean anything.” I felt panicked. My secret had been found out.

			“Doesn’t mean anything, what are you talking about, doesn’t mean anything?” She said. 

			“It’s not like that, it’s not what you think,” anxiety rising in my every word.

			“Oh no…?” She yelled realizing that I had been involved in a secret casual relationship with a monk supply shop. 

			I was speechless. I fell silent with guilt.

			I didn’t really. I just made this bit up. But she did say “I didn’t know that you have been coming down to a monk supply shop” in a slightly accusatory way, which I thought was very funny. Thinking about it, I guess monk supply shops are not usually the kind of businesses that foreign men secretly, and not so secretly, frequent in Thailand. 

			I had actually been to this particular shop many times during the past year to buy fireworks and lanterns for the Loy Kratong lantern festival and firecrackers for New Year. I had also brought a big bag of tiny candles to make the garden look spooky for Halloween. I was known by the two ladies who ran it, as I was probably their only foreign customer. They smiled at me and my wife.

			“Pan-rai-yaa” they said to me, (“wife” in Thai).

			“Kap, kap, kap” I said quickly, which doesn’t strictly speaking mean “yes” (which is “chai”) but is often used just as a polite positive, when spoken by a man. There is no translation in English so I like to use it. It’s really the only word in Thai that I use, and it will get you a very long way, as you will discover.

			“Ohhh-ooo-waaaa,” they said. 

			I have been wondering how to spell this particular Thai noise that is often made by Thai people, especially women, as a sort of exclamation, a sort of “oh I see” or “you don’t say” with a little bit of added wonderment. Musically, the noise is a perfect triad, it starts on a major third, rises to a fifth in the middle and then sinks satisfactorily to the tonic. It’s a very musical language, which may go some way to explain why I’m so rubbish at it.  

			Until this time I expect the ladies in the shop assumed that I was just one of the many men who come to Thailand to find love, and had already married a Thai wife who was perhaps too lazy to shop for firecrackers and candles herself. The arrival of a very un-Thai wife was causing some interest. They ran through the usual list of explanations that might explain what we were doing poking around the back of a far flung market in Northern Thailand.

			“Missionary?” they said, although they didn’t say it like this, they actually said “mish-en-arr-ree” with a falling tone at the end.

			“Mai,” I responded, which means “no” (although I actually said “Mai kap” the “kap” bit making it more polite, like a friendly full stop which is spoken).

			They carried on with their questioning.

			“Chist-t-ian?” They said again, perhaps thinking that I was just a particularly thick missionary who didn’t quite understand the question.

			“Mai kap” I said again.

			“OOOhhhh-oooo-Wwwaaaaaa,” they both chorused again, like a primary school singing lesson.

			There was a pause. They were clearly thinking hard about the few remaining plausible reasons which would explain why we were in their little monk supply shop.

			“Teach-eer?” one of the ladies said.

			“Mai kap,” I said, which isn’t strictly true but lacked the words, and the will, for the long boring explanation. 

			Then the other one said in an inspired moment, cobbling together all the possibilities known to Thai kind.

			“Christ-t-ian Mish-n-arr-ree Teach-eer?” 

			We all laughed. 

			I wondered what the Thai is for “we just thought that it was a good idea at the time.” Even in English I have trouble explaining why we are here, let alone in Thai. The ladies looked worried and I began to feel out of place. My wife leant forward towards them, tapped the side of her head, pointed at me and said “Ting Tong” which generally means “crazy.” We all laughed. It’s a plausible explanation which will do for now. 

			We looked at the random collection of stuff at the front of the shop. There was all manner of odd and unexpected items. 

			Just to keep you up to date with the latest gift items this season for the monk about town we have in fifth place, the Electronic Rice Steamer. There were many models in different shapes and sizes. In fourth place, Electric Fans, followed closely by saffron coloured scarf and mitten sets for those chilly mornings when you’re stuck up in some picturesque but freezing cold mountain temple in mid winter, about to embark on a wholesome, but numbingly cold four hour meditation session on an icy, tiled floor. In second place, ornamental food collection bowls to collect all the early morning offerings from your indebted local community. But this year, coming in at number one, clearly the top gift to satisfy all occasions; an orange bucket stuffed full of useful miscellaneous items essential for general day to day monking. The whole bucket is gift wrapped in transparent orange cellophane.

			Items in the bucket include toiletries, rolls of toilet paper, toothpaste, biscuits, tissues, fruit juice (inc Sunny Delight), plastic flip flops, drinking chocolate powder, UHT soya milk (I guess for a monk you don’t like very much), incense sticks, cereal bars and instant coffee.

			Interesting as these gifts might be, we had more serious things on our minds. As new owners of a large spirit house we were taking our responsibilities seriously. We needed new shrine figures. 

			I guarantee that any art student completing their final year would gain a first class degree simply by buying any random selection of Thai shrine figures and arranging them in any random fashion anywhere, in any art college in the world, except I guess in Thailand where they would think you were nuts or super religious and possibly both. These little figures are fantastic and I have developed an unhealthy fascination with them.

			There are rows and rows of tiny, and not so tiny, porcelain and plastic models of almost every animal you can think of, especially cockerels, tigers, lions, horses, buffalo, giraffe, turtles, monkeys, elephants and zebras. The range of small model people are also fascinating; young men with hand painted moustaches, old ladies bent in two with walking sticks, stylized female figures covered gaudily with glitter and sequins, babies, children and couples holding hands. There is also of course a massive range of plastic gods; Buddha in many different appearances, tons of Ganeshes, a few Shivas, a load of Brahmas and a smattering of Lakshmis. Obviously local people like to curry favour with a nice range, just in case…you can’t take anything for granted in the god business.

			There’s also some rather mundane but important shrine items, such as miniature cup sets in which to place offerings, and bowls and jugs for fresh water.

			There are also some special items on the top shelf for the serious shrine enthusiast; a metre long reclining Buddha in a glass case, resplendent in gold leaf, a metre high Bo Tree made from gold wire and semi precious stones and a range of much larger ornamental Buddha figures.

			After much whispering to each other we decided to play it safe and bought an old lady and man set in a traditional kneeling position made from bright purple plastic and liberally covered with sequins and gold, silver and purple glitter. I thought that these could represent our older relatives who have passed on. I also wanted to get some animals, so bought some small china figures of cockerels, elephants and a small green turtle. I also bought china figures of a very meek looking younger couple holding hands and a bunch of yellow garlands.

			Armed with a brand new range of shrine-wear we zoomed back to adorn our family Spirit House shrine.

			I put the elderly plastic purple couple next to the lady with the sideways head. I arranged the animals in a line, and in front of them placed the young couple holding hands and finished it all off by hanging the garlands from each corner.

			I was a little worried what our friend and self appointed guardian angel, Khun Sonthaya, would think. He was introduced to us during our first week here as someone who might be able to help with our business, as he was born in Thailand, but grew up in America, so was fluent in both languages (and cultures). I still remember his incredulity that we had given up good lives in England to come here, to his home town, which seemingly offered us nothing.

			“You must be careful,” he said to me on that fateful first day. “Many people will take you to the laundry,” he said gravely. 

			Since that first day he has helped us with everything from running the business to teaching me how to fry dried fish. Without his help we would not be here. He refers to me and my wife as his brother and sister, he treats our children like his own and we love him a great deal. He is the kindest and most thoughtful man in Chiang Mai and I really didn’t want to cause offence. 

			He stood in front of our new Spirit House and nodded and smiled approvingly. 

			After a while he said “would you like some monks to come and bless it? ” I was temped but thought we might be in way over our spiritual heads. 

			“It might be a bit much,” I offered cautiously. He looked at me and nodded.

			“Well,” he continued, “you will definitely need a proper jug to pour water into the cup.”

			I wasn’t entirely sure what he was talking about. 

			The next morning Khun Sonthaya and his wife Khun Noi brought us a beautiful earthen ware jar and a little porcelain cup set.

			Khun Noi saluted in a traditional Thai way and knelt before the shrine and placed the jug and little cup set on the table in front of the shrine. She poured water from the jug into the cups as an offering to the spirits while the cats looked on from the shade of the Tamarind tree and breathed a big stale gecko head yawn.

			“Now you will have good luck,” she said. 

			As we walked back across the garden Khun Sonthaya was frowning. He seemed troubled; he clearly had something on his mind and blurted out “But Alex, promise me something…you need to fix the figure with the broken sideways head…it isn’t right.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4
Living With The Triads
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			Mid February: Still hasn’t rained but is getting hotter. Garden plants shrivel and die within one day if not watered or protected from the sun.  

			“Hay Yoo…wanna buy puppy dog, yoo wanna drink beer?” Jerry

			“Hi Jerry” I shout through my bamboo hedge and into our neighbours garden. He doesn’t hear me.

			Jerry waters the garden with a hose in one hand whilst holding a cigarette and a bottle of Singha beer in the other. It’s 10 o’clock in the morning. This is how Jerry starts every day. As Thom would say, “dude, this is how he rolls.” But of course, as you will know by now he wouldn’t say that he would bellow “DUDE, THIS IS HOW HE ROLLS.” And then laugh and throw his head back and probably yell “BOOM” just for the sake of it.

			Jerry is wearing white jeans, black tear drop sunglasses, sandals and a silver vest top with a picture of a tiger on the front. Jerry is very cool and very rich and he is our new next door neighbour, and he is also in the Hong Kong Mafia, and I’m pretty sure his real name is not Jerry.

			About three weeks after we moved in, the empty house next door was rented out. There was the traditional week long house makeover by a team of six Burmese workers who transformed a large old house into a large new house.  They painted every room white, they painted the fence black and get this, they even painted the red roof tiles red. It wouldn’t have been too much of a stretch of the imagination for them to have painted the grass green. 

			Dead leaves were lopped off palm trees with a razor sharp sickle that was lashed to a long bamboo pole. Hedges were clipped and the enormous waterfall water feature in the front garden was re-plumbed by a team of special water feature engineers who turned up wearing white boiler suits in a white Mercedes van with the words “Pond Pool Pump” on the side. 

			The whole house gleamed in the sun against a dark blue cloudless sky; the bright red roof, the brilliant white walls. It hurt my eyes to look at it.

			Back in the UK we had normal neighbours. Steve and Maggie on one side were teachers, and on the other side we had Eric and Anne who were a very quiet retired couple. Eric had worked all his life as a Farm Manager and really knew his onions.

			Soon after Jerry arrived next door I went around with a cake just to say hello and be neighbourly. My wife said that I was just being nosey, which I was, but I was also just being neighbourly. It’s important to make the effort don’t you think?

			I asked him what he did (which, yes, okay I do admit is a bit nosey).

			“Import and export,” he said without hesitation.

			“Oh, what do you import?” I naively asked

			“Money” he said and roared with laughter like a Chinese drain. I haven’t asked Jerry anything else about his work since, not that he appears to do any.

			The day after Jerry and his family arrived they all roared off in an eight seat taxi and bought themselves a white Toyota truck the size of a space. It was even bigger than Tom’s. Jerry has to climb up a little ladder just to get into it. 

			The day after this they all roared off again in their new mother ship like truck and came back with a large free-standing, open-sided canopy which they erected on their driveway and parked their truck under. Very ingenious. The day after this they roared off and came back with four brand new mountain bikes, one each for Jerry and his wife and two smaller ones for their children. They wobbled up the road on them, fell off and walked them back to the front garden where they chucked them down on the front lawn where they still lie, untouched. The day after this they bought an expensive large gas barbecue unit. The day after this they bought a set of reclining garden chairs. The day after this they bought a new sofa set and the day after this a TV that has the biggest screen I have ever seen. Then they bought four expensive skateboards (?), a baseball set, air guns and free-standing targets, a table tennis table, a giant fridge that sits outside the back door as it’s too big to get into the house (don’t you just love it) and so many other extravagant and wild and useless things.

			Every day they get up late. Jerry waters the garden whilst smoking and drinking, as you know, and then they go out for lunch, after which they go shopping. They do this every day and come back at about tea time with what I call “purchase of the day.” This has become so routine and so part of our lives that when our children come home from school they casually ask what the purchase of the day has been.

			It’s amazing that Chiang Mai has not run out of stuff. Jerry and his family must be single handedly keeping all the new, massive Chiang Mai shopping malls in business. They do buy some amazing stuff though.

			The other day Jerry came back with a huge punch bag and lots of other fitness accoutrements to create an outside gym and his own private Thai Kick Boxing training centre. There are weights on racks and punch bags hanging from trees, sparring gloves and special head protection gear; the whole shebang. He got his wife to hold up a big black protective padded shield while he smoked, drank beer and kicked wildly at it. He did a few impressive looking flying drop kicks, until in the end his wife, who somewhat understandably, got fed up being kicked, screamed at him and stormed off back inside to watch TV and scream a bit more at the kids. 

			Like everything else he has bought, it lasts until the following day when they roar off and buy something else. This was a bit of a problem with the puppy. 

			“Hey…you,” Jerry can never remember my name so calls me Hey You which I like to think of as my traditional Chinese name, Hay Yoo.

			“Hi Jerry,” I say. He is walking down his drive.

			“You want puppy dog?” he asks, as if he’s asking to borrow a rake.

			“Er, no, not right now,” I say.

			“I not like, it shit and make noise…fucking thing.” He spits on the pavement next to me, like a Mexican bandit in a film. He does a lot of spitting actually which might explain the excessive hosing down of his garden. To help along our friendship I know that it would help if I also spat, it would be a kind of bonding thing, but I just can’t bring myself to do it. In the name of bonding it would also probably help if I began to get wasted more often in public places, namely Jerry’s front garden. It would also probably help if I wore immaculate white jeans, developed a little beer belly and hung out in brothels, but my mind was, as always, way ahead of me. Instead I said:  

			“Why did you get it…a puppy’s not just for Christmas,” I said, remembering the animal protection slogan. Jerry just looks at me and spits again. I get the feeling that animal protection is not high on his list of priorities. I doubt that Jerry has even heard of animal protection.

			“Fucking kids…and fucking wife,” and he motions conspiratorially with his thumb towards his house and I get the impression that being a family man is also not high on his list of priorities. Jerry does like to swear a lot as well. Considering his English isn’t great he has picked up a full and impressive compliment of words that you would not expect most English language students to have mastered.

			“Oh well…” I say in an unhelpfully jolly ho-hum kind of way. “What are you up to today?” I ask, hoping to get a sneak preview of the purchase of the day.

			“Drink beer and have fucking great time,” he says in a rather challenging way, but you can’t deny his openess.

			“Well, have a great day,” I say rather weakly and he walked back into his house accompanied by the sound of children screaming, incessant dog yapping and a TV screen the size of Moldova blaring out Chinese pop music videos at full blast. 

			I am not, you understand, spying on Jerry and his family, as everything they do or say is rather difficult to miss. Everything is shouted at Thom-like volume. If they leave the house it’s like an emergency evacuation of New York. You would have to be in a full coma not to miss it and even then you would probably wake up:

			 “Hello nurse, what on earth is that noise? Is it still 1956”

			“No Mr Gimlet , I’m afraid that you have been asleep for a very long time, oh and that’s just Jerry and his family going out to buy roller skates.” 

			Jerry is usually yelling at Mrs Jerry, while Mrs Jerry is usually yelling at the kids, one of which is almost always screaming, the TV is on full blast and the other child is yelling and running uncontrollably around the garden smashing everything he can reach with a baseball bat. It’s as though he is force-feeding his kids cocaine. I would say the modern day phrase “it’s full on” was coined to describe Jerry and his family. Although there are only, for the most part, four people, it sounds like four hundred. 

			I say, for the most part, as often Jerry and his family have family and friends visiting. I assume they are flying in on a direct flight from Hong Kong which has re-opened again. It’s like living next door to a Chinese version of The Simpsons (which makes me Ned Flanders, which isn’t so great). 

			One morning I left the house, as I do fairly early, and his front garden looked like the aftermath of an oriental-themed rock festival. There was a semi naked Chinese man passed out on the drive, another who had collapsed on a small card table scattering playing cards over a six square metre fall out zone. The whole garden was strewn with playing cards, half eaten plates of barbecue food, chicken bones, discarded snack packets, pizza boxes and empty beer bottles and cans. There was also a child’s toy fire engine with its lights still flashing that had rolled down their drive and into the road. I picked it up and turned it off to save the batteries and placed it carefully back just inside their garden. I also noticed a crate full of empty, cheap 12 Baht orange juice bottles, so at least they’re getting their vitamin C. 

			The crowning glory in this vision of debauched Chinese mayhem was a mountain bike that had been ridden into the giant water feature. Perhaps they had been researching the life of Keith Moon on the internet. Rock on Jerry. 

			A while ago Jerry got it into his crazed Chinese head that it would be a good idea to transform his very nice and very normal garden into a not very nice and not very normal private beer garden theme park and illuminated dining area. It looks like a fire sale in a garden centre. 

			There are now numerous life-size Romanesque white concrete statues of large bosomed and scantily clad ladies looking rather wistful and bewildered which have been placed in unfortunately prominent positions in his garden. They don’t look serene but slightly troubled; as if they can’t quite work out why they are there, which, given the location, would be a perfectly reasonable response. They look like they have just been unexpectedly released, in someone else’s toga, from a mental health unit which treats mild anxiety. The statue closest to our hedge looks like she’s hanging the sheets out at a nudist camp. The overall effect is to lend the garden an air of saucy but arresting perplexity.

			As well as these Roman statues there are coloured flood lights arranged in artful ways, to illuminate trees and bushes in a wash of gaudy primary colours. There is a giant ornamental sun dial, large potted ferns, thousands of fairy lights, ornamental citrus trees in terracotta pots and a job lot of fancy wrought iron tables and chairs. 

			Inexplicably, in the middle of all this pseudo Mediterranean tosh is a large Japanese water feature in which a wooden bucket slowly fills up with water before clonking loudly against the side and draining into a little bamboo pond. It then jerks back to its original position before lurching through the whole series of movements again, and again, and again. 

			In the dead of night, when Jerry and his gang have all passed out, and the dog has eaten both children, and the TV has long since exploded, all you can hear is the endless clonking of this bloody Japanese water feature. It sounds like a massive death watch beetle slowly dragging its way around their garden.   

			An unfortunate by-product of Jerry’s garden’s bizarre transformation is his growing penchant for stuffing it full of his mafia chums and getting completely blasted. It’s like a never ending procession of welcome home parties for long term prison inmates, which, considering the circumstances might not be a million miles away from the truth. 

			When it’s not his Triad gang pals turning up for shore leave it’s the turn of his massive extended family.

			A few weeks ago two old people arrived at Jerry’s who both looked like fat angry old Chinese men; they both looked like the character Odd Job from the James Bond movie Goldfinger, but fatter and a lot more angry and useless.  They were both five foot tall by five foot wide and scowled at everything. It turned out to be Jerry’s mum and dad.

			They had evidently flown over to see how their hare brained son had made good. They spent two weeks sitting out in the front garden on sun loungers (purchase of the day number 46) as though they were on show.  

			Occasionally they would get up very slowly, as if movement and perambulation was a new thing in their lives and waddle around the garden or a small way up the road and back. They would stop and stare at things as though they had never been on planet Earth before. 

			One day a bird landed in a tree in the garden, a bold old minor bird, the starlings of South East Asia, and they both stood up and walked over and stared at it for ages until it flew off. They silently turned around and waddled back to their chairs. They did this for two weeks. 

			They even did it to the guy who delivers bottled water on Saturday afternoons. As soon as he pulled up in his old truck they waddled out and stared at him through the passenger window, as though they were invisible and had no need to observe normal conventions that govern basic social interaction and respect for personal space. They were practically on top of him. They continued to stand and stare at him while he lugged crates of water backwards and forwards, up and down their son’s driveway. They watched him drive up the road and disappear, whereupon they waddled back to their chairs and sat down for a very long time.

			They carried on like this for the duration of their stay; watching, scowling and staring, until one day Jerry put them in the back of his truck and drove them away. I imagine him reversing up to some remote cliff edge and just pushing them over, after which they would probably just get up, dust themselves down and carry on scowling at things. They looked indestructible. 

			At night, when Jerry and his family get back late, I lie in bed listening to the noise of madness. I listen to the noise of an aspartame and caffeine addled youngster tearing around their multi coloured flood lit garden with a baseball bat, (purchase of the day number 38), smashing at the trees and statues, or what’s left of them. Both Jerry and Mrs Jerry, I assume, too wasted and addled themselves to scream at them. The TV’s on at full blast and tuned into some Chinese pop music satellite channel and the Japanese water feature is clonking away. The younger child amuses himself by idly hitting the puppy with a squeaky plastic toy hammer, while the puppy jumps up and down yapping uncontrollably; perhaps it’s also high on too much fizzy pop as well.  

			I lie awake listening to all this noise; all this unbridled madness and I wonder about Jerry. I wonder what it would be like to be him. I wonder what it would be like to do exactly as you please the whole time, to get up at 10 o’clock in the morning and start drinking beer, to have a limitless supply of money, to buy stuff you don’t need, to care so little about your kids’ education that you don’t even bother enrolling them at a school, to not care what anyone thinks of you and to get completely wasted every single night.

			As I lie in bed listening to Jerry’s world, I feel like a quiet and distant moon at the edge of the universe. I think about the expensive mountain bike sticking out from the waterfall water feature and the Romanesque statues and the big stupid sun dial and the outdoor kick boxing equipment lying unused in the corner of the garden. I think of all the waste and feverish consumerism and wonder how and when it will end. Jerry’s world seems very far away from mine.

			When we were young we were taught to save things, to be careful, to not colour over the lines, to look after things and not to waste the batteries. Jerry never thinks about the batteries, he acts like batteries never run out, and perhaps in his world they don’t. 

			Someone once observed that if you have money there is no risk in life, and perhaps this is what it is like for Jerry. He lives without fear and without risk. He lives without the batteries ever running out, and I wonder what it takes to be like Jerry. I wonder what it would be like to leave everything on all the time and not worry about the batteries, to live life without the handbrake on, or at least have a truck that works, or a new bike, or even a skateboard. With these thoughts about batteries and skateboards I drift off to sleep with the sound of screaming, Chinese pop music and clonking in the background.

			On the other side of us lives Mrs Mad Old Lady. We call her this because she is mad and an old lady. She lives in a great big, immaculate house all by herself along with a miserable looking maid and visited by hundreds of fawning relatives. She is also obsessed with employing  workmen to constantly carry out pointless tasks. It’s like Miss Havisham meets TV’s House Makeover team. What with Jerry one side and her on the other it’s like living in a deranged version of the Ideal Home Exhibition.

			At first we thought she was normal until we came home one day to find that she had ordered a team of lumberjacks to cut down every tree in our side garden, including the wonderful old Tamarind tree, as well as a fully grown fruit bearing jack fruit tree. Between these two matures trees I had proudly slung a hammock for my boys which they both would sit in and swing backwards and forwards whilst singing the theme tune to Star Wars. They also cut down the biggest and most impressive fan palm in Chiang Mai.

			When I arrived home the garden looked like the aftermath of the Battle of the Som. Plants lay broken in half, grass trampled and bushes no more than small collections of splinters.  

			In shock and bewilderment I asked her why she had cut all our trees down, and rather haughtily she replied with one word; “unhygienic” and she flounced off back inside her sterile house to bleach the cat.

			“But…this is our garden…” I stammered.

			“Unhygienic,” she called back over her shoulder.

			“You can’t just wait until we’re out and cut down our garden,” but it was too late, she already had. It was so very wrong, like bull fighting and ginger hair.

			Having cut down our unhygienic trees she then got another team of workmen to uproot her own palm trees and lay down a large pointless but immaculate lawn. This all took forever and involved her lording it over them and occasionally screeching “mai, mai, mai, mai.” She watched every move they made with her crazed and spiteful beady little black eyes. 

			I would feel sorry for her if she hadn’t cut half our garden down and was as spiteful as hell. Her husband had died several years ago (suicide I guess, if he had any sense. He’s probably this minute working out how to escape from her Spirit House) and she now amuses herself by bullying workmen, screaming at her maid and bleaching her driveway (as well as the cats).  

			After the lawn was laid she then employed another team of young men to come around every other day and water and tend it. They would walk up and down carefully drenching every inch and then cut and roll it while she shrieked at them from the doorway.   

			Eventually she got bored of this and employed yet another team of men to lay an immensely complicated irrigation system under the garden. This project took weeks to complete and involved her changing her raddled old Thai mind about a trillion times before she eventually allowed them to leave her garden. 

			When it comes on it’s like the fountain show outside Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas. Kids from the neighbouring streets cycle round just to watch it.

			She’s hell-bent on using as much water as possible. She is single handedly going about draining the Huay Tung Toa Reservoir of every last drop of water, whereupon she will probably rip up the lawn and create a desert garden.

			Her greatest pointless triumph so far this year was nagging the telephone company and the village maintenance people long and hard enough until they agreed to remove a completely harmless and innocuous telegraph pole which happened to be on the pavement outside her house. I dare say it was slightly obscuring her view of the opposite gutter. Or perhaps, it too, was somehow unhygienic.

			The removal of the pole means of course that the telegraph wires hang down unusually low above her front fence. A problem she clearly didn’t foresee and which the telephone people were obviously too frightened to point out.  Consequently, she often totters outside into the road and frowns up at the low hanging wires. I am extremely happy to report that it must cause her no end of anguish. 

			I assume she is trying to find a team of men willing to suspend the sagging wires from ropes attached to clouds, or perhaps launch her long suffering maid to the moon from a gigantic canon made from the off-cuts of the underground irrigation system, from where she would be able to lower hooks to catch the offending wires.  

			Sometimes I go out into the road, where I know she can see me and I also stare up at the sagging wires in a pained way and shake my head, as if to say, “if only these wires were not hanging so low your house and your life would be perfect and hygienic.” I’m not sure what effect this has on her but I’m hoping it might push her over the edge. It’s an experiment in progress. I’ll let you know how it works out. 

			I’m hoping that she will eventually get the army in to flatten her house and garden, cover it in concrete and erect a stainless steel bunker in which she would sit on a spotless zinc throne attended by her increasingly miserable and long suffering maid. Perhaps then one of her many sycophantic, fawning family members will realize she is completely batty and cart her off to the nut house.

			We can but hope. Raddled old bag.

			By comparison, on the other side of the street opposite us live Han and Jazz, a very quiet and  pleasant, if somewhat bizarrely named, young Korean couple who do nothing except play golf and go shopping. They are a bit like a quiet, sophisticated version of Jerry and Mrs Jerry. They also have a pair of mountain bikes and sometimes zoom off for an early morning bike ride as I am trying to start my motorscooter on my way to work, wondering how they can afford to indulge in a life comprising of endless gentle sporting and leisure activities.

			So, for now, along with Thom and Khun Sonthaya this is me and my familys little world; the golf obsessed Han and Jazz opposite, Jerry and the Hong Kong Mafia next door and on the other side,  Mrs. Mad Old Lady lording it over her sterile joyless little kingdom. 

			Two months into our second year and so far life is looking okay-ish, I think.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5
Songkran

			[image: ]

			Mid April :  The first rains of the season…at last.

			“Sir, you go to Chiang Mai Songkran today with wife and students (meaning children)…drink whiskey…much ting tong.” Taxi driver on the way to Bangkok Airport.

			The seasons change in Chiang Mai with the apocalyptic force of colliding planets. There’s no sliding gently into autumn with subtle changes of leaf colour from verdant green to brilliant gold here. Northern Thailand has the seasonal shifting of a sledge hammer meeting thin ice. The dry season gives way to the rains with an energy last witnessed when the continents and oceans were themselves forged from a primeval soup, or when my sister kicked through my bedroom door after I shaved the mane from her Barbie Horse with my Dad’s new electric razor. It is, whichever way you look at it, an astonishingly powerful event (the weather in northern Thailand that is and not the experiment with the Barbie Horse).

			From January to April the relentlessly hot dry days get hotter and longer; every day feels like it can’t possibly get any hotter as temperatures rise steadily towards the forties. I think 44 degrees was the hottest this year recorded in Chiang Mai, which in technical language is known as “unbelievably bastard hot.” It’s just a shade cooler than “bloody hell my heads on fire,” which was the exclamation made by the guy who measured the hottest temperature ever recorded by modern (and, I assume, extremely sweaty) man on the planet, in the Sahara Desert. The temperature and pressure builds up to a tremendous force which seems to be released in a moment of cosmic mayhem around mid April. 

			Dark clouds roll across the sky at super high speed and thunder claps explode shaking houses and dislodging pictures from the wall. Everything that is not bolted firmly to the ground gets blown away. 

			Jerry’s large canopy that he bought to park his truck underneath, after he converted his carport into a kind of outside barbecue-park-beer garden with combined children’s play area and brothel, blew up into the sky with such force that it sailed over his garden and into the road behind us. I don’t think he even noticed. The mangled wreckage hung from a tree for a while until the security guards dragged it back to Jerry’s house, where it remains to this very day on his front lawn, like a huge, dirty, crumpled ghost.   

			Unsurprisingly, the shifting of the seasons and arrival of this dramatic weather also marks the beginning of the new Thai year. For those of you still following the ancient Brahmaic cosmological calendar this also coincides with the moving of the sun out of Pisces. 

			As I assume that most of you are not following the old Brahmaic cosmological calendar  and can’t be bothered squinting at the sun everyday and burning out your retinas to follow the subtle solar changes, the Thai New Year is marked for convenience, rather than solar accuracy (an ongoing bone of contention for the Chiang Mai Brahmaic Fundamentalist Society), on the 14th April, and the Songkran Festival spreads out either side like a sick teenage hangover. 

			It’s interesting that Thailand didn’t subscribe to the western calendar until as late as 1940, just within living memory of some of those cool old dudes who still make a living peddling their old bicycle rickshaws around the moat. Before this date, January 1st and all the other dates, months and seasons that hold our world together, were as strange and unusual to Chiang Mai people as Brahmaic underwear would be to us today (according to ancient Brahmaic tradition, underwear, especially for young children, was imbued with powerful magic and protective magical writing and magic charms in order to ward off evil spirits. There are some great examples in the Chiang Mai Museum. This tradition has partly been absorbed into modern day Thai Buddhism with magical protective writing which is tattooed straight onto the skin of many Thai men and women by Buddhist monks). Bearing in mind the relatively recent arrival of the modern western calendar, it is little wonder that there’s still such confusion surrounding the actual date of public and religious holidays and why it’s always such a shock and surprise to all foreigners when the little laminated signs appear in the 7 Eleven telling us that it’s a religious holy day and therefore we can’t buy a bottle of beer until Pisces has moved out of Leo, or whatever.

			It’s difficult to convey in words the sheer madness, scale and mayhem of the Songkran Festival in Chiang Mai. Like many old festivals it was originally, what sounds like a rather boring and quiet affair, where water was respectfully sprinkled upon senior members of the household as a way of cleaning away the old year, getting rid of bad luck and making way for a whole shed-load of brand new good luck for the coming year. In true Brahmaic tradition it also reflected events in the greater cosmos, the sprinkling of water mirroring the long awaited  arrival of the falling rain from the heavens; the important and literal recreation of heaven on earth.  

			This once sedate ceremony has now morphed into the biggest and rowdiest water fight on the planet, fuelled by alcohol and ignited by high spirits, and fanned into a towering inferno of mayhem by a large army of dirty old men who can’t wait to see a city full of over excitable and giggly young women in wet T shirts. Strangely, nobody seems to mention this last bit. 

			When we arrived in Bangkok for our first ever holiday in Thailand it was just before Songkran. At the time I didn’t know Songkran from a hole in the ground and had no idea what it was. At best I would have guessed that it was some kind of singing festival celebrating Thai folk songs perhaps (if there are such things). I began to feel distinctly unnerved when the Bangkok hotel staff started giving us sombre advice about rescheduling our trip up north to another time. Sometimes they just laughed nervously and changed the subject. Surely the worst it could be is a large water fight?

			Nothing in any guide book that I have ever read comes close to the madness and wetness that is the Chiang Mai Songkran Festival. It’s as if a giant has packed away the grown up, sensible world and wrapped it carefully in dry sheets of old fashioned brown paper and stored it out of harms way at the back of a waterproof cupboard and replaced it with an over indulged children’s party, supervised by a group of six year old girls pumped up on fizzy pop and cake, all jumping up and down screaming “more, more, more.” 

			To give you just a little whiff of the watery misrule you could expect to see during the festival, imagine if you will this every day scene of Chiang Mai folk:

			A tired ex-pat father is keen to get back from the office without getting too wet. He knows, of course, that he will get wet, there’s no avoiding it, it’s just a matter of degrees. A bit wet is okay, but fully drenched from head to toe is horrible, especially on a motorbike. So, he decides to go home “around the back way,” past the old fire station to avoid the main roads. 

			For 51 weeks of the year the old fire station on the back way home is exactly what it sounds like; an old, dusty fire station on the way back home. For the most part the only signs of life are the chickens that peck about in the dust next to the entrance ramp. There are two very old, very frail fire trucks that would look more at home in a private collection of ancient service vehicles. Needless to say that nothing ever happens in the fire station. Except, that is, during the Songkran Festival.

			During the festivities the firemen drag out all the high pressure hoses, fill up every available bucket and basin and swap their brains with a group of over excited six year old boys who have been let loose in an aspartame factory. They go absolutely berserk and even more so when they see a tired looking ex-pat Dad trying to keep dry. Needless to say that I was completely drenched by a group of giggling, middle aged, drunken firemen. 

			It’s not the most usual situation to encounter, and again goes way off The Scale of Situations. How am I supposed to react? Laugh, cry, stamp my feet and throw their ice cream and jelly on the floor? 

			I wondered what would happen if you called the fire brigade to report that your house was on fire. Would they sober up and stumble out and come to your rescue or would they just carry on drenching hapless motorcyclists? While I was mumbling to myself in a rather humourless way about the irresponsibility of it all I realized that the chance of anything actually catching fire in a city wide water fight was about a million to one. It would take an arsonist of unprecedented ambition and determination to create even a small flicker of flame in a tinder box, let alone set an entire house on fire. Everything gets very wet indeed. 

			Apart from the fire station back road it goes without saying that every road, lane and track in Chiang Mai, especially in the old town and around the moat, is full of people screaming, laughing and throwing water over each other. Thousands of pick up trucks gridlock the city, each one with a mobile party dancing in the back throwing buckets of water at everyone from big plastic water tanks and oil drums lashed to the back. Every house has a group of kids and adults outside, whom I suspect are well pumped up with copious amounts of whisky (probably the kids as well), who are armed with hoses, buckets and giant toy water guns ready to soak the nearest moving object, which is usually me.

			It was into this self inflicted maelstrom that we innocently stepped/ plunged on that first fateful visit to what is now our home. Between leaving the airport and arriving at our hotel, which looked like the Wet and Wild water theme park in Florida, everything was soaked. The children where crying. Tears were rolling down their water drenched faces, “when can we go home Daddy,” they wailed “we hate it here.” To rather jet lagged and tired parents it seemed like a watery version of hell. 

			This year my sense of watery fun was pushed to the limit. I was scootering my way back home along the ring road when I was caught in one of those almighty thunder storms that I mentioned earlier. From bright and sunny it went to dark and cloudy in moments. The skies darkened, ominous black clouds appeared like battleships, torrential rain poured from the heavens and the wind lashed across the road. 

			Desperate to get home to safety I carried on weaving along the deserted road when all of a sudden a large tree crashed across the road just ahead of me. If I had been just seconds earlier I would have been crushed to death.  The noise was horrendous, trees were falling like nine pins and anything that wasn’t bolted down was being blown across the road. It felt like the end of the world. Bill boards were blown away as though they were nothing but matchsticks and pieces tissue paper, bamboo scaffolding was falling down around half finished houses and debris of all kinds was whipped at frightening speed across the road. I had no alternative other than to stop by the fallen tree. It was just impossible to keep going, the wind was too strong. 

			I was both pleased that I was still alive and not lying crushed beneath the tree but also terrified that something terrible was about to happen.

			I thought of my wife and children and hoped that they were okay at home. 

			I tried to remember the correct emergency procedures to protect oneself in the event of tornadoes and hurricanes and tropical high winds. I couldn’t remember whether I was supposed to take shelter under a tree or keep as far away from trees as possible. Or did this only apply in thunder storms and lightening strikes? 

			A recent news clip from America came to mind of a reporter standing next to a collapsed bridge and saying “if only they had stayed where they were and not tried to shelter under the bridge they would still be alive today.” Thankfully there was no nearby bridge to crush me to death. 

			I wondered whether I should lie flat in the open, on a piece of nearby waste land but thought that it was unlikely that I would make it without getting hit by a piece of flying debris. Should I make a dash for it and jump in the ditch at the side of the road?

			There wasn’t actually time to do any of these life preserving actions, as, unnoticed a small girl armed with a bucket of water had crept up behind me, from what remained of a nearby house. As I crouched by the fallen tree praying that I would survive to see my family once again I had a sense of someone behind me and turned around just in time to cop the whole bucketful of water in the face. 

			She ran off giggling back across the windswept road while trees continued to crash to the ground and shredded bits of houses blew past me. I really didn’t know, and still don’t, what to make of it. I can only imagine that the sense of fun and feverish excitement of Songkran overrides normal social behaviours, like preserving life in treacherous situations, that, and being able to throw water over foreigners without recrimination.

			So, that’s Songkran. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 6
Thom And The Market
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			Late April: Hot sun and occasional rain. Everything is turning green again, even our garden.

			I have somehow ended up in my lovely local market with Thom. 

			Despite living here for several years and being married to a beautiful Thai woman called Khun Meow, (who is kind and forgiving in equal measure which is lucky for Thom as he is daft and loud in equal measure), Thom has, rather incredibly, never been to a Thai “Fresh” Market. I’m not looking forward to it.

			It’s mid afternoon and the market is at its quietest, recovering from the lunch time trade and preparing for the busy evening rush. I am hoping there is nobody around, but I am wrong. 

			As we walk into the dark cool interior Thom yells out really loudly. 

			“Who the fuck buys all this shit?” He is pointing to a huge pile of radishes. He’s had a couple of beers at lunch time and is even louder and more exuberant than his normal loud and exuberant self. 

			“What’s this?” he yells.

			He is now waving a radish around as though it’s alive and banging it on a table as though he’s trying to kill it, much to the astonishment of the young woman whose stall it is.

			“It’s a radish Thom.”

			“Do they sell pizza?” he says. I shake my head.

			“Burgers?” I shake my head again.

			“Fries?” he says hopefully. I continue to shake my head.

			“What the fuck do they sell here then?” he says, genuinely a bit shocked.

			He is clearly overwhelmed by the vast amounts of food, but has yet to grasp the basics of normal conversation and conventional behaviour and the fact he is about 10,000 miles away from Texas. He is also, as you know, “half drunk.”

			I seize on an idea that might somehow restrain him and force him to exercise a tiny bit of control before thoughts and obscenities fly out of his mouth at full southern American volume. 

			“Thom,” I say like a sneaky teenager in a playground. “You know that I sometimes write articles and books and things…do you mind if I write about you?”

			I hope, of course, that he will say yes, and then realize that if he does anything too crazy I might write about it, thus exposing him to the world. Well, a few of you anyway. It’s a sneaky trick I admit, but I was feeling desperate and couldn’t think quickly enough to save myself and him from total embarrassment.

			“Do what the goddam hell you want if it makes you happy buddy, I’ll never read it anyway. It’ll probably be a crock of shit.” He throws his head back and roars with laughter as though he is trying to make himself heard on the moon, or indeed Austin, Texas.

			I am now all out of plans in the middle of my lovely market that I frequent every day, with a half drunk Thom who has a voice like a bass drum through a stadium PA system.  He will embarrass himself, and me and alienate me forever from one of the great joys in my life, “my” market. 

			As a rule foreigners don’t come to this market. It does take a bit of getting used to and unless you speak a bit of Thai and find yourself out beyond the main centre of the city it would not be a place you would think of going. There are very few prices marked on goods and those there are, are in Thai. Nobody speaks English, so buying stuff can be a problem, unless like me you are quietly persistent, have a real love and interest in food and cooking and don’t mind making endless mistakes and having people laugh at you when you ask for 100 kilos of avocados. Thom will just not get anything about this market and they will hate him, and, by default, hate me and one of my few great pleasures in life will be ruined forever, I thought, rather dramatically.

			Just as I am thinking all this and before I can formulate another plan Thom unexpectedly shouts something like “BOOM SHACK-A-LACK-A-LACK.” 

			Oh my God, he’s found the toy stall.

			The market toy stall is great. It’s piled high with the sort of cheap toys that fill children’s Christmas stockings every winter the world over. There are train sets, and skipping ropes, candy canes and gob stoppers, magic tricks, sticker sets and rub on transfers, giant plastic dinosaurs that roar when you squeeze them, wiggly rubber snakes, boxes of candy cigarettes, fireworks, jack-in-the-boxes, pink plastic slinkies, pirate sets with swords and an eye patch and multi coloured fairy wings. It really is a wonderland of cheap, brightly coloured plastic and designed carefully to make sure that all kids who are dragged past it by their parents can only be dragged beyond it by brute force or a 10 Baht toy. It also seems to have worked on Thom.

			“BOOM,” he says, his eyes wide, trying to take in the untakeable. 

			“Boom” he says again quietly to himself as though it was a gentle echo of the first boom that had been reverberating around his huge body and just took a while to come out. He was lost in thought.

			“Geez… can I buy some stuff?” he turns to me.

			“Yes, if you want Thom. It’s a market, you can buy what you like,” I said, suddenly sounding like a wise grown up.

			He let out a BOOM so loud it made me jump.

			He started picking up toys, and games, and gimmicks, and novelities with wide eyed wonderment. 

			“Meow will love this” he says as he waves a life size rubber plucked chicken in the air. I’m not so sure.

			Soon he has an armful of stuff. The lady who runs the stall is not sure whether to beam with satisfaction at her potential sale of the century or call the police.

			“This is fantastic buddy, why didn’t you bring me here before?” says Thom. I am lost for words.

			He finishes scooping up handfuls of toys and jokes and a plastic ray gun that fires plastic pellets (“for your cats” he explains and winks) and dumps them in front of the lady who owns the stall. She is trembling with excitement at the prospect of making the biggest sale of her life. She has to borrow a calculator from the sausage man.  

			She adds it all up and Thom hands over a 1000 Baht note, which is unheard of in the market. Other traders become aware of what is going on, and the massive sale that has just taken place. Some of the stalls in the market don’t even have 1000 Baht worth of stock, let alone selling most of it in one go. 

			By now two other ladies on neighbouring stalls have come to help the toy seller bag up Thom’s stuff. Eventually they hold up numerous small plastic bags which are bulging with most of what was the toy stall.

			“Put it there…” Thom yells. Nobody moves, and for a moment I don’t know what’s going on either. The worried ladies behind the stall look at me for help, but all I can do is return their same bewildered and desperate stare. 

			He holds up his right hand. 

			“C’MON….PUT IT HERE….HIGH FIVES”

			They put down the bags and hold up their hands giggling, and Thom high fives the three tiny Thai ladies who have never been high fived in their lives. One of them holds up a small boy who also wants to join in the fun and is waving his tiny little hand.

			“That’s right…HIGH FIVES,” Thom shouts and high fives the boy. I notice that the boy’s hand is about the same size as Thom’s thumb.

			The ladies and their surrounding friends spontaneously break in to applause and giggle.

			I cannot believe what is happening.

			“BOOM….I love this place,” Thom says to me excitedly. “What else can I buy?”

			We march around the market in a quirky little procession. He buys a huge bag full of green oranges, several kilos of strawberries and a really huge bunch of purple and white orchids for Meow. They are usually sold for 15 Baht for a small bunch and Thom buys 100 Bahts worth; a level of consumerism unprecedented in this sleepy little out of the way market. 

			As he walked and boomed his way around, he high fived every stall holder he brought something from. 

			All eyes in the market were now on Thom. They watched everything he did with a mixture of excitement and apprehension. So did I. He bought some deep fried chicken heads for my cats. He, quite understandably was a bit shocked at seeing the huge pile of perfect heads, battered and fried. But it didn’t last long as within a minute he was waving one around in front of his trousers like a penis. The man behind the stall nearly killed himself laughing. He got a high ten and I had to hold Thom’s strawberries. 

			He showed my friend, who sells rice and supports Arsenal FC as madly as I do, how to do a special hand shake called “Potato Fries.” They both practiced rolling their right hand into a fist, punching each other’s fist in mid air, and shouting “POTATO” and as their hands fall away in slow motion with their fingers spread out like French fries, they both yell “FRIES.” They do it several times over, and it looks good. It looks like a scene in a film. The little boy from the toy stall comes over and wants to have a go at “Potato Fries” as well. 

			“I wan podado fry,” he is shouting and his mum is trying to calm him down.  He repeats it until Thom turns round and does podado fry with him. He squeals with delight and rushes off to teach it to the whole market, shouting “podado fry, podado fry, podado fry.”

			As we leave the market Thom turns around, like a World Wrestling Federation celebrity wrestler leaving an arena. He put his stuff down on the rice stall, raises both arms in the air and calls back across the market “Thailand I love you….BOOM,” some people look startled and some people applaud uncertainly.

			As we walk away Thom turns and says:

			“Hey buddy, that was fun.” 

			I say, “Yes Thom, that was fun,” and a small boy runs past us yelling “podado fry” at the top of his little lungs.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7
A Little Bit More Understanding… 
a little less action please

			[image: ]

			May:  Still hot and rainy. I really must find a gardener.

			“Hey listen buddy, they aint your erbs… you don’t own the erbs.”  Market Tourist

			Some people say that Las Vegas is their favourite place on earth. Others talk about places like Paris or St Mark’s Square in Venice. For me, it is my local market, which is still buzzing with the excitement of Thom’s recent visit. I go as often as I can, slowly expunging the many years spent pushing a wire trolley around a massive and joyless supermarket, doing the soul destroying weekly shop, the completion of each isle marking another 50 metres closer to my grave, not to be too dramatic or anything. 

			I’m now a recognized market regular, which unfortunately, means that well meaning traders engage me in horrendous one sided conversations, which inevitably end with me apologizing for my lack of Thai. Learning the Thai phrase for “I’m sorry I haven’t the foggiest idea what you’re talking about” was the best and worst phrase I’ve learnt as it has allowed me to circumvent the arduous business of learning a new language but, on the flip side, means I can’t understand anything anyone says to me. 

			Anyway, us market people don’t let silly little things like language get in the way of communication. The old lady who has the fresh herb stall will often talk at me for quite some time as I nod along and occasionally, when I feel the need, say “kap, kap, kap.” I’ve no idea what I am agreeing to and it’s been going on for months. 

			She has introduced me to her sister, at least I think it’s her sister, but as I’m writing this it is slowly dawning on me that, for all I know, it might be my new wife. Perhaps I’ve agreed to marry the old herb woman’s younger sister. She did look rather hopeful, bordering on desperate, and I remember thinking at the time that a low plunge neck, red evening dress was an odd thing to wear just for chopping up ginger and bunching coriander. Still, looking on the bright side, I’ll get cut price herbs for the rest of my life. Let the good times roll.

			The market is a sanctuary, sometimes a rather noisy, hot smelly sanctuary, but none the less a place where I retreat and feel at home, which is rather lucky as I may well be spending considerably longer on the other side of the herb stall. 

			It is a permanent covered market and open every day of the year from early in the morning when the breakfast stalls open selling grilled chicken and pork and rice porridge, to late at night when tired hotel shift workers can grab a plate of noodles on their way home. Between these hours you can buy everything, and more, from the market stalls and the little shops just outside.

			The busiest part of the market day is between 4pm and 6pm when the whole working Chiang Mai world clocks off and nips into the market to get dinner. For the odd foreigner who ambles in it’s a rather daunting prospect; the noise, the heat, the confusion, the cooking smells, the burning incense, the crowds and the fact that most of what you are looking at is unrecognisable does not bode well for Johnny Foreigner. 

			Often I see foreign men led around by their Thai wives looking bewildered and overwhelmed, thinking “…and now I have to shop here and eat this!” They hang onto their wives like drowning men in a ship wreck, afraid that if they let go they’ll be cast adrift in a strange sea of unrecognizable fruits and grilled frogs, eventually washing up behind the herb stall, in the firm and increasingly desperate grasp of the herb lady’s sister. 

			Still, it could be worse; it could be the fried fish lady’s sister, who is the size of Thom’s truck and seems to live on nothing but deep fried batter. She once wore a vest top with the slogan “sleep with me and get a free breakfast” on the front. It was an intriguing prospect and part of me wanted to ask if there was a choice of breakfast, but I knew deep down that it would be fried batter, so I didn’t bother. I’m sure though, that apart from being covered in fish fat, immensely obese, wearing vest tops emblazoned with increasingly reckless sexualized messages and stuffing herself with deep fried batter, she is probably a very nice person. Perhaps, like her much loved batter, just a little mixed up.  

			There is a midget lady who is married to an equally tiny but much older man who sells a very limited, but very cheap, range of fruit and vegetables. For example, when I was there yesterday they were selling, (although the word selling is rather misleading as they were both nowhere to be seen) water melons, tomatoes and bell peppers, the day before they just had a huge pile of sweet potatoes. He is almost always drunk and she is almost always angry and they are usually engaged in a furious argument behind their limited range of cut price veg. 

			Sometimes she is not there and he is fast asleep behind the stall in a filthy plastic chair with an empty bottle of whisky. When this happens, which is quite frequent, the routine is to help yourself to the cheap veg and leave the money in his dirty little pot. He must wake up and find a pot stuffed full of money. It must feel like alcohol induced magic; he puts out an empty plastic pot on his vegetable stall, drinks a bottle of cheap whisky, falls asleep and wakes up to find it stuffed full of cash. If I could write Thai I would leave a little message saying “a gift from the vegetable fairies...will you be our king?” He would, after all, be just about the right size. 

			One of the friendliest market traders is a smiley lady who sells Thai vegetables. She is large and friendly and banters loudly with customers and other traders alike. She’s quite raucous and laughs like a drain. I imagine that she has that wonderful quality of being quite cheeky, not taking herself too seriously, but at the same time taking no nonsense; ideal qualities for a good foster mum. I maybe wrong of course. For all I know she may just be spinning unfunny smutty jokes at my expense and thick as two short planks.

			Her personal qualities are not, however, the most immediately noticeable thing about her or her stall. The most arresting thing about her stall is a highly polished and massive wooden penis the size of a man’s arm which pokes out proudly between the lettuces. It is an alarming sight as I’m sure you can imagine. 

			These lucky penis amulets are not uncommon in Thailand and associated with protecting monetary gain, as well as bringing general good luck. It is unusual, though, to see such a massive one so prominently displayed. Sometimes she leans on it to get greater leverage while stacking up her radishes. This isn’t a euphemism, although it sounds like a cracker doesn’t it? She does actually lean on it and sometimes I have seen her polishing it with a filthy rag, which I think actually is a euphemism. Perhaps on second thoughts she and her massive wooden penis would not be ideal foster mum material.     

			Another person who has achieved cult status in the market community is a beautiful, but miserable looking young Thai woman with a perfect little black, whispy moustache. She works in one of the surrounding shops and wafts hairily around the market looking sullen. When I say works, I mean she leans up against a wall, glaring out into the road, defying anyone to show an interest in her little, angry shop. My eldest son has somewhat fittingly re-christened her Babe-ra-ham Lincoln, I think on account of her hairy features rather than her straight talking politics and insistence upon the abolition of slavery.

			So imagine my shock when, in this bizarre and private little sanctuary of mine, where I can understand not one human voice and avoid immanent betrothal to the herb lady’s sister by the use of elaborate mime, one afternoon in the jolly month of May I heard a babble of English language. 

			I was minding my own business buying some tamarind pulp from the dry goods stall when just behind me I heard the excitable chattering of a small group of tourists who were being led around my market on one of these food tours as part of a cooking school activity. 

			You know the deal. Some canny minded Thai housewife suddenly realizes that with a little capital outlay she can turn her back yard into an “outdoor kitchen,” charge Johnny Tourist an arm and a leg to be taken around a market, in order to buy ingredients to make the obligatory green curry, which they will learn how to knock up on their return to the “outdoor kitchen.” Everyone’s a winner! Except me and the herb lady.

			I turned around to see one of the tourists picking up handfuls of my herb lady’s fresh herbs that she spends all morning, along with the help of her sister, carefully arranging in neat little bunches, that were now flying everywhere. 

			It’s well within market protocol to examine fruit and veg before you buy it, indeed, proud stall owners will actually encourage you to do so to ensure that you are happy with your purchase and come back the following day. Picking stuff up randomly and waving it about without any intention of making a purchase is a completely different thing. Can you imagine the response if a group of South East Asian tourists did this in your local market back home? There would be a lynching.

			“Gee, look  Miranda, look at all these fresh ’erbs,”  said a large man with a camera round his neck. He really said “gee” and he really said “erbs.” Before you could say “put those herbs down right now,” the little group of tourists were all busy grabbing up bunches of basil, mint, lemon grass, coriander and spring onions and pushing them into their fat faces and sniffing them and proclaiming how fresh it all was. My little old herb lady just stood meekly behind the counter quietly wishing that they would stop grabbing up all her herbs, which she would have to re-bunch and re-arrange before actually trying to sell them to proper customers. They acted like spoilt children in an interactive hands on museum gallery; grabbing up herbs, crushing them in their podgy hands to release the scent, pushing them into their faces to sniff them and endlessly proclaiming how fresh it all was and yelling “gee.”  

			They also started to take photos of each other holding up bunches of herbs and pointing at huge piles of lemon grass and turmeric root. One woman scooped up a handful of fresh galangal root which she called ginger, whilst her friend took another photo. All the while the herb lady faded further and further into the back ground. She didn’t look angry but just defeated. She looked like an old lady whose livelihood depends on selling herbs that look better and greener and fresher than any other herbs in the market, who is now watching her precious herbs look battered and damaged and knocked about. She was looking like an old lady trying to accept that today she would not sell many bunches of herbs. 

			The young Thai woman who was in charge of the tour was trying her Thai best to stop them grabbing at everything. In other words she was smiling and just hoping they would stop.

			I felt I had to do something. I had to protect my herb lady. I had to protect my market, but I had to be careful not to embarrass everyone by causing a scene.  I moved round next to the man who kept saying “gee.”

			“Hi everyone,” the group turned and looked at me, surprised to be addressed by a strange man in a remote market in Thailand. It felt like a frozen moment in a film where a character unexpectedly steps out of the action and addresses the audience directly. Unfortunately, unlike a film, I had no lines to learn and didn’t quite know what to say next. I just wanted them to stop playing around with stuff that they were not going to buy. I wanted them to be a little bit more respectful and thoughtful and see that they were ruining the livelihood of an old lady who supports her younger sister and grown up disabled son (who I haven’t told you about) by selling fresh herbs. 

			“Hey gee buddy, look at these.” He held up what was now a rather limp bunch of coriander.

			Suddenly I said, “have you ever heard of please and thank you?” I surprised even myself as I said this. It’s odd isn’t it, the things you say in tense situations. I wanted to come across as a measured, thoughtful but no-nonsense kind of guy out to protect an innocent elderly herb seller but instead sounded like Miss Benewith my deranged, elderly and ever spiteful Primary School teacher.

			The group just stared at me because, not only did I sound like Miss Benewith, but because what I said didn’t really make a great deal of sense. It’s not like I expected them to say  “can I monkey about with your herbs, please,” and everything would be fine. I knew I would have to try another approach. 

			“Are you going to buy these herbs?” I demanded in an overly stern tone. I could feel the whole situation verging on the surreal and suddenly wanted to laugh. Thankfully I managed not to on this occasion.  

			As I stood there managing not to laugh, I was aware of two things at once. Firstly I had no idea where all this was going and how I would actually stop them man-handling herbs and secondly I wished I hadn’t started it all. But, as I had, I had no other option other than to plough onwards into unknown, hostile territory, like a desperate man staggering into the desert to find water.

			“Gee, we’re only looking at the ’erbs” said Miranda.

			“We’re on a food tour,” piped up another.

			“You see, the thing is…erm…” my voice trailed off as the truth was I didn’t really know what the thing was. It was something about being a little bit more understanding, a little bit more sensitive to their surroundings. They weren’t in Disney World, this wasn’t a gimmick that had been laid on for tourists, this was real life, in which they did not have the right to pick up a herb sellers herbs and wave them around without any intention of buying them. Instead of this though I said, “…erm...” again before another man I hadn’t noticed cut in.   

			“Hey, buddy, don’t get so tight,” said a small sweaty man at the back of the group. I could sense the slight aggression in his voice. “We’re on vacation,” he added as though it was a magic trump card. As though being on vacation allows you to do whatever you want. I was also irritated by his use of the word “tight” which I had never heard used in that context before and wanted to ask him if he meant “tense” or whether, like so many things these days, it had changed without me noticing (like using the word “party” as a noun, or using the word “random” to mean strange or odd, or “sweet” as meaning good or okay, “lame” as meaning a bit useless, “spam” meaning junk mail on the internet rather than a tinned meat product or  “wicked” as meaning something really, really good  and using the word “awesome” all the time, even when something is patently not awesome). Given the increasingly “random” situation I knew I couldn’t ask him, which in itself was irritating, so, true to form, I launched off in another vague direction. 

			“Yes, but…you see…if only you could…I mean if it weren’t for the fact…” I began, but before I could finish my eloquent ramblings someone else cut in.

			“C’mon Miranda, lets move on” said the big guy with the big camera. They threw down the herbs that were in their hands, staring defiantly at me and turned and moved on. The small sweaty man looked at me aggressively and said “thanks” as sarcastically as he could muster and banged down a bunch of basil as hard as he could on a small bowl of limes which rolled off the table and onto the floor. The petrified looking young tour guide began ushering them away, bowing as they passed her, and gesturing towards the exit, where a mini bus was waiting.

			I was left standing alone next to the herb stall holding a small plastic bag full of tamarind pulp. The stall looked a mess with bunches of herbs scattered and broken amongst the little piles of galangal, limes and turmeric. I bent down and picked up the limes that were at my feet. I placed them back on the table.

			“I’m sorry…cor tok kap” I remembered the Thai for sorry, for, as you can image, I tend to need it a lot. The herb lady smiled at me a lovely big, warm, toothless, herby smile. From the shadows behind her, at the edge of the market came her sister and son with his mangled hands and sloping face and stumbling walk.

			“I don’t think they understand” I said indicating towards the mini bus which was just pulling away, wishing that I knew more Thai and wishing that these tourists had just understood a little more. She looked up and smiled at me again. Her sister and son joined in helping to tidy up the stall. It only took moments really. The four of us re-arranged the neat little piles of limes, bunches of lemon grass, bowls of turmeric root and ginger. We picked up herbs that were scattered on the floor, stacked the limes into little green pyramids and re-grouped the herbs into their respective little piles; basil, mint, coriander, celery tops, holy basil, spring onions and water spinach. Lastly the old lady sprayed the whole lot with water from a small dirty plastic bottle with a tiny hole made in the blue top. It all looked as good as new. It only took a couple of minutes and I felt embarrassed at the scene I had caused, compared to how little damage had actually been done, which in truth wasn’t much.

			I looked around and realized that the market had quickly re-formed back into its noisy, smelly self, like a shoal of fish regrouping after a shark attack. Everything looked undisturbed and was back to normal in a matter of moments; the fried fish lady’s sister was licking raw batter off the back of a bamboo spoon, Babe-ra-ham Lincoln was moodily staring into space defying anyone to catch her eye, the cut price veg, midget couple were both angrily stacking up a huge pile of small orange pumpkins and a vaguely guilty feeling foreign bloke was dreamily walking back to his little motorbike and holding a small plastic bag of tamarind pulp and a free bunch of coriander. 

			Sweet. Wicked. 

			Top Market Purchases of the Season

			Here are a handful of things that I tend to look out for at the market. Try them if you haven’t done already.

			Sapodilla

			Have you ever eaten a Sapodilla? It sounds like some fried lizard (which, incidentally, you can also buy down the market). It is, in fact, a small brown fruit that tastes like heaven when you catch them at the right moment. They look a bit like lozenge shaped hairy brown potatoes, like dark brown velvety Kiwi Fruit. 

			The flesh is smooth and fragrant, it’s like eating perfume, but if they are not quite ripe they tend to taste clawing and sharp. You can buy a carrier bag of them for about 30 Baht.

			Land Crab Caviar

			You don’t get fresh water land crabs in most parts of the world and consequently don’t get the wonderful crab paste which is made from them (I only call it caviar to sound fancy, it’s not a true caviar but it does share the same intense rich flavour). After it has rained there is an explosion of these crabs which live in and around wet rice fields.  The caviar is a wonderful dark orange colour, described I think by arty types as Burnt Ochre and was a favourite of Rembrandt, apparently (the colour that is, not Land Crab Caviar). It has a strong, dark and earthy sea food flavour. It’s a bit like a cross between crab meat and anchovy. It’s certainly a strong and unusual taste.

			It is sold in tiny amounts in the upturned little crab shells. It’s a bit like a traditional dressed crab, the difference being that here the shells are tiny, which makes the presentation so much daintier.

			Deep Fried Chicken Heads

			As discovered recently by Thom, who famously waved one around in front of his trousers. They are though one of the more arresting sights in the market; a huge, and I mean huge, pile of severed chicken heads that have been battered and deep fried, beak and all. Khun Sonthaya’s brother tried to convince me that people don’t really eat them but buy them for their cats, but he obviously didn’t pass this onto the guys round the back of the market who drink whisky and munch down platefuls of them on a daily basis. Mind you these guys would probably eat battered and deep fried cats. The chicken heads (yes I have tried them) are crunchy at first which is fine, but also unpleasantly chewy. After extensive chewing you get to a point where you have to just swallow the whole gloopy mess. Eating a beak takes a bit of getting used to too.

			Crispy Fish Heads and Bones

			I used to buy these for the cats until one day when I was making dinner I got overwhelmingly hungry and just out of curiosity tried a bone and a bit of fish head. It was delicious and before I knew it, I had eaten a deep fried bony fish head. They are also fantastically cheap, which may come as no surprise, as most right thinking people wouldn’t dream of eating a deep fried fish spine. They are very crunchy and go extremely well with a glass of cold beer at the end of the day.  

			Slow Roast Duck

			This is a classic. The whole duck is slowly roasted at a low heat which keeps the juices in and stops it drying out. In effect it is a classic American barbecue. It is served sliced in little containers for about 50 Baht a portion. You can buy freshly steamed jasmine rice from the stall next door and eat them together there and then in the market and taste a little bit of heaven. 

			Pork Rice Porridge

			Locally this is called Jot, although you don’t really pronounce the “t”, it just gives us something to aim for. It is the poor mans staple food and available at the market almost all the time every day of the year. It is nothing more than a creamy porridge made from milled rice and flavoured with chopped coriander, spring onions and whatever ground meat you have to hand.

			I like the pork version. It’s the local speciality. As the porridge is relatively bland for Thai tastes it’s often flavoured, to your own liking, from a choice of about 12 little condiment dishes. These include; dried chilli powder, crushed fried garlic, lemon juice, palm sugar, fish sauce, chopped fresh chilli in rice vinegar, chopped fresh coriander, chopped spring onions, chopped fried rice noodle, bean sprouts and pickled cabbage. For a little bag of Jot to take away you pay a measly 10 Baht. 

			Grilled Frogs (Chinese Edible Bullfrog)

			These are definitely for the more adventurous Thai food gourmet. These little plump beauties are gathered up in big wicker baskets at the side of rice fields when the rice harvests take place. With the development of fast growing rice, combined with perfect weather, this can be up to three times a year. They are also farmed up in the mountains as part of the Royal Food Project which encourages hill tribe farmers to turn to sustainable and legal crops rather than opium poppies. It is fantastically successful, with Royal Project shops springing up all over the place selling things hitherto unheard of here, like local Buffalo Milk Mozzarella Cheese and Wood Smoked Trout Fillets.

			The frogs are cooked here in numerous ways; in curries, roasted, grilled, fried and deep fried. The most common method that you will come across in most markets is grilled. The frogs are gutted and splayed on a bamboo fork which is then slow roasted in situ in the market. 20 Baht a pop and very tasty too, and, as people say, they do taste like chicken, but certainly more chewy.

			Steamed Ground Nuts

			These are so simple and plentiful and so good. When I was young we called them peanuts or monkey nuts if they were sold in their shell. In fact you could only buy them in their shell at the zoo where you did actually feed monkeys with them. I remember rather liking them myself, although my mum would knock them out of my hand in horror and tell me that they would kill me if I ate them. The only other way I thought they sold peanuts was salted and sold in little packets in every bar, pub and 7 Eleven on the planet. At the market you buy them in their shell having already been lightly steamed. They must be one of the healthiest, not to mention tastiest snack in the world. You see them for sale everywhere in Chiang Mai and they cost no more than 20 Baht for a big packet. 

			You also often see them for sale, along with baked eggs, from beach vendors down on the coast and on the islands. Actually they would go very well at Mocktail Hour…I wonder if David Beckham has tried them?  

		

	
		
			Chapter 8
The Old Woman and the Barbet
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			May: The swimming pool is at a perfect temperature but packed with hundreds of Thai families in full length Victorian swimming gear.

			“Mister...(pointing at me)...doo poo chai kwai. ” The Old Woman

			It’s a bright sunny day and rained heavily last night so everything is green and lush and sparkling clean. I am creeping along a country lane near to where I live with a pair of binoculars (what us bird spotters call “bins”), following the sound of a Coppersmith Barbet. They are beautiful birds. You have probably seen one, along with Green Bee Eaters and Lady Amherst’s Pheasant as they seem to be the mainstay of all “walk through” aviaries around the world. 

			I don’t know if you have noticed, but every walk through aviary is the same. There’s a conspiracy probably overseen by the ever sinister and all powerful British institution, the RSPB (Royal Society for the Protection of Birds). Never mind about the axis of evil and threat of terrorist attack, just look at the amount of land and power these people, and their counterparts around the world, have been quietly amassing over the last hundred years. Who will miss an odd marsh here and there, a few estuaries and a bit of old moorland? Before you know it they own an area of land bigger than Luxemburg. They could invade Belgium if they wanted to. And, who’s to say they haven’t? How would we know?

			There is a sinister, international tropical bird wholesaler breeding vast flocks of Barbets and Bee Eaters in a massive warehouse, in Albania, all ready for export to the never ending uniform walk through aviaries that spring up with worrying regularity in zoos and animal places all over the world. 

			It’s the same with public aquariums. Have you noticed they are all the same these days...same fish, same walk through tunnel, same eco friendly displays (usually called “From Source to Sea” which has huge photos of a stream, then a bigger river with a factory next to it, a dead fish, some washed up litter and an estuary), and same spotty faced disinterested and unhelpful attendants? “No sorry you can’t come back in once you’ve left the aquarium”... “but I’ve left my son in there”... “sorry, it’s the rules.” 

			Walk through aviaries and aquariums are the same the world over from Chelmsford to Chiang Mai, from Boston to Bangkok, and spreading at a rate of one a month, backed by massive sinister organisations like the RSPB. Believe me, it’s no accident. Just let me ask you this; have you noticed that the rise in world wide terrorism has coincided with the proliferation of public aquariums and walk through aviaries? Say no more. You heard it here first.

			Anyway, there I was creeping along with my bins, eager to catch a glimpse of a Coppersmith Barbet in its natural habitat. I could hear the familiar and repetitive “tonk, tonk, tonk” which gives the bird its name. According to my bird book it makes a noise “like a coppersmith beating a panel of copper.” Now, either the birds have changed the noise they make or the person who named them was abusing powerful auricular enhancing medication, “wow, listen man, far out, no way, that bird is making a noise like a...like a... coppersmith!”

			A coppersmith? How many of us know what noise a coppersmith makes? I’m not even sure that coppersmiths still exist outside Middle Earth. If anything, the sound these birds make is more like a bored toddler hitting a broken drum with a wooden pudding spoon. But I suppose that would be a rather long winded name for a small bird.

			The noise is incredibly repetitive and the rhythm never varies from the same beat, which happens to be exactly the same as the 1970s disco hit Staying Alive by The Bee Gees, which also happens to be enjoying renewed success at First Aid training days around the world, as it is exactly the right rate to manually pump someone else’s heart during CPR (30 chest compressions to 2 breathes, apparently). It’s a shame the humble Barbet doesn’t get some kind of recognition in all this. The First Aid literature should read “compress the chest by two inches at a rate which matches the 1970s disco hit Staying Alive, or alternatively find your nearest Coppersmith Barbet.” 

			I catch a glimpse of the bird but it flies on, much further down the lane and perches on a telephone wire outside a little wooden house on stilts. I creep along as silently as I can towards the bird. It starts its tonking again and I move over to the other side of the road. I stand silently in the shade of a dark leaved mango tree and fix my bins on the bird.

			It is a lovely sight; a bright red patch on its head, green and yellow dappled breast and a little red collar with bright yellow under its beak and around its neck. To a boy who grew up in the greyness of South East Essex in the south east of England it is the most incredibly coloured bird in the world. When I was growing up it seemed that every bird I ever saw was either brown or black or at the most a dizzying combination of the two. Observing a multi coloured bird in the wild is still a genuine thrill. They look like a drunk art student has taken an airbrush to them.

			I walk as close as I dare holding my breath. As I walk closer the sound of the Barbet mingles with another indistinguishable noise. It sounds like the far off babbling from a crowd of people and seemed to be coming from the nearby wooden house. There is no one about. The house is still. Then I notice an old lady in the corner of the yard watching an ancient black and white TV under the shade of the house. There is no one else around.

			The TV is sitting on a dirty white plastic garden chair, and the woman is sitting about two feet away straight opposite on the same kind of garden chair, and she is laughing her head off. She is watching one of a multitude of terrible Thai soap operas. I say terrible, because they are. They try to outdo each other by how rubbish they are. The story line is the same (young lovers separated by an evil older relative who disapproves of the coupling who eventually manage to get back together via a whole cacophony of messages from spirits, interventions from ghosts, drunken misinformed uncles, violent bandits, do gooding cousins etc...) and each actor only specialises in melodrama. Even my Thai friends say they are rubbish, but equally, quite addictive. 

			The old woman is very involved with the TV show. From across the road I train my bins on the TV screen. The actors look huge through 10x25 magnification and rather compelling in old fashioned black and white. We are just getting to the bit where a dopey uncle is making all kinds of social faux pas and mentioning a load of family secrets that he shouldn’t be talking about in front of a startled group of people with very startled faces. 

			The TV blares out and the Coppersmitth Barbet is tonking away on a wire just outside the house. Suddenly the old woman, turns around and shouts something at the bird. This startles me somewhat as I am still looking at her TV through my bins, becoming slowly engrossed in what the uncle is going to do next. He looks drunk. I quickly lower my bins and realise what an odd sight I must be. Unless you knew that I was looking at the bird I would look like a man standing across the street training my binoculars on an elderly woman’s black and white TV, which technically, I realise, I am. Luckily she has not noticed me as I am standing still in the shade, blending in with my surroundings as advised in a bird book which I read when I was 10 years old. 

			The old woman is disturbed by something and I realise that it is the tonking of the Barbet. She shouts at the bird again but it carries on unaware of the discomfort it is causing. The old woman tries to get back to the TV. But again she is disturbed. She stands up with some effort, takes off a shoe and throws it at the bird. It is a feeble under arm old ladies throw that slowly loops up in the air, goes nowhere near the bird and lands just the other side of the road from me. I stand stock still hoping that her eyesight is not so good, which, judging by how close she is sitting to the TV, is not a bad assumption.

			I wonder if this is the first time in the history of the world that someone has thrown a shoe at a Barbet? It would be interesting to catalogue all the unlikely things that people have thrown at animals (1957: Yangon, Burma, a man threw a herring at a tiger, 1959: Anchorage, Alaska, a man threw a vacuum cleaner at a moose). Actually having written this down it very quickly wears thin, so perhaps not such an interesting thing after all.

			I think about making a dash for it, but fear that this will make it look like I was doing something wrong or worse, something sinister, so I continue to stand still.

			She is now missing a shoe, missing her favourite TV show and the bird is still tonking away with its back to her. She is now a seriously pissed off old lady and as I am about to find out, a seriously stupid old lady. In a fit of old lady rage she scoops up a handful of dust from the yard (yes, dust), and throws it at the bird. The dust, being, well, just dust, travels all but about 12 inches and blows back in her face. 

			“Ha” I think. Two nil to the Barbet. The bird continues tonking. She is approaching, limping towards her missing shoe and me. This time, having learnt the lesson of the dust, she picks up a stone and throws it at the bird. The Barbet suddenly gets the message and flies off. 

			The old woman mumbles to herself and stumbles out of the yard and into the road to retrieve her shoe. She suddenly notices me standing surprisingly close to her house brandishing a pair of binoculars. She turns around and looks at her TV. She thinks I have been spying on her and her TV show, which, yes, technically, technically, I have. Perhaps she thinks that I cannot afford a black and white TV of my own and have to creep around watching Thai soap operas on other people’s TVs. 

			At the same time she also realises that I have witnessed her abusing a defenceless, (and potentially life saving...have you already forgotten) Coppersmith Barbet. 

			“I was observing the Barbet,” I offer, and point at where the bird had been.

			I sound strangely formal, as though I am announcing an uncomfortable home truth on a Thai soap opera. It also strikes me that it sounds vaguely unpleasant and voyeuristic. It sounds like I’m the kind of man who might frequent a kind of bird peep show down some shady side ally in Amsterdam, if there was such a thing. For all I know there might be. “Hey mister you wanna see the dirty little finches...got a big fat crow in here.” It’s possible I guess. The seedy side of birding (geddit?...sorry). 

			The old woman just looks at me.     

			“They are beautiful birds,” I say trying to sound less weird and more reflective and intelligent and I look wistfully up towards where the bird was perched for added effect. I’m hoping to come across like a birding version of Sebastian Flyte in Evelyn Waugh’s Brideshead Revisted. I don’t suppose she’s read it though, she probably thinks I’m just a bit of a ponce. 

			She doesn’t understand and probably wouldn’t care. I see a beautiful bird and she sees a bloody nuisance. 

			She then says something like “Doo poo chai kwai,” and laughs like a drain.

			I laugh along with her nodding my head in agreement with whatever she is saying, slightly relieved that she hasn’t called the police or a big strapping son or grandson.  

			“Doo poo,” she is laughing “doo poo chai kwai,” she repeats to herself over and over again, and I laugh and nod in agreement. “Kap, kap, kap” I say nodding in agreement. At least she’s still laughing.

			Eventually she shuffles off back inside the house cackling to herself with the odd “poo” or “doo” or “kwai” wafting towards me on the faint breeze.

			I walk home and our friend Khun Sonthaya is there talking to my wife.

			“Khun Son” I say. “What does Doo Poo Chai Kwai” mean? He looks worried.

			 “It’s kind of slang, and you’ve got it  mixed up, it’s what children might say, and means....it means like a dirty peeping Tom, a dirty peeping boy buffalo...like a dirty man who might spy on women getting changed on the beach...why?” he asks.

			“Oh no reason,” I say in an airy distracted kind of way, as I stash my bins at the back of a kitchen draw.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9
A Broken Spine 
(pronounced “Spy”)

			[image: ]

			June: The garden has grown so much in three months that parts of it are now impenetrable.

			“You have to le(t) go...you have to rela(x)... you have to no figh me.” Dr Chan

			I am in excruciating pain with a bad back, sitting in a small, sparsely decorated consultancy room of Dr Chan, who, my wife has led me to believe is another one of these “alternative practitioners,” a fellow “healer,” who specialises in traditional Chinese medicine and may, may just be able to stop disabling shooting pains searing through my back and up my neck. 

			I woke up in such agony that I don’t argue or make stupid jokes about Witch Doctors and phoneys, but just allow her to take me to Chiang Mai’s Chinatown, down by the river, next to the beautiful flower market, piled high with bundles of purple and white orchids, and deposit me next to a crumbling building that smells of cat wee. To be honest I am in such pain that I would let her deposit me with Hannibal Lecter, as long as he had a couple of aspirin, and said he knew something about fixing bad backs.

			On arrival at the tiny office there is no mistaking what Dr Chan is all about. The room is dominated by a massive, reassuringly medical, diagram of a spine which is hanging on the wall. Next to this, mounted on a small table, is a life size model of a spine in shiny cream coloured plastic, or at least I hope it’s plastic. Taking up most of the room is a large table with proportions that are suspiciously human-like. I carefully avoid the table and sit to one side on a small normal looking wooden chair where Dr Chan has started gently pressing his thumbs into my back and neck.

			I am instantly impressed by the warmth and dryness of his hands. It’s not that my hands are cold and sweaty, you understand, but considering the circumstance (rubbing a man’s neck) his hands just feel exceptionally warm and dry. I’m sure that if I had to rub a man’s neck I’d be a lot more nervous and therefore my hands would be a lot more sweaty. 

			As I sit flinching slightly, and sometimes a lot, I wonder whether he used to have clammy hands when he first started, when he would have been more nervous and less self assured. I wonder whether his hands got drier and warmer with experience and practice, or whether I’ve got this whole warm hands thing the wrong way round.  Perhaps he always had exceptionally warm and dry hands and was told he should go into this line of work because of this unusual gift. Perhaps it was an astute observation made by a forward thinking school careers adviser.  But then how would he know, unless young Chan had been rubbing his neck!?

			I try not to think about young Chan’s school days with the sinister, yet insightful, neck rub seeking careers adviser, so I consider the other jobs which involve one man rubbing the neck of another man. I get as far as homosexual porn star and tattoo artist before I realise that I will have to try really hard to stop thinking about Dr Chan rubbing my neck and all its weird connotations. I don’t really want to be thinking about rubbing men’s necks at all, so I force myself to think of something else. But it’s really difficult. Just when I think I’ve stopped, I think of another job which involves men rubbing each others necks. Wrestlers for example, although it’s more grappling than rubbing I guess, so that doesn’t count. Although I’m sure you could work in a sneaky rub from time to time. Hairdressers, Carnival Face Painters, Male Nurses, Costume Fitters. Like heroin, once you start it’s just very difficult to stop. Tailors.

			In an attempt to break free of the “curse of the rubbing neck” let me tell you a little about Dr Chan.     

			Apart from having very warm hands, Dr Chan looks mean and joyless. He also looks about twelve years old. He looks like a mean, twelve year old Chinese assassin. It’s a bit of a shock isn’t it, as I bet like me, you imagined someone a lot older and kinder looking. But, that’s what he looks like. 

			He doesn’t look like he does humour very well, or laughing or even faint smiling, which I suppose in his line of work is okay. He’d be the kind of young man that would make you feel miserable in The House of Fun at the fairground. He should be an extra in a film called Young Ninja Assassin, or better still he could star in a film called Young Ninja Assassin Fixes Your Back as they could cut down on production costs and just film him going about his daily business.

			After some time, which felt like about three hours but was probably more like five minutes, he stopped rubbing my neck and poking my back. He moved gracefully around the human sized table over to the large medical diagram and unexpectedly snatched up the plastic spine, pointed it at the picture of the spine and said “You have damage, here, to your spy.” He then proceeded to use the plastic spine (pronounced “spy”) as a pointer. He was talking about my spine, whilst pointing to a giant picture of a spine using a life size plastic spine as a pointer. How spine orientated is that! 

			It all looked extremely funny but at the same time slightly unnerving. It seemed odd that he snatched up the spine in such a cavalier manner, especially as he’s so serious and mean looking. It would be a bit like Don Corleone snatching up a handful of modelling balloons and making a poodle. 

			Surely spine etiquette is covered at Spine School. During the lesson “Introducing the Plastic Spine” you would imagine a serious minded lecturer in a huge lecture hall full of keen and warm handed students, talking through the various ways that you can introduce “the plastic spine” in your consultations. At the end of the lecture he would jauntily cross the dais, snatch up the spine, point it towards a sleeping student in the first row and say “whatever you do, don’t use the plastic spine as a pointer” and the entire hall would fill with relieved laughter and applause. 

			You would imagine that had the young Dr Chan behaved in such a cavalier manner in front of his lecturers he would have had the spine smacked out of his hand immediately, accompanied by the phrase, “don’t use the plastic spine as a pointer.” (I just couldn’t resist throwing in that phrase again. I might use it again later on as it’s such a belter, I might even adopt it as a catch phrase and sprinkle it liberally in conversation).

			He returned to the medical diagram.

			“You have damage here and here, L5 and L4 (pronounced “ew5” and “ew4”)” he said waving his plastic spine around with increasing unrestrained abandon.

			“Please, you ge on tabew, take shir off”

			He put the spine down (at last) and I took my shirt off and got on the table. Having never had a massage before or anything remotely like a massage, let alone alternative Chinese Medicine, I was unsure of what was going on and what to do next. Which way up do I lie? Face up or on my front? Do I just sit at the edge waiting to be invited to lie down or just lie down? 

			Before we go any further let me just confirm that, yes, I’ve never, ever had a massage. The few people who I have mentioned this to seem incredulous, almost insulted. It’s as though everybody that lives here has to have a massage, as though it’s an obligatory part of ex-pat Chiang Mai life. 

			I met one chap who has a massage every day! When I nearly choked with disbelief he got very uppity and said that if he could he would have two massages a day. “Wow” I stammered genuinely amazed. This is so far off my radar of understanding that I just stared at him blankly, trying to imagine a life which consists of lying on a table while strangers rub you.

			I always wonder whether they actually mean massage or whether it’s code for something else. Even I, in my archaic, old fashioned world of listening to the radio, growing tomato plants and not having a “smart phone” have picked up that “massage” is sometimes code for sex. Perhaps this is what he meant, that he would have sex twice a day if he could. In which case, why is he telling me? 

			Realising the level of hostility and incredulity that not having massages seems to elicit and then having to endure a long speech about the wondrous life giving properties of some Thai woman rubbing your back, I have recently taken to pretending that I have massages. Not in any elaborate, showey offee way, but in a way that I hope leaves casual acquaintances thinking that I am not averse to the occasional rub. When they launch into the life giving properties speech I nod sagely and try to look like a man that has frequent and non sexual massages; a man that takes his Chiang Mai massage responsibilities seriously.

			I sit uncomfortably on the edge of the table feeling about six years old. Dr Chan is fiddling about pulling stuff out of drawers. He takes off his jacket and I wonder for an awful second whether he is going to try to have sex with me. Actually it’s a lot worse. He asks me how long I have had this condition and how it happened. 

			“I have had a bad back on and off for just over ten years.” 

			He is noticeably put out.

			“Why you not come to Dr Chan?” he says.

			I kind of saw this coming but don’t have any answer. What do I say now? That I’m very lazy? That I think alternative Chinese medicine is probably baloney, memorably described by a good friend and colleague in a state of heightened frustration to a startled first year undergraduate class as “fur lined, ocean going nonsense.” Considering the circumstance I decide not to say this but mutter something about being busy.

			“You cannot be too busy to look after yourself,” says Dr Chan sounding like my mum and my wife all at the same time. He also hasn’t forgotten that I haven’t answered the second part of his question, the wily young fox.

			“How this happen?” He demands in a way that makes me feel that he is somehow personally affronted that I hurt my back, as though he made it and gave it to me and I’ve just carelessly broken it.

			“I was pretending to be a sea monster with my son and I fell out of his bunk bed.” 

			This is greeted by silence, and then more silence. Dr Chan doesn’t respond but busies himself folding up small white hand towels. Clearly the idea of a fellow man pretending to be a sea monster is too much to take in, a double affront to both assassins and alternative practitioners the world over. 

			“Put head on this, fay down” he orders, clearly not impressed with my ability to be a sea monster.

			With some considerable care I ease myself face down on his table with my forehead pressing down on the towels. I don’t know whether to let my arms flop over the side of the table of whether I should lie them upturned next to me on the table. As if able to read my mind, which for all I know maybe part of the treatment, he says “Arms on table.”

			He begins his alternative treatment which seems suspiciously like what I imagine a massage to be like, except a lot more painful. It feels as though he knows exactly what to press and rub to cause maximum pain. 

			It feels like the obligatory torture scene in every James Bond movie, so quite naturally and  without thinking, I say the famous Bond line from Goldfinger. 

			 “Do you expect me to talk” to which he is supposed to say... 

			“No Mr Bond I expect you to die.”

			And then we would both have a jolly good laugh about it. 

			He would then say “Okay Mr Gunn all fixed, you can get up and go home and have a nice cup of tea.”

			But sadly none of this happens. As you can probably imagine he didn’t say anything. He just kept on torturing me like a very boring and unfunny James Bond torture scene. Perhaps he’s more into the later Bond films. Or perhaps he’s not.   

			After literally minutes of this pain I decide I must do something. I decide to tell him this really hurts. I mean it really does hurt to the extent that I am thinking of getting up and getting out. I decide I cannot take any more.

			“This is really hurting,” I say through clenched teeth.

			“Yes,” he says. Although when he says it it just sounds like “ye” without the “s” on the end. 

			Now what, I think to myself? Do I fight back? Do I let him carry on hurting me? Surely this can’t be normal? I then remember that he is an alternative practitioner, so this might well be very normal in his weird alternative pain inducing world. 

			I really want to punch him hard in the face. In fact I feel like spinning round and getting him in a head lock, which I think I could probably just manage to do by using the element of surprise and squeezing his little mean Chinese head till it went bright red and shouting in his face “not so bloody clever now are we Mr Chan.” But I decide this would not be a good idea and probably ruin the atmosphere. 

			As I’m thinking about how to get my own back on him he then says “you have many blockages, here, here, here and here.” Each time he says “here” he presses a part of my shoulder which shoots with pain.

			“You have bad blockages for 10 years,” he says. “Very bad,” he adds.

			“Yes,” I reply, not at all sure what the hell he is talking about. I’m not a drain.

			“Your energy has been blocked,” he tells me.

			There isn’t a lot I can think of saying to that so I just grunt like a man who has had serious energy problems and multiple blockages. I want to explain to him that I haven’t felt very blocked, that all this energy rubbish is fur lined ocean going nonsense, but I’m in too much pain being unblocked and re-energised. 

			Whatever he is doing feels pretty heavy duty. Whatever was blocked clearly needs some major unblocking. He is applying the full force of a small, mean looking, Chinese man on parts of my back and shoulders and causing me more pain than I have ever felt in my life. I was in more pain than when my sister kicked my teeth out whilst practising hand stands, or when I fell off the top of Hadleigh Castle just after my mum shouted out “don’t climb up there or you will fall off and hurt yourself.” 

			I wondered what Mrs Pudding would have made of all this. That wasn’t her real name. I called her Mrs Pudding as she looked like a pudding. 

			Now I’ll have to tell you about Mrs Pudding.

			After about five years of putting up with my occasional bad backs my wife took me to the local Health Centre (it used to be called “the doctors” in my day). After talking to an incredibly young frightened looking doctor who really did look twelve years old, he hastily admitted to me that he didn’t know anything about backs but would refer me to the Health Centre’s lady who came in to see people with bad backs. I’ve no idea what training she had and judging by her treatment neither had she. It was fantastically funny and gloriously useless.  

			She was a very plump, very small, rosy cheeked middle aged lady who was clearly of a nervous disposition. The first session consisted of asking me to sit down and move different parts of my body while she sat a very respectable 10 feet away the other side of the room making notes. She would say things like

			“Mr Gunn, could you raise your left arm straight in front of you parallel to the floor”

			“Yes, I can Mrs Pudding,” I would say (although I wouldn’t call her Mrs Pudding) and I would carry out the basic movement. 

			This went on for the full 40 minutes. The next session was much the same, except this time she very gingerly manipulated my limbs herself like I was a giant useless puppet. Her methods were never revealed nor discussed and I realised when I arrived a bit early for my next session that her other patients were about a hundred and fifty years old. They were the fragile end of elderly. They were the sort of people who did need someone else to manipulate their creaky old limbs.

			 At the end of each session she would ask how I was feeling and I would say “much better, thank you Mrs Pudding,” although, of course, I would only think the last bit. 

			She would reply with a rather coy “good, see you next week Mr Gunn.”

			There was something about it all that I rather liked. Despite the fact that as a treatment for bad backs it was way beyond useless, it was at the same time strangely therapeutic. It managed to give the impression of progress and improvement without actually doing anything, which we were both keen to promote. 

			 I liked the fact that I could do everything that was asked of me as it all consisted of doing basic movements or even better, just sitting there while she moved my limbs and head through very basic movements. I liked the fact that I didn’t have to worry about going, as I quickly understood that there would never be anything faintly troubling about the whole process. These are the kind of challenges we should have more often in life. It also amused me that two grown people could spend 40 minutes every week and do something so absolutely and unashamedly pointless and bizarre. What’s more, my wife, who is always keen for me to go to meet with doctors rather than explain ailments to her, couldn’t be happier. Everyone’s a winner in the crazy world of Pudding Therapy.

			The treatment slowly, very slowly, built up to a great crescendo where she would not only move my limbs, but would inexplicably hold them to her. For example, I would be sitting down and she would stand behind me, lift my left arm, pull it very slightly, although she was worried that it might come off, and just hold it for much longer than seemed necessary to achieve anything at all.

			Once, whilst I was sitting down and she was standing behind me she held my head between both her hands as though she was going to try to squeeze my brains out, which would have been a surprise to all of us, but instead she very slowly moved my head to the right and held it very tightly to her not inconsiderable chest. She had me in a head lock.  It was the kind of movement that mothers do with young children when they are relieved that they have escaped death. I daren’t breathe and wanted to laugh so much. I could hear her little plump puddingy heart beating away very fast indeed. Believe me, it was unbearably funny. I wanted to laugh so much that in the end I couldn’t hold it in any more but managed to pretend that I was sneezing and coughing. 

			Although we both regained our composure and I apologised several times for sneezing and coughing, in case she just thought that I was laughing, we both knew that I had broken the magic.

			She never did it again and I realised that everything would just be a watered down version of holding my head tightly to her bosoms, so I stopped going.

			Incredibly many months later she wrote me a note which I still have. It simply says 

			Dear Mr Gunn

			Please tell me why you stopped attending my sessions. I need to close your file and submit a final report.

			Yours sincerely 

			Mrs Pudding

			And that was it. Case closed. I wondered what the other reports were like:

			Session 1

			Mr Gunn is very good at lifting his left arm up in the air. He is also able to lift his right arm in the air. He can move his head and wobble it from side to side all by himself. With practice he might be able to move about just like a real man. 

			Note to self: Aim to hold his head tightly to bosoms in session 8.

			Signed

			Mrs Pudding. 

			I would pay the Health Centre good money to see the real reports. What an earth could she be writing? I’m still thinking about what to write back, most of it far too stupid or rude or immature to actually send. 

			It was the polar opposite of what I was experiencing at the hands of the sadistic and deranged and surprisingly strong Dr Chan who now actually had his knee in the small of my back to give himself extra leverage with which to punch my shoulders. Bastard.

			Perhaps the blockage was immovable. Perhaps I’d swallowed a camel in my sleep. In this alternative universe inhabited by strange young Chinese assassins masquerading as “alternative practitioners” I guess anything is possible.

			As I lie, like a broken puppet on the table, I am aware of the normal sounds of traffic outside, which is good as this means I am still alive. I imagine the beautiful bunches of orchids in the building just below us and the steady flow of the old Ping River just across the road. I wonder how long this prodding and punching and unblocking nonsense is all going to go on for. In England I don’t think I’ve ever spent more than 10 minutes with a doctor. Perhaps in the alternative health universe appointments go on for hours or days or years. Who knows?

			As I am thinking all this an incredible thing happens. My hands heat up. There’s no other way to say it.

			Had I not experienced it myself I would not believe it and would now be making stupid jokes aiming to prove how ridiculous it is that it’s possible to heat up a mans hands by unblocking his shoulders. But, that is exactly what happened. Incredibly my hands were hot and dry. They had turned into Dr Chan’s hands.

			Just as I was thinking that this was the most incredible thing I had ever experienced in my life (apart from Space Mountain roller coaster ride in Disney World) Mr Chan said “You feel arms hot, unblocked.” Mind reading was a part of the treatment after all! 

			Just as I was thinking that this was the most incredible thing I had ever experienced another incredible thing happened. It was an avalanche of bewildering and unbelievable experiences. 

			Mr Chan said, “would you like me to crack your back.”

			Now it was my turn to give him the silent treatment. Not because I was being deliberately enigmatic or obtuse, but because I hadn’t a clue what to say next. Besides which, apart from having red hot hands and having my thoughts read I wondered whether I could still speak normally. Perhaps my words would come out like faraway church bells or an obscure dialect of Quenya the ancient Elvin language, or Chinese. Mostly though I was simply bewildered.

			I am used to the question stem of “would you like....” being followed by something like “...a nice cup of tea” or “...another biscuit” or “...to see the dessert menu.” 

			“Would you like... me to crack your back” is not a question I am prepared for in any kind of way, especially in my disorientated state and having hands that were getting hotter and hotter. They were heating up like an out of control science experiment. Perhaps they were going to explode. Perhaps cracking my back would somehow cool them down and save them from popping, so I said “yes.”

			He sat me up like a rag doll, grabbed me roughly round the middle (I thought of dear old Mrs Pudding) and yanked me like I was a sack of potatoes that he was trying to lift off the floor. Fantastically, nothing happened.

			“You need to let go,” he said

			“You must not fight it, you must trust me” now it really did sound like a James Bond film (one of the later ones, so I was right after all). It sounded like Star Wars when Luke has to trust the force in order to blow up the Death Star. 

			“I can assure you Dr Chan that I let go when I walked into your office,” is what I should have said but instead I just croaked a feeble, “okay.”

			He repeated the move and this time I felt and heard a tremendous crack, like someone breaking an almighty piece of ice with a sledge hammer. He really did crack my back. It was a situation which would be fittingly described in this modern age as “awesome.”

			“Did you hear that?” I asked in astonishment.

			The crack actually made me feel rather normal and my hot hands started to cool off immediately. He was working me like my Dad used to control our central heating; hot, cold, barely warm, clammy. Perhaps shards of my broken spine had clogged up whatever it was that he was trying to unblock. I was beginning to get the impression that alternative Chinese medicine was more akin to modern day plumbing rather than modern biological science. 

			“I will now give you needles,” he added, as though again it was perfectly normal to give needles to your patients. The most my doctor in England ever gave me was a warm handshake and a prescription. Dr Chan is going to give me needles.

			Perhaps Chinese medicine is a cross between plumbing and needlework.

			Perhaps the needles might be a keepsake, perhaps an ornamental needlework set in a small wooden box, or something to do with craft work and crochet, a little reminder of our fun time together, but it wasn’t. It was, of course, real acupuncture needles. 

			I lay back down and Dr Chan said.

			“You will not feel anything” which of course transpired to be a great big fat Chinese lie.

			The first thing I felt was my hands heating up. Here we go again. Strange sensations ran through my spine and back. I suspected more unblocking was going on without me knowing. 

			I didn’t like the implications of this blocking business. It implied that I had somehow been careless, lazy or downright negligent, like a man who can’t be bothered to take the rubbish out. In fact I take the rubbish out all the time. 

			I lost track of time and my mind descended into free fall. I could have been lying there for hours, days or minutes. I have no idea.

			I could feel Dr Chan twisting the needles out of my back. I stood up. I felt wobbly, like I wasn’t used to walking. I was like Bambi on the ice. 

			My wife miraculously appeared and spoke to Dr Chan and paid him some money. I shook his warm dry hands with my warm dry hands and said “thank you Dr Chan, you were better than Mrs Pudding.” He looked confused and my wife whisked me out of the room very quickly.

			I felt light headed, slightly drunk and floaty. My back didn’t hurt at all but that was because I couldn’t really feel my body. I felt like a little speck of dust floating through the air and very happy. I was clearly completely unblocked. I felt like I loved my wife very much and also Dr Chan, who I wanted to go back and talk to, but my wife said this was a bad idea, so we walked on.

			The bundles of orchids and roses looked brighter and more colourful than I had ever seen them. I looked across the road past the Tuk Tuks and out across the river towards the ancient golden Chedi of Wat Gate. This was as far away from Mrs Pudding and the Modbury Health Centre as it was possible to get. The sun was beginning to set, a pure white Little Egret flew up from the other side of the river bank and perched in the top of a Flame Tree that was in brilliant red blossom. It looked like it was on fire. 

			“How did it go?” my wife asked. “He heated my hands up” I said.

			“That’s nice.” 

			She got me home in a taxi and made me a nice cup of tea.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10
Loyalty

			[image: ]

			June: The swimming pool is at its warmest and it seems to now rain every other day or so. I have abandoned the garden. 

			“Passport… for loyalty (pronounced loi-ow-tee), yes for loi-ow-tee, sir.” Supermarket Check Out Girl

			It’s a little odd to pay for a supermarket loyalty card isn’t it? As I was handing over the money a voice in my mind was saying “I’m paying you to be loyal…I’m paying you, for me to be loyal…I’m paying you to be loyal to you!” Like almost everything here, it didn’t make a great deal of sense, but after two years I have got used to it and just try to absorb the strangeness and not continually compare everything to back home. It doesn’t often work though. 

			Not only did I have to pay for my loyalty, I had to fill in quite a lengthy form, which for reasons way beyond my understanding wanted to know when I was born, where I live, whether I was married and what my “profession” is. I was very tempted to write “shoplifter” or “thief” or better still, “bandit.”

			They also wanted to know how often I shop in the store and my passport number. I know! How many of you take your passport down the shops? (“Darling, just popping out to the shop to buy some milk, wont be a minute.” “Okay dear, don’t forget your passport.”) 

			I thrust the form and pen back to the scared looking assistant. 

			“I don’t have my passport on me. I’ll have to get it. You wait here….Ha Natee” I said which means “five minutes” and is an extremely useful phrase to know. It’s also useful as you can hold five fingers up in the air at the same time in a kind of “you wait here I’ll be five minutes” type of gesture. 

			I zoomed back home on my little motor scooter. Full throttle down the Hang Dong Road (award winner of The Best Named Road of the Year), back home and into the office to the secret place where we keep the passports.

			No time to stop and explain.

			Back on the bike. Full throttle, 85 km per hour and 85 degrees in the shade. Outside lane, passport in my pocket, sun beating down, 10 ton dump trucks belching out thick black diesel smoke. I’m weaving through the traffic at the lights to get into pole position. 5,4,3,2,1 Green light and go, go, go…get that loyalty card. I wondered if there was a special loyalty prize for the most loyal shopper. 

			Back to the counter and the scared bewildered looking assistant. I looked at my watch, for added effect, as though she had been timing me. “Sib Natee” I said with a swagger, which I think may mean “ten minutes” but could of course mean anything or nothing. She still just looked scared and bewildered.  

			She took my passport and scrutinized it carefully, frowning while leafing through the pages, like a disapproving Primary School teacher before writing the terrifying words “see me” in red pen at the bottom of the page. I experienced a genuine moment of anxiety as she stared hard at the various visa stamps and the photo page. 

			What happens if I get turned down? What happens if she says that my papers are not in order, like they do in films about war criminals escaping over the border? What happens if she simply slid the closed passport back to me with a sad shake of her head and called security, or worse, the Supermarket Immigration Office (the feared SIO)? 

			Or worse still, what if I’m the wrong sort of shopper or not loyal enough? What if I wrote down the wrong profession, (thank God I didn’t write down bandit) or they just didn’t like the cut of my jib? What would I have to do to prove my loyalty to this woman? How bloody loyal do they expect me to be? I’m only a man for Christ’s sake.

			Eventually though none of my fears were realized. Thankfully I wasn’t arrested by the SIO and didn’t have to tunnel my way out with a spoon behind the seldom visited multi pack aisle (who the hell is drinking all this soya milk stuff). 

			She copied down all the numbers in my passport which took quite some time because when I say “all the numbers” I mean literally all the numbers in my passport, including the many tiny reference numbers that I hadn’t even noticed before, that are meaningless outside of the UK passport issuing office. 

			I didn’t say anything though as this would mean her being embarrassed, or “losing face”, as they would say here. I just stood there smiling for ages, watching her slowly and painstakingly copying tiny little numbers down onto a form which nobody would read and if they did would be completely meaningless. I didn’t say anything though, I didn’t make a fuss…I’m slowly learning stuff. I was trying to practice the famous Thai “cool heart.” Just like The Fonz (an analogy, which I have learnt, when acted out, even with my collars up, falls hopelessly flat as no one knows who Fonzy is in Thailand, or anywhere come to that).    

			I eventually signed the form and handed over the 100 Baht note. They certainly have taken this loyalty thing seriously. I wondered whether I was still allowed into other supermarkets or whether they expected me to only shop here.

			After much shuffling of paper work and the usual waiting I received my very own supermarket loyalty card, which of course I promptly lost.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 11
Parents Afternoon
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			June: It feels like someone has filled up the swimming pool from the hot tap. 

			“Dad, what’s a pimp?” My youngest son.

			It’s the end of term and I am at our youngest son’s school attending the parents afternoon talking to Mrs Dawn. I am trying to blend in and look like an international parent. I am trying hard to look intelligent and thoughtful and international, like one of those successful international parents which I mentioned earlier, but above all else not say anything to embarrass my son.  

			My son, myself and Mrs Dawn are sitting alone in an empty classroom on tiny little chairs and so far all is going well. I refrained from making a comment about the hobbit sized chairs, and also about my son’s participation in something delightfully called “Wind Band.” As far as I am concerned all is well. 

			I like Mrs Dawn who is from the Philippines and laughs very easily. Sometimes she just appears to laugh at nothing at all and I join in with her, also laughing at nothing. The Philippines must be a very jolly place if they are all like Mrs Dawn, which I fear they are not. I am sure she is very good with young children but I don’t understand a word she is talking about. 

			She is using phrases like “Kinaesthetic learners” and “complete learning cycles” and I am hearing “babble, babble, babble” and “blah, blah, blah.” 

			“Okay Mr Gunn, would you like to ask anything before we finish?” I pause and she laughs nervously. I join in laughing as well. 

			“Well, seriously...” I say as though we have just been laughing at a great joke together. And then I have to think of something appropriate to say to finish everything off...and I panic. I am in sight of the finishing line and just need one final conclusive bland statement. I think of saying my new catch phrase “don’t use the spine as a pointer” but think that this is neither the time nor the place. Instead I blurt out...

			“Our son is so happy in your class that last night he called his mum Mrs Dawn. He probably wishes you were his mother,” and there is a terrible silence. I should have said the spine thing. 

			My son is looking at the floor. As I say these words I know I have said a terribly inappropriate and weird thing. I have to turn this around and make it okay. Mrs Dawn is looking at me really hoping I will turn it around as well. She’s not laughing now.

			“When I say mother, I don’t mean my wife” I add, making sure she doesn’t think I’m making any inappropriate suggestions to her, or that I am a weirdo (which I am not). As I say these words I also realize the significance of my wife’s absence.

			There seems to be an unspoken law that states that every time I realise that I say something stupid and try to make it right by saying other things, it only makes it worse; a lot worse.  This can continue indefinitely, but usually until my wife interrupts and saves me, but she’s not going to be able to do that now. I have to dig myself out. 

			“My wife is away at the moment, working for few days,” I say to make sure that she doesn’t get the wrong idea. I look down at my son and smile to make sure he knows that I am turning it all around and everything will be okay. 

			“Is she? Well that’s good Mr Gunn” says Mrs Dawn, a little frostily.

			“And when I said that my son wants you to be his mother what I really meant was....”

			My mind races. I had the beginning part of the sentence all worked out okay but I hadn’t really given much thought to the second half, which seems to be emerging fairly rapidly as the most important part.  I stare around the room madly wondering what on earth my wife would say next, trying really hard to be normal. And then on the wall I notice it. I can’t believe that I hadn’t seen it earlier. 

			Somehow I know that it will be my salvation. It feels like an invisible force is directing me towards it, that somehow it has been organised by powers greater than myself, powers that I don’t understand, powers only comprehendible by the mean and strange Dr Chan. I somehow know that it will get me out of this mess.

			On the far wall of the classroom is a huge poster display made by the children. It covers nearly the whole wall and is comprised from many pieces of A1 poster paper and lots of pictures cut out from magazines and badly drawn pictures. Unless, of course Mrs Dawn is just rubbish at art and an incurable show off, which I think unlikely but decide not to pursue it with her right now. 

			 Above the poster display in huge letters I read with strange familiarity “From Source To Sea.”

			“....from source to sea,” I repeat in a mechanical slow monotone.

			“I’m sorry Mr Gunn....what are you saying?”

			Both my son and Mrs Dawn are now looking at me, like a crowd in a casino after I have just bet a million dollars on one hand of cards. The next move will make or break the parents’ afternoon, and possibly me.

			“I was just saying...that...my son would have wanted you and his mother to see the exhibition at Bangkok Aquarium  with the same name...From Source To Sea. We went there last month but his mum was working back here”

			“Yes,” said Mrs Dawn “I got the idea from there, its very good isn’t it.”

			“Yes, very good,” I said sensing that we were in sight of firm ground once again. “Did you see the sharks?”

			“Their teeth are constantly growing,” chipped in my son helpfully. He was in on the battle to turn the situation around.

			“Yes they are, well done” said Mrs Dawn, and she laughed again for no reason and I joined in with her.

			I had made it. We were back on firm ground. We were back to normal, both laughing at nothing.

			“Okay,” I said standing up. “Well thank you very much Mrs Dawn. I don’t want to hold you from your next appointment”

			The words “I don’t want to hold you” hung in my mind but I was already safe and walking out of the classroom with my son. 

			Outside in the road the heat was intense, it was incredibly hot. It felt like someone had turned the brightness up to full. We get into the truck.

			“Daddy...?”

			“Yes?”

			“Do you think it’s okay if you don’t come to the next parents’ afternoon, can mum do it instead?”

			“Of course, no problem, you have my word,” we high fived each other and I put Frank Zappa’s Hot Rats album on the CD player and we both rocked out all the way home to Willie The Pimp. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 12
Embassy
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			July: Most of the garden is now like a jungle. There’s a whole colony of wild stray cats living undisturbed in the far corner.

			“I look at my children, and I look at my children’s children and the older I get, and the more I see of the world, the more I understand that some very simple things, such as caring for our children, are really more important than anything else.” Asif Ahmad, British Ambassador to Thailand.

			I have been invited to a reception at the British Embassy in Bangkok. This means two things:

			
					I will need to buy something described in the invitation as a “Lounge Suit.”

					I will need to act very grown up indeed. 

			

			I didn’t mean to get invited to the embassy but now I have, it would feel like a snub to the ambassador if I didn’t attend, especially as he has gone to all the trouble to get someone called Ms Poonwichapon to sign the invite for him. He’s also been kind enough to think about what I should wear. Is there no end to the thoughtfulness of this man?

			In actual fact the ambassador is a wonderfully dapper and jovial chap called Asif Ahmad, although, he wasn’t at all jovial when I dropped a plateful of prawns on his rare Indian silk carpet. 

			When I set up our company my wife and I wanted to do some good for local charity organisations. We diligently donate a percentage of our earnings to a local children’s home and have put money into a project to raise awareness of child slavery and human trafficking in Asia, overseen by an organisation called CEOP (Child Exploitation and Online Protection). Some of this do gooding reached the attention of the good ambassador and his chums. So, along with some other people and organisations who had helped various projects get off the ground I found myself reading and re-reading an official invitation.  

			With worthy causes never far from my mind I said to my wife:

			“Perhaps I’ll meet somebody famous.”

			“Yes,” she said.

			“Perhaps I’ll meet the sort of people who go to receptions at embassies.”

			“Perhaps you will.”

			“Perhaps I’ll meet film stars and footballers who give money to charity.”

			My wife didn’t respond to this but carried on looking at her computer. 

			“Perhaps I’ll meet Daniel Craig, or Pierce Brosnan. Perhaps I could become an international ambassador for the United Nations like Roger Moore did.”

			My wife carried on reading her email.   

			“From now on I’m going to give even more money to charity....I might meet Sean Connery.”

			“It’s not a James Bond convention,” my wife added helpfully. She also made it quite clear that she had no intention of accompanying me to any embassy, even if there might be film stars.   

			After wandering around the house and putting on a plummy voice and saying “would you like another Ferrero Rocher ambassador” for about a hundred times I decided that I would need to get organised. The reception was just a couple of weeks away.

			“Why do you keep putting on a silly voice and asking if I want a chocolate,” asked my wife.

			“You know....the TV advert?” I said somewhat flummoxed

			“No,” she said.

			So I stopped doing that and shot off down to the Airport Plaza where I wrongly assumed I could buy a cheap suit for a reasonably small sum of money, seeing as we have given most of it to the orphans. 

			Unfortunately there are no cheap suits in Airport Plaza, just expensive off the peg things that I could buy cheaper back home.

			Somewhat downhearted I wandered around and drifted pass the quick print place on the second floor and toyed with the idea of getting some business cards made. I sat down opposite and designed my new cards in my head: 

			Alex Gunn
Benefactor and International Philanthropist

			I walked over and asked the girl how much they would cost to get made. For a very small amount of Baht I could have gold lettering printed on blue card. I got home and explained the idea to my wife and children. 

			“What’s a philanthropist?” asked my youngest son.

			“It’s a bit like an idiot, but a little bit more stupid,” said my eldest son without looking up from his phone.

			“Oh yeah, that makes sense” said our youngest son, and they laughed. 

			“You...” I said addressing my collected family in my sternest teacher’s voice, which I am beginning to suspect, is not very stern at all “You...you  will all see me in a very different light when I am best friends with the ambassador, and other important diplomats and Sean Connery.”  

			“Who’s Sean Connery?”  

			“A bit like a philanthropist,” said my eldest, and they all laughed again. So I went upstairs and imagined giving my new business cards out at the embassy, and offering the ambassador a Ferrero Rocher chocolate.

			“I didn’t buy a suit,” I said to my wife later.

			“Well done,” she said.

			“Where do I get them?”

			“Let’s ask Khun Sonthaya” she said. So that is what we did.

			No sooner had we made the call than I was standing in a tailors shop on Thapai Road being measured for a suit by two of the oldest tailors in the world. They are in fact brothers and they are in fact the oldest tailors in the world. The eldest brother is eighty three and his younger brother is seventy nine and they, and their shop remain unchanged since the 1970s. It actually looked much older than that. I think they said 1970s as it sounded modern to them. It looked like it was straight out of Diagon Alley, and so did they. 

			Everything in their shop was old, wonderfully old. 

			Do you remember when shops had a little bell attached to the front door that would tinkle when you opened it? The magical noise would alert the attention of the “shop keeper” (note, not a “shop assistant”) who would appear from somewhere in the dark recesses of the back of the shop and say “Can I help you Sir?” no matter who you are, man, child or woman. I’m not entirely sure I do remember all this but it feels like I should. But, this is exactly the reception you get, at, what I like to now call, “my” tailors. 

			It suits me well, having my own tailor. Do you have one? You don’t! Really... you don’t have your own tailor! However do you cope? You poor thing having to buy all your clothes from an “assistant” in a shop called Top Clothes, or Fab Fashions. You probably have to refer to yourself in public rather demeaningly as “Size 12” or “Size 18” or “Medium” as though you are just a meaningless commodity, without individuality or originality. As if you are just one of a million size 12s. Not me though, my measurements are unique, known only to me and my elderly tailors.

			It is fun having your own tailor, you must admit. I expect the ambassador has his own tailor, if not several, all over the world, beavering away turning out cravats and waistcoats and spats and mufflers and all manner of respectable garments, noon, night and day.

			Inside the shop there are posters on the wall of western men with collar length hair wearing very snug double breasted faded grey suits and shirts with huge collars. The men, some with moustaches, that look like they could never have been in fashion, stand in self conscious poses looking past the camera and staring into the distance, squinting slightly, as though they are trying to see something very, very far away; something way beyond our normal range of vision. Perhaps looking to a time when men didn’t have to have silly, bushy  moustaches and wear tight fitting suits with shirts with massive collars, or perhaps they were just trying to look enigmatic or perhaps they were just short sighted.

			One of the men on the posters is standing in a desert! Another man is standing next to a speed boat in a harbour and another man is standing on a beach next to a sports car (perhaps he didn’t have enough money for the car park). Most fantastically though, he was not only smoking but had a bikini clad woman draped around him, as though she was melting. Those were the days!

			I was struck by the romance of these compositions. Men in “those days” clearly longed to be in romantic places like harbours, deserts and beaches rather than disused warehouses, tyre fitting places and scrap metal yards that seem favoured by advertisers these days. I wondered what this change was trying to tell us, why this shift from romance to industrial functionality? 

			I realised it was probably telling us nothing other than tastes have changed and you can sell more cheap suits and jeans and shirts if your models don’t look short sighted and as though they are on a gay package tour of Tunisia (not, I hasten to add, that I have anything against gay package tours to Tunisia, I expect they are a riot).  

			Back in the shop I am being measured by the two ancient tailors, which is not an entirely comfortable experience. As always I am trying hard not to look like a complete idiot, trying hard to give off an air of someone who gets measured for something every other day, a new top hat here, a new pair of mole skin gloves there... that kind of thing.

			While all this is going on Sonthaya, who had brought me here, was explaining that these elderly gentlemen had been making his mothers dresses for the past 50 years. I couldn’t work out whether this was good news or bad. I guess it’s open to interpretation.

			After a while the measuring was completed and fabrics selected, even the lining for the waistcoat. It would take no more than 5 days to cobble together, although they didn’t use those exact words.

			On the way home Sonthaya cheerily announced that the elderly tailors only do the measuring. The actual suit making would be done in a large workshop out of town where all the different tailors in Chiang Mai go to get their work done. I don’t know if this is true or not, but it kind of took the excitement away.

			The suit was made and various fittings arranged for “last minute adjustments” in case, I guess, I had ballooned uncontrollably or magically shrivelled to the size of a walnut. Luckily I hadn’t done either of these things and the suit went ahead un-adjusted. When I finally put it on it seemed extremely hot and itchy but of course I didn’t let on and said that it was very cool and comfortable. I hoped the ambassador would appreciate all this extra effort I was going to on his behalf.

			The big day neared and we all flew down to Bangkok and booked into a hotel called Sofitel. It was slap bang opposite the embassy. 

			When I walked into the embassy grounds I looked up and could see my wife and children energetically waving out of the window. I waved back and then started doing some strong man poses like they do on Mr Universe competitions until a security guard came up behind me to ask what I was doing. He kindly escorted me all the way through the compound and to the ambassador’s residence.

			I assumed that the reception would be held in some function room inside the complex, but instead, I was actually being shown to the ambassador’s private residence, and what a beautiful house it is. You can’t see it from the road which is a shame as it is a lovely, impressive, colonial style house with polished wooden floors, white terraces and large picture windows overlooking a meticulously manicured garden with ornamental palms in huge terracotta pots. It looked like something from a film set. It looked just as you would imagine a British Embassy in South East Asia to look (not like the Swiss Embassy across the road which looks like a 1970s telephone exchange). 

			The security guard waved me up towards the front door, which was open, leading to a large lobby where Ms Poonwichapon was waiting for me with a little badge with my name on which I attached with a little clip to my very hot and itchy suit. I was handed a glass of chilled white wine and shown into the reception room which was chocker block full of super stars and James Bond actors.

			It wasn’t really. Instead there were other people like me shuffling about holding a glass of white wine making polite chit chat. Not a celebrity in sight.

			I did meet the head of The British Council who gave me his business card before he even spoke to me which was a bit odd, until I realized he did it with everyone and had a stack of business cards in his hand that he gave to everyone within reach, a bit like a Primary School teacher handing back homework to children. I wished I had made my business cards in the Airport Plaza.

			He seemed a very nice chap who had been all over the world working for The British Council. He reeled off an enormous list of countries that he had worked in “...and then I was stationed in Egypt, then Chad but had to leave because of the troubles, ( I nodded along as though I was very familiar with both Chad and its troubles) then to the Philippines, and onto India but had to go back to Venezuela.” He droned on like this for about five minutes.

			Rather foolishly I interjected and told him that when I was a child I used to think it was rather adventurous when we went to Danbury Park for a camping weekend with the Cub Scouts. He looked at me blankly. It transpired that he hadn’t even heard of Danbury Park, but interestingly, as I pointed out to him, I had heard of all the places that he had been to. Who’s the most worldly wise now Mr British Council Man? 

			I met a woman who may have been called Jenny, who was in charge of something called Logistics which I didn’t really understand. Then I met a large man called Mike, or Jeff, or Gary who did something. I think that it was to do with the British Chamber of Commerce which he spoke about a lot, which was good as I couldn’t think of anything to say about the British Chamber of Commerce other than it sounded incredibly, incredibly boring. By this time I was wondering where the ambassador was and how I would recognize him when he did appear, and what he would do when he eventually materialised.

			I didn’t have to wonder for long as an incredibly well groomed and dapper man swept into the room with several people at his side and immediately started to shake hands with everyone, making astute observations about people’s involvement in various Child Protection Projects (“that must have been incredibly difficult for you”) as well as making everyone feel at home (“please, make yourself at home”). He came over to me and Mike (or Jeff or Gary) and shook my hand warmly. I was slightly taken aback that his hands were every bit as dry and warm as Dr Chan’s.

			I was shaking hands with the ambassador! It was all happening too quickly. I found myself centre stage but didn’t know what to say. I thought buying and wearing the suit would be enough, I hadn’t actually planned to say anything. That bit wasn’t in the invitation.

			“Hello Ambassador,” I said...and then couldn’t think of anything to say. His gold cuff links shone in the sunshine that flooded through the crystal clear colonial picture windows. 

			All that was rattling around in my head was how funny it would be if I said “would you like a Fererro Rocher chocolate ambassador,” just like they did on the TV advert, but of course I didn’t. Instead I said “it’s nice here isn’t it.” I looked around the room as if to emphasise that I was taking in how very nice his ambassadorial residence was. 

			As I said it though I realized I sounded like the actress Lorraine Chase who was famous in Britain in the 1980s for the unusual combination of looking beautiful but sounding vacant and common and unimpressed all at the same time. In response to my stunning observation about the room the ambassador simply replied “yes” and failed to join me looking around the room in a theatrical way.

			I felt a little embarrassed at my crass observation so stopped looking around the room, as this clearly wasn’t working. I then made the big fat mistake of sharing my thoughts with the ambassador.

			“I’m sorry, I sound like Lorraine Chase don’t I”

			“Sorry....what....who?” said the ambassador.

			“You know... Lorraine Chase...” I was momentarily genuinely shocked that the British Ambassador seemed to be puzzled by the name Lorraine Chase. It would be like an American Ambassador who hadn’t heard of Scooby Doo or couldn’t hum the theme tune to The Flintstones, or an Australian who had never heard of Paul Hogan...well similar. 

			To ease the situation I knew I had to go further. I had no choice other than to plough on into uncharted territory.

			I then did that thing where you say a quote which to you is very well known and self explanatory and designed to demystify the situation, but to the listener is totally baffling.

			“You know,” I said. “Luton Airport” and when I said Luton Airport, I said it in an exaggerated high pitched woman’s voice, just to make sure that he got it.

			I smiled and chuckled slightly trying to indicate that this was all good humorous banter. The ambassador looked a little worried. Mike (or Jeff or Gary) looked like he was going to punch me.

			“I’m sorry, I don’t understand what you are talking about,” said the ambassador coldly.

			I stopped chuckling and began to feel a little irritated. Surely he had heard of Lorraine Chase. I’d even done the voice. He was the bloody British Ambassador! He must have heard of Lorraine Chase. I felt betrayed; a British Ambassador who had never heard of Lorriane Chase! Had he never heard her utter those immortal words in the 1980s Campari advert? Imagine a beautiful cliff top bar at sunset somewhere in the Mediterranean, a ruggedly handsome man in an evening suit says to a beautiful young woman “were you truly wafted here from paradise?” and she (Lorraine Chase) famously responds “Nahh...Luton Airport” (the smallest and least popular of London’s many satellite airports). Had he never heard her sing that very same phrase again on the popular TV show, Top Of The Pops in a follow up one hit wonder called “Luton Airport.” 

			I then began to explain who Lorraine Chase was, which I now realize was my second big fat mistake. Similarly, to when you have to explain a joke it’s never funny and always ends up with you (me) sounding very unfunny.

			“Erm, Lorrain Chase was an actress I think. She was in a song and an advert advertising Campari and soda and her famous catch line was “Nahh....Luton Airport.”

			In response to this explanation the ambassador simply said:

			“Have you found the buffet?” 

			He said it in a rather snooty voice as though he wasn’t at all interested in Luton Airport, or Lorraine Chase or me.

			I wanted to snap back “I haven’t lost the buffet.” By now I felt irritated by the whole thing. I felt irritated that I had ended up sounding stupid, twice in quick succession. I felt irritated that the ambassador had never heard of Lorraine Chase. I felt irritated that our British representative in Thailand had possibly never heard of a whole host of 1970s and 1980s house hold names; who else hadn’t he heard of, Hattie Jaques, Hughie Green, Sid James...where did it end? Deep down I also felt mildly let down that there was no one even marginally famous at the reception and I felt irritated that I had gone to the trouble of getting a hot itchy suit and now I was being upstaged by a buffet.

			With this last question the ambassador moved on and talked to some other people. I turned to Mike (or Jeff, or Gary). I puffed my cheeks out, blew slightly and shook my head slightly from side to side, like a builder about to give an on the spot estimate for a particularly tricky building job “fancy not knowing who Lorraine Chase is.” He just looked at me.

			“I’m off to the buffet,” I said and busied myself loading buffet stuff onto my plate. It wasn’t a big buffet but what there was looked very nice indeed. I thought that this was probably a sign of exceeding poshness. There was smoked salmon, many types of marinated olives, small dainty sandwiches, tiger prawns, sushi and an extravagance of sun dried vegetables that had been rejuvenated in olive oil. What was significant by its absence though, was a huge pyramid of Ferrero Rocher chocolates like there used to be on the TV advert. I am happy to confirm that Ferrero Rocher chocolates are no longer consumed at ambassadorial receptions. If you’ve never seen the advert (which is highly likely) it’s worth a look on Youtube, you can search out Lorraine Chase at the same time as the chances are that you haven’t heard of her either, which is probably my third big fat mistake.

			The buffet reminded me of an expensive version of what used to be called “A Party Tea.”  A “Party Tea” was all the rage when I was growing up and was the main event at all birthday parties. There used to be a grapefruit in the middle of the table with loads of cocktail sticks sticking out of it with little cubes of cheese and tinned pineapple chunks stuck on the end. There used to be bowls of crisps, fish paste sandwiches, sausage rolls, watery slices of ham on which, to demonstrate the specialness of the occasion, would be a bright green sprig of parsley. 

			At my friend Laurence’s party we had something which his mother referred to as “potted meat” sandwiches which later my Mum said was very old fashioned as most of us just called it Spam.       

			I was just deciding to load a bit more onto my plate when there was a chinking sound. The ambassador was standing in the middle of the room chinking a spoon against his wine glass. 

			“If I could just have your attention I would like to say a few words.”  

			It was at this point that I dropped some prawns onto the carpet. He gave me a withering look and carried on. 

			I must say though, what followed was truly amazing. He delivered what I assume was an unplanned and unrehearsed speech that lasted about 15 minutes. He didn’t pause, or waver or go off track once. It was thoughtful, heartfelt, personal and global in equal measure. He talked of his own children and of his grandchildren, and the children he observed living in the streets just outside where we were standing. He talked about vulnerability and responsibility and protection. He mentioned families and love and people working together. 

			He also went on to mention the United Nations 1959 Convention of the Rights of a Child in order to back up all of his subjective thinking. It all seemed effortless, as if these words had been inside him for years and were at last ready to tumble out in perfect, confident formation. 

			He looked people in the eye while he was talking, gestured meaningfully but not too much,  and most impressively mentioned people in the room by name whom he had clearly only just met (but of course not me). I can’t even remember my own children’s middle names let alone a room full of strangers who I have only just met. It was impressive stuff to say the least.

			In comparison, I had observed how nice the room was, forgotten every one’s name as soon as they were introduced to me, described in boring detail the career highlights of an obscure British 1980s minor celebrity and finally dropped a plate of prawns on the carpet.

			As the early afternoon sun poured in through the picture windows I stood apart from the crowd at the side of the buffet table picking at my plate of carpet fluff prawns. People started to drift off. The ambassador had left in a flurry of handshakes and smiles and good wishes, ushered off by his personal entourage of secretaries and security men to the next reception somewhere else, where again he would be required to memorise everyone’s name and make a fantastic inspirational and unrehearsed speech. 

			It occurred to me that it was a very particular skill set. A skill set in fact that is not too dissimilar to that of a good teacher. I wondered how he would have got on as a teacher at my first school where I worked and had to wrestle razor sharp martial arts weapons from youngsters twice my size. I wondered whether he could teach Thomas Hardy to teenagers who could just about grunt a few words of English, despite it being their first language. I looked out onto the huge lawn where ground staff where watering the palm trees and I looked beyond towards a tennis court and swimming pool and I wondered whether he really meant the profound things he said or whether it was just a trick he has learnt from a particular type of education. 

			Did he really mean the poignant things he said about Bangkok street children and human trafficking, or would it fade by the time he makes his next impressive speech about Fair Trade Negotiations, or Global Warming, or whatever ambassadors make speeches about.

			By now after all this deep thinking almost everyone had gone except the woman who was involved with Logistics who was keenly “networking” with a man whom I assumed was also “networking” back, although I couldn’t quite tell.

			I realised that I must pose something of an oddity standing alone in the middle of the ambassador’s reception room after everyone had gone. I was interested to see what they would do with me if I just didn’t leave. Would they just clean up around me? Could I remain here until the end of the day when the ambassador returned home? Can you imagine the shock he would get! How pleased he would be. We could talk about 1980s minor celebrities again.

			After a while though, a member of the ambassadorial staff came up to me, keen to “move things along” as they say these days. He politely asked if I lived locally or had travelled in from somewhere else, keen to introduce the idea of homeward travel into conversation....I thought for a while. I told him that I had flown down from Chiang Mai with my family, but as I was saying these words I knew what I should be saying... “Nahhh, I’ve come from Luton Airport.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 13
School Barbecue 
Insect Invasion Hell

			[image: ]

			September: Escaping the heat by jumping into the swimming pool no longer works as it’s now hotter in the water! 

			“Please, please calm down , it’s justa kinda fly, do not panic, they will not bite you,  do not panic  …….” School Director.

			My sons’ international school is very nice. It is full of nice teachers and nice children who do nice things. It’s almost the polar opposite of the school I went to, which was not very nice. In fact, not to put too finer point on it, it was shit. It was shit in a way that only huge urban secondary schools in the 1970s could be.

			The highlight of the school year was at the end of the final term when the older boys would storm our classroom and throw Mr Ellis, the newly qualified and diminutive maths teacher out of the window. We all got very excited when at the beginning of our third year in secondary school  the entire Maths department, along with the diminutive Mr Ellis, was moved from the ground floor up to the 3rd floor. He spent the whole year nervously eyeing the windows and assessing the drop. It certainly was an education, but not in the traditional sense. 

			We kept our heads down (as did Mr Ellis), did our work, put up with institutional bullying,  spiteful and ineffective teachers and buoyed our spirits by thinking of the day when it would be our turn to throw Mr Ellis out of the window. 

			It is therefore a genuine and complete surprise that my children actually enjoy school and learn things (other than how to throw a small math’s teacher out of the window) and what’s more, they enjoy being what the Head Teacher refers to meaningfully as “being part of the life of the school.” 

			I’m not sure what this means but the first time I heard it I was immediately suspicious. It sounded like professional jargon, code for something that doesn’t want to be said; one of those many phrases that makes something terrible sound quite nice, like the phrase “credit crunch.” The first time I heard this phrase I thought it sounded like a cereal bar. I’ve always thought the phrase “ethnic cleansing,” as terrible as it is, actually sounds like a special offer in a dry cleaning shop, “50% Off Kaftans, 25% Off Ponchos...it’s ethnic cleansing week.” 

			I’m not as sure as my kids that I will enjoy being “part of the life of the school.” But, as inevitable as it used to be to see a small maths teacher plunging earthwards in July, I agree, along with my wife, to pay the princely sum of 200Baht to attend the School Teachers and Parents Barbecue where my sons will perform in an atrocious rock band, along with a display of Thai dancing by the Primary School students, some over enthusiastic and self conscious bongo playing by a couple of older boys and two little girls playing a recorder duet (unfortunately some things in schools never change).

			In theory I believe that I should enjoy school social events; meeting other friendly parents, talking to enthusiastic teachers about the recent field trip, watching inoffensive musical ditties and generally having a pleasant time. In practice though, I find that I never know quite what to say. I hover uncomfortably somewhere between banal chit chat, (“so what do you do…you’re a Financial Adviser, well that must be nice”) and inappropriate (“I was just saying that your son looks like the young Mussolini”). 

			But so far, the evening is swinging along just fine, I have managed to avoid saying anything too inappropriate and have not yet met a Financial Adviser. The sun has just set and the barbecue is scenting the air with mouth watering barbecue meaty smells. The temperature is just perfect and large exotic looking moths hover around the floodlights which light the stage area. 

			Everyone is happy, and for a fleeting moment it feels like I have eventually made it, that I have settled into a middle class international life style, where I wear cream coloured chino trousers and a sky blue shirt and sip red wine and chit chat about inoffensive things with other inoffensive middle class international parents.

			Out of the corner of my eye though, I notice a huge bat of horror film proportions, which is dive bombing the moths that are increasing in numbers and hovering around the stage lights.

			I don’t say anything as I am fearful of slipping along a downward slope towards unintentional inappropriateness. I am keeping it safe and happily carry on a boring conversation about how this school is so much better than The American School in Singapore, and a quarter of the price apparently. My wife can see that I am distracted and want to say something about the bats. I smile at her to show that I understand and won’t be saying anything stupid about giant bats. I am keen to demonstrate that I am on my best behaviour.

			Behind me I can hear Thom, who although doesn’t have children knows a lot of people who do. It’s always good to have Thom around anyway. He’s talking/ shouting with some other American parents. He is telling them how much pizza he can eat and arranging a burger eating competition with some other ginormous American dads. He’s half drunk, of course.   

			The smoke from the barbecue circles up towards the stars in the cloudless warm sky. The banana palms behind the stage act as a screen hiding the performers from their parent’s eager eyes. Our boys come on with some of their mates and set up their band. They are all looking cool and their parents are bursting with pride. The music thrashes out in a way that can only be achieved by school rock bands (thankfully). There is a pause in the assembled conversations. Everybody applauds. Everyone is enjoying themselves. Then two girls with recorders come on stage. 

			I diligently go back to the boring conversation about the terrible overpriced school in Singapore. But because I have not been listening properly I make a mistake, it’s not Singapore, it’s Shanghai, so when I say Singapore everyone looks at me blankly. Luckily my wife intervenes and says something funny about global dyslexia, and everybody laughs, including me. I only have half an idea of what I’m laughing at. I look again at the enormous black bats catching moths in mid air.

			The recorders screech away in the background and people begin to move towards the barbecue grills where other people are emerging with paper plates piled high with burgers and vegetable kebabs. Some Japanese parents have also made some sushi and a really smiley group of Korean mothers (sounds like a name of a Korean punk band, The Korean Mothers, if indeed they have punk in Korea which they probably don’t) have made some traditional Korean salad called Kinchi which tastes like sick. Everyone is happy.

			And then it starts.

			For the first few minutes there is just a collective awareness that there are more flying insects than is comfortable. People begin to flap in a controlled and polite way, trying to keep flying insects off their food and themselves, but also keeping their conversations about schools in Singapore or Shanghai or wherever going. Nobody does much apart from flap their arms at an increasing, steady and unrelenting flow of large flying insects. It is of course more important to show restraint and politeness than save yourself and your dinner from an insect invasion.

			I look around in wonderment at what is happening. I can’t believe it.

			“What’s happening?” says my wife.

			“I’m not sure, but it’s great isn’t it?” I reply.

			A woman who has just heard me say this looks at me horrified.

			With the increase in insects there is an increase in bats. Soon the air is thick with flying insects and bats. The insects are termites, and they only swarm on a few nights of the year, but when they do it feels like some ancient prophesy for the end of the world is coming true. They swarm towards any light source in biblical proportions.

			Some of the Thai parents look worried. Then there is the first scream. An ear splitting girls scream from behind the screen of banana palms, and a beautifully dressed young girl in traditional Thai costume comes pelting out across the stage.

			“Mummy, mummy it’s flown in my hair, I can feel it,” she screams.

			An alarmed looking woman is trying to unpick flying termites from her daughters beautifully plaited blonde hair, whilst at the same time trying to swat them away from herself.

			Within minutes the whole scene transforms from quiet middle class mutterings to an apocalyptic vision of hell. It’s like the sinking of the Titanic but with flying termites and bats.

			The powerful stage lights are acting like beacons for millions of termites for miles around. Like moths they fly uncontrollably towards any light source.  Unwittingly the PTO School Barbecue is draining the surrounding countryside of termites.  

			There are children and parents from 25 different nations screaming and swearing in 25 different languages and running in all directions. Termites and diving bats are everywhere. As soon as the termites land they lose their wings and start crawling about. I imagine that this is fairly innocuous if they have landed on some far flung mountain top but when it’s in your hair it isn’t very pleasant. They will crawl into your ear, up your nose and into your mouth if you let them. 

			“What shall we do?” says my wife.

			“Nothing… have you got a camera?” I say.

			People are leaving in droves. Cars are screeching to the front of the school and children are literally diving in and then roaring away. Meanwhile the School Director gets hold of the  microphone and urges everyone to calm down and not to panic. She does this until a termite flies into her hair and then she screams and panics and runs off stage.

			“We can’t just stand here,” says my wife trying to swat insects from her white dress which is now peppered with crawling termites.

			“Are you nuts?” I shout, “this is brilliant,…it’s the life of the school,” I add, but she gives me a special wife’s look; a look that is familiar to husbands all over the world which says “ I am far from happy, and unless you do something now, bad things will happen.” 

			“Okay,” I say, “grab as many burgers as you can… and the kids, and I’ll bring the truck round the front.”

			I linger, though, absorbing the scene. It really is unbelievable and I know I am lucky to be here to see such termite induced mayhem. It’s a once in a lifetime event and I want to soak it all up and distil it into one memory that will last a lifetime. Bats are now tumbling through the air, giddy with such a rare and plentiful feast.

			I momentarily think about Mr Ellis and wonder if he ever found a way to stop big boys throwing him out of the window.

			As I turn to leave, a Thai maintenance guy unplugs the electric stage lights plunging everything into moonlit darkness. For a few brief moments the screams intensify as parents and children are now not only covered in insects and being dive bombed by huge bats but are also plunged into complete darkness. I wonder if the maintenance guy simply wants to make things worse.

			Within a couple of minutes though the relentless onslaught of insects subsides. Parents and children continue leaving and cars and trucks continue to roar off up the Hang Dong Road at high speed.

			The same maintenance guy who unplugged the stage lights turns off all the lights in the school. Everything is dark and still.

			We are amongst the last to leave. I get the truck.

			As I pull away I look back in the rear view mirror and can make out the shadowy plump image of the School Director waving everyone back, like the captain of the Titanic telling everyone that everything is okay, as the ship slips ever deeper in to the icy sea.

			As we drive home the boys talk animatedly about the horror film proportions of the event. About how so and so had a termite in her ear and how the geography teacher was swearing. I look at my wife and she smiles at me. I smile back at her as I have cunningly managed to smuggle out four burgers wrapped in a napkin in my jacket pocket.

			I have never felt so much part of the life of any school.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14
The Rhythms of Life 

			[image: ]

			October: Rain beginning to thin out and starting to get slightly cooler at night. The gardener (got hold of one eventually) discovered a Hill Tribe living undisturbed at the end of our garden.

			“If your truck could talk... it would say “scrap me.” Thom

			I’m fed up. Incredibly fed up. Brassed off. Got the hump. I decide that something must be done.

			“Well, if the truck won’t start again, you’ll have to take it to another mechanic,” suggests my wife.

			I love our old sky blue 28 year old truck, but it does play up, as old trucks do. This time though I have had it. All three things that usually go wrong with it have all gone wrong at the same time; the radiator is leaking, the battery isn’t charging and the air con has packed up again.

			The rather bizarre thing is that all these things break and get fixed on a regular basis. I get them fixed, and then the following week or even sooner they break again. It’s like an incurable heroin addict going in and out of rehab, full of empty promises, fresh starts and false hopes, but admittedly not as dramatic. 

			My previous experience of cars and mechanics back in England was a bit different. I was used to the luxury of a BMW main dealership. I would make a call, book the car in and turn up at the allotted time and a nice freshly scrubbed boy in his first suit, straight from school would hand me the keys to a courtesy car, usually a brand new, top of the range BMW 3 Series. My car would be whisked away to an area that is as spotless as a hospital operating theatre and has more diagnostic computers and hardware than NASA.

			All this did come at a price, but I did get a complimentary cup of coffee. More importantly though, stuff did get fixed, and didn’t break again. This is the pattern that I am used to; car breaks, the mechanics fix it, I pay a lot of money and I drive away. End of story.  

			By stark contrast, what I am having to get used to now is this; truck breaks, I take it to a mechanic who mends it, I pay practically nothing, I drive away, it breaks again, I take it back, they fix it again, I pay even less money, I drive away, it breaks again, I take it back, they fix it again, I drive away, it breaks again, I take it back, they fix it, it breaks again…ad infinitum, as they say. 

			The last time my truck was fixed was by this old wiry guy with one brown front tooth and clothes which looked like they were hand me downs from the homeless drop in centre. His clothes were so ripped and filthy it would have been an improvement if he had just been nude. It would also be a show stopper of a marketing campaign: “The Naked Mechanic…what you see is what you get.”  

			He was operating out of a tiny yard which a friend of Khun Sonthaya had recommended to me. The mechanic who we usually went to, Khun Piyac, was ill in hospital with diabetes (“…but coca cola tastes so good”). 

			Every inch of space in this filthy little yard was taken up with dirty bits of metal and greasy engine parts. The walls were covered with old inner tubes, tyres, steering wheels, fan belts, drive belts, wheels, more wheels, basically anything which had a hole in and could be hung up on a nail rather than just thrown on the floor. Everything else that didn’t have a hole was in fact just thrown on the floor. It’s a great system that I’m thinking of adopting.

			Everything was black and greasy. Even the grease looked dirty.

			It was difficult to see where his work area began and the street ended. There was just a steady increase in clutter and engine parts the further back into his yard you went. It was like an entrance to a prehistoric Neanderthal cave but littered with bits of dirty metal rather than dinosaur bones.   

			Amongst the oily debris, small scrawny sick looking chickens pecked about. I wondered what they could be eating and wondered whether he had trained them specially to live on engine grease. There were also cats wandering around, one of which was suckling four tiny kittens, one kitten clearly much smaller and weaker than the rest. It kept trying to suckle and getting pushed out of the way by the other three. It was so tiny. It tried to get up and had trouble standing. Eventually it stood, tottering slightly like a drunk vicars wife at a cocktail party. Eventually it tottered around the other side and tried to nuzzle in without much success. 

			Above my head and covering half his yard were bits of blue plastic sheeting which were tied to nails that had been banged into the wall, which gave shade from the sun and protection from the rain. It also made the whole place dark and gloomy. The only exception to this was his tiny shrine which was attached to the far wall and amounted to nothing more than a small ornamental mantle piece with two miniature prayer wheels and a small statue of Ganesh, the Elephant God wrapped in fairy lights which continually blinked on and off. Needless to say that it was all covered in a layer of thick grease and looked like a miniature fair ground oasis in a dessert of black filth.

			Amongst this madness sat the Lord of Misrule himself on the tiniest little wooden stool you have ever seen in your life, smoking a cigarette and watching Thai soap operas on a fuzzy black and white portable TV. It had just got to the bit again where the uncle starts to reveal some terrible home truths to an assembled family crowd. As he speaks the family members act in a restrained but emotional way. A woman screams and storms off. A man throws down his phone and also storms off, a teenage couple embrace and at the back of the room a ghost rises from the floor and everybody screams and the credits roll. Usual stuff. 

			The old toothless man notices me. I am already having second doubts about all this. I show him my truck. I lift the bonnet and there is steaming water shooting in an impressive little arc from the top of my radiator. The old guy recoils and laughs as though it’s the funniest thing he has ever seen. I smile but I don’t think it’s that funny.

			I wonder why I have not got a big new truck that works. Why at the grand old age of forty five I have a truck which is even older and a lot more broken down than the first car I ever had (Ford Escort with furry dice hanging from the rear view mirror) and why I seem to be the only foreigner in Chiang Mai who doesn’t have a huge brand new pick up truck, like Thom has. 

			Thai people are obsessed with buying impressively huge and shiny trucks, even if they live in a tiny little shack. Even the most modest houses will have a massive truck parked outside. An expensive new truck is a sign of success, power and prosperity. In Chiang Mai right now it is a must have. What an earth must local people think of me? A figure of pity, of failure? Unable even to afford the affordable loan deal on a new truck. No wonder old toothless laughs his head off. 

			He dug into his mountain of rotting iron, waved his filthy oil encrusted hand aggressively at a chicken and pulled out the end of a small welding machine. Within five minutes he had welded up the top of my radiator and charged me an infinitesimally small amount of money for his troubles.

			True to form his workmanship lasted an infinitesimally small amount of time in direct proportion to his fee structure. By the time I got home there was a little dribble of water gurgling from where he had mended it.

			Not only that, the air con had packed up again on the way home, the engine stalled at the lights on the Hang Dong Road outside Tesco’s and the battery that I bought just six months ago had just enough power to turn over what is left of the starting motor.

			I was fed up.

			I rued the day when I climbed into the sidecar of an angel who sped me through the back streets of Chiang Mai to where his uncle was selling this truck. Why didn’t I just spend more money and get a better one, but then I remembered that we didn’t have any money. You get what you pay for. Buy cheap and you buy twice as my Nan would say. 

			I day dreamed about the BMW dealership where I used to go; the complimentary coffee, the smart young men in a new suits, the mechanics who knew what they were doing, the absence of chickens and cats. I decided that I had to find myself a main dealership. I was prepared to pay extra as long as they fixed my bloody truck, once and for all.

			“I will find a new mechanic,” I said to my wife, “I do believe in fairies” I added for extra effect.

			“What?” she yelled back from the kitchen.

			“Peter Pan,” I said. 

			She didn’t reply. 

			No more driving around Chiang Mai’s back streets letting Old Toothless have a go trying to fix things that are beyond fixing. I was going to a dealership, the central hub of overpriced car repair, I had definitely reached that stage where you are happy to pay whatever it takes as long as it is fixed.

			In a trice I was sitting in the huge white clean airy reception area of the Chiang Mai Toyota main dealership. It was a million miles away from Old Toothless. There was a row of 25 uniformed young men and women sitting behind computer screens talking to customers. Occasionally the sales staff would swivel their screens around with a confident flourish to point out to dazed looking customers why it was that it would cost a lot more than they had originally thought.

			Before I got a chance to sit down I was swept off my feet by a beautiful young Thai lady who emerged gracefully from behind a pre reception reception desk grandly entitled Toyota Ambassador. She saluted in the traditional Thai way with both hands together as if in serious prayer, and also bowed.

			I was in the hands of an Ambassador. The second one I had met this year! I didn’t even know Toyota was a country, but, judging by the grandiosity of this set up, it was not just any old country, but a super state. 

			“Please you follow me.” She led me to an empty chair opposite a young man in an immaculate Toyota uniform, a bit like a flight attendant on a super swish modern airline. Every hair on his head was perfect. It looked like he had come straight from the hairdressers. I wondered whether, in the new, promised land, known as Toyota, they have their own in-house hairdresser and beautician. I realized that all the staff looked perfect, immaculately dressed and well groomed. 

			As soon as my bottom hit the seat of my chair a glass of chilled water was placed in front of me on a little plastic coaster with the word Toyota etched into it, just in case I had forgotten whose country I was in and who was responsible for creating the illusion of such wondrous opulence.

			“May I speak English?” I said in English.

			“I will translate for you,” said my ambassador. She slipped behind the desk and stood over the young man with perfect hair.

			“I have a very old truck. Nearly 30 years old. Toyota Hi Lux Mighty X. There are many things wrong.” You get used to speaking in headlines to make translation easier.

			There was now a lot of Thai being talked backwards and forwards as I sat and sipped my water. I assumed that they were discussing how a foreigner, who by definition has more money than they know what to do with, is driving a 30 year old truck. The conversation finished.

			“You have a very old truck,” the ambassador confirmed with me.

			“Yes, and there are many things broken.”

			“I will write them down” said the ambassador as she took a new sheet of paper from the desk.

			“The radiator is leaking, and dangerous. I need a new radiator.”

			“Okay,” she nodded gravely and scribbled in Thai.

			“The air con is broken, it needs more than new fluid. Need a new air con.”

			“Okay.”

			“The battery (pronounced in Thai; Bat-Air-Reeeee) is not charging. Broken alternator.”

			“Okay, broken alti-nai-tor…. you also need Service?” she added brightly.

			“Yes, why not,” I said feeling happy and care free. “Yes, a full service as well.”

			“You bring truck here Friday morning at 8 o’clock… in the morning.”

			“Okay,” I said.

			I got home and re-arranged my week. 

			On Thursday afternoon I was called by the Toyota Ambassador.

			“Khun Alex, you come here tomorrow morning at 8 o’clock in the morning, confirming your booking” was gabbled at me with the sharp precision gained from much practice.

			At 6:00 in the morning I charged the battery with a battery charger that I bought last year which sees far too much action. At 7:15 I put the key in the ignition and prayed to the great truck god in the sky. I turned it to the first position and waited for the little orange light to go out, and then full twist and the whole great lumbering beast lurched into life once more. As the engine warmed up water spurted out from the radiator. We dripped our way across town at a stately old pace keeping my fingers crossed that the lights would change to green before the engine overheated. It was a fine balancing act.

			I crawled along with the early morning traffic; the delivery people with motorbike sidecars rammed full of vegetables from the early morning markets, huge bundles of lemon grass, bags full of limes, bunches of bright green basil and coriander and baskets full of flame red chillis. I trundled alongside old ladies riding ancient motor scooters, and young boys off to Chiang Mai Technical College with their new Yamaha 125s, often three or four to a bike, and shop girls riding pillion side saddle putting on their lipstick and admiring their handiwork in their little compact mirrors. Amongst all this early morning SE Asian action sat a foreign man in an ancient truck which was dripping water, with his fingers crossed and staring at the red traffic light repeating the phrase “change green change green change green,” like some medieval wizard.     

			At 7.45 I pulled up right outside the reception, next to all the other customers pulling into the next available spaces. The old blue truck, streaming water from the front grill, just looked like a joke next to all the huge modern shiny trucks and brand new cars. It looked like something from another world, which I suppose is not too far from the truth.

			I bowled into the reception, but was too early for the ambassador. I sat down and waited. Customers came and went. Reception staff arrived. Keys were handed over and signed for and still I waited patiently.  I didn’t really mind waiting as in a matter of hours or days my truck would be as good as new. Eventually the ambassador arrived.

			“Sawadee Kaa Khun Alex.” She saluted and bowed. I did the same.

			Rather disconcertingly she wanted to know all over again what it was that I wanted them to fix on my truck. I went through it again, slowly and clearly.

			“Radiator,” I said and she wrote it down as well as translating to another man who thundered it into his keyboard.

			“Okay,” she said.

			“Battery and alternator.”

			“Okay.”

			“Air con.”

			“ …and you want service and car wash?”

			 “You bet,” I said and she smiled at me.

			 She looked up and I countersigned an official looking form. 

			“I will telephone you,” she said, and made the internationally recognized mime for making a telephone call.

			“I will wait for your call,” I said, wondering how long it would be before I heard the estimated price for all the work.

			I went outside to my truck and from the back lifted out my son’s old bike, the Super Sporty 22. It’s like a modern day version of Thunderbird 4 emerging from Thunderbird 2. Everyone stopped what they were doing and stared at me, but it didn’t matter as I told myself that it would be worth it. After all it’s important to “make a go” of things, isn’t it. Rather self consciously I got on and wobbled off exiting through the entrance against the flow of incoming traffic and out onto the furiously busy dual carriageway.

			As dangerous as it is, I like cycling in Chiang Mai, especially when I’m on the Super Sporty 22, but, cycling for transport purposes rather than for leisure is seen by Thai people as the lowest form of transport, reserved only for the seriously poor and the odd foreigner who talks about incomprehensible notions such as sustainability and the environment, which have yet to really reach this country. Why would you cycle if you could afford a motor scooter, and why would you use that if you could afford a nice air-conditioned car or truck? The humble bicycle is at the bottom of the transport chain, and a grown man on a Super Sporty 22 in the rush hour morning traffic is somehow even beneath that. People came out of their houses and stared at me.

			I got to the office and waited for the call. By lunch time I had the feeling that they would call any time. I imagined a team of mechanics hard at work fixing my truck, phoning up suppliers and getting prices for shiny new radiators and cool looking air con units.

			As early afternoon crept into mid afternoon I began to worry. What could they be doing, what was taking them so long? Why had they not phoned me? 

			At times like this its tempting for me to rationalize what could be happening in a wildly over optimistic way. I wondered, for example, whether they had found the replacement parts and just gone ahead and fixed it without seeking my approval for the final price. It was after all a very straight forward request. Perhaps the Ambassador was on her lunch break and they didn’t want to risk making a phone call themselves. I could understand that. Perhaps they just wanted to surprise me. Perhaps they realised the rarity of such an old but well presented truck and had decided to use it in a commercial about the longevity and reliability of the Toyota Company/ Kingdom. Perhaps they were just phoning their company marketing team back in Japan before they finalized the deal with me. Perhaps they were going to ask me, along with Pierce Brosnan, to be in the advert. 

			Although I had said that they could keep the truck as long as necessary I did need to know when I would be getting it back. I needed to know whether I had to cycle home on the Super Sporty or back up the Hang Dong Road to the dealership.

			By 4 o clock I was pacing the office, staring at the phone. I retrieved the form with lots of Thai writing on and phoned the number at the top. 

			“Sawadee Kap may I speak English?” There was confused talking in the background. Another voice came on and spoke Thai.

			“Hello, can I speak English?” I repeated.

			“Hello-wa” a Thai voice said.

			“I am Khun Alex. You have my truck Hi Lux Super X”

			“Hello-wa” the Thai voice said again. Then it said “Will phone Ha Natee ”

			So, I waited for 5 minutes, pacing the room like a jilted groom at a wedding. The skies began to darken and thunder rolled across from the mountains. Bloody hell, don’t rain now.  But it did.

			Nobody phoned back in five minutes, it was now getting on for 5 o’clock. I had no option; I had to cycle back across town to the dealership, in the pouring rain, with no waterproofs, in Friday rush hour traffic on a child’s bike. It felt like a challenge on a stupid reality TV show. 

			It was pouring with rain and I was soaked in the first few seconds. It must have been one of the last big downpours of the season. It wasn’t particularly cold but just very uncomfortable. Imagine, if you will, being fully clothed and then lying underwater in a luke warm bath then getting out without drying yourself and cycling around on a child’s bike in the Saturday Night Stock Car Crash Rodeo. That would be similar to the journey ahead, but probably a little bit safer.

			The traffic was, of course, murderous. It hadn’t rained in a while and the roads were greasy and wet. All around me was the screeching of tyres, the pounding of rain and the occasional thump where bumper met bumper. I weaved in and around the stationary traffic, most people too preoccupied with trying to get home in one piece to notice some mad foreign bloke on a miniature bike. It must have looked like I was escaping from a circus. 

			I cycled over Narawat Bridge and the fast moving brown muddy water of the river Ping. Huge clumps of Water Hyacinth swirled past, an indication that higher up in the mountains the river was flooding. The traffic was completely stationary on both sides of the road and both sides of the river, and backed right up along Thapai Road up to the moat.

			Battling onwards, on the little Super Sporty 22, didn’t feel much like Thunderbirds now. The dark low clouds rumbled over from the mountains with cracks of lightening and thunder that shook the old town to its ancient foundations. It felt like the world was coming to an end. Water was pouring and flooding across the street. Shop keepers looked on from dark doorways; the electricity having gone out with the first almighty thunder clap. Motorcyclists who were still bravely battling on started driving along the empty pavements, at first just a few and then a steady flow in single file with brightly coloured cheap plastic water proofs flapping in the wind. A fat bloated dead rat bobbed along in the flood water at the side of the road, and everything smelled hot and fetid and wet.

			The main thing now was to get to the dealership and pick up my fully repaired truck. It would be all nice and new again. I would put the bike in the back and proudly drive back home.

			I got to the dealership just as the rain was dying off, gusts of hot air following the storm battering the soaked and dripping city. I walked in and 25 immaculately dressed young sales assistants froze and stared at me. I thought of saying something funny, but for once I just didn’t feel like it. It felt a bit like entering a new world, or being transported in time from the dark ages to some comfortable clean modern view of the future. The electricity and lights came on and I stood dripping in the doorway. The Toyota Ambassador came over and held out a hand towel to me. It was emblazoned with the words Toyota Winner Number 1. Sometimes though, it’s just difficult not to feel like a loser.   

			I dried my face and hair and as much of me as was decent with 25 people staring at you and sat down opposite an immaculately dressed young man. The Ambassador translated.  An older man came out from a back room and came over to us with a stack of slips of paper. He looked severe and gave me a very business like salute. He launched into a long officious sounding monologue. The ambassador turned to me.

			“He says that there are many things wrong with your truck.”

			“Yes” I said, a little confused. “That’s why I brought it to you.” She looked nervous.

			“He says that the Alternator is broken and the battery is not charging properly.” 

			“Yes,” I said.

			“He also says the air con is broken.” As she said this he pointed at one of the slips of paper with a big red cross on it to emphasize the point that it really was broken.

			“I know, that’s why I brought it here…how much will it be to fix these things?” There was much earnest talking in Thai between them.

			“He says he cannot fix, he says they do not have the right fluids.” 

			The right fluids? The right fluids? My mind was blank and the exhaustion of the journey across town was just catching up with me.

			“He says the radiator is broken,” she announced brightly.

			“I know,” I said softly.

			“He says the radiator is leaking and is dangerous to drive.”

			“I know” I said softly again, realising the full madness of the situation. “That’s why I brought it to you. I thought you might be able to fix it,” I said, not to be clever, or sarcastic or awkward but just to be honest. I really did believe they would be able to fix it, why wouldn’t they? 

			“Can you replace the radiator?” I said, a little spark of hope not quite extinguished in the flood of disappointment.

			“Yes, we can order a radiator, but not from Bangkok. We will have to order from Japan. It will be at least 65 days delivery…maybe more.”

			“How much will it cost?”

			She turned to the senior supervisor and there was again much earnest talking.

			“He says it would cost 40,000 Baht, plus import tax, and labour which maybe another 10,000 Baht”

			“But the whole truck is only worth about 100,000 Baht,” I protested weakly. She smiled, the senior guy saluted and returned to his office. I paid for the service, took the keys, walked outside and picked up the Super Sporty 22 and lifted it into the back. I felt tired. I was wet and deflated. As I got into the cab the Thai fore court assistant saluted me and repeated what I have come to know is a little speech in Thai which is welcoming me to Chiang Mai and wishing me good luck, which is handy as it will be 50 – 50 whether the bloody thing starts. 

			It did. It wheezed into life and I drove back home through flood water and puddles the size of Olympic swimming pools.

			The next morning I charged the battery, topped up the radiator, wound the windows down and drove off across Chiang Mai, back across the bridge with everything looking fresh and bright in the early morning sunshine. I pulled off the main road and round the little back streets and into a little darkened yard.

			At the back of the yard is Old Toothless sitting on his tiny wooden stool, smoking and watching his little black and white TV. He turns round and sees me and smiles a great big one tooth smile. He waves and gets up.

			“Sawadee, sawadee, sawadee, ” he says enthusiastically, like I’m a long lost brother, and chuckles to himself and kicks at a scrawny chicken as he walks over.

			As he works on the truck I notice there are only 3 kittens left suckling on their mother, and each one looks a little bigger since I saw them last. I feel sad about the tiny one that I assume has died. I look around at the piles of junk, the great pile of empty plastic engine oil bottles, and endless bits of broken old motor parts and wondered what happened to that tiny kitten, what Old Toothless did with that tiny frail little body.

			I look up to the home made shrine on the back wall, the flashing fairy lights, the beneficent face of Ganesh and I look at the miniature prayer wheels covered with ancient Buddhist texts (and of course grease), written clockwise around the surface to remind us of the endless passing of the sun, from east to west, across the sky. The rising and falling rhythms of life, the never ending pattern of death and re-birth, and I unexpectedly feel at home in this ancient land.  

			I feel the quiet acceptance, the strength of the country and its resilience and the knowledge that there is no such thing as an ending. I realize that my truck will never be fixed, but that will be okay, as nothing ever is, really. Everything is just, well, ongoing I guess, just a temporary arrangement, a bit of quick welding over a leaky old radiator.

			Old Toothy finishes his welding and I offer him a fifty Baht note.

			“Mai pen rai.…prung nee,” he says (“ it’s okay…give it to me tomorrow”). He smiles.

			I smile back, I know what he means and I have one of those unexpected moments when suddenly I love it here.  

		

	
		
			Chapter 15
Loy Krathong

			[image: ]

			Mid November : The official start of the Dry Season. Shouldn’t rain much until April.

			“Loy Krathong is a waste of time...people should just stick to their bad luck... shit, I should know.” Thom

			For a week in November everybody in Chiang Mai lets off lanterns and floats small candle lit rafts. Yep, when I read it the first time I thought “big deal” too. 

			There are popular post cards in Chiang Mai that show pictures of the night sky full of huge golden hot air lanterns swirling up into the heavens. The multitude of lanterns in these pictures is such that you automatically think, “it’s trick photography, it’s been photoshopped, it’s a few lanterns digitally copied thousands of times.” Well, its not. 

			The Loy Krathong Festival (Krathong meaning “raft”) pivots around the full moon of the twelfth lunar month. I just threw that in there for anyone still following the ancient Brahmanic calendar, for the rest of us this means mid November. During this time the good residents of Chiang Mai let off over two million lanterns, truck loads of fireworks and sail hundreds of thousands of beautifully decorated, small candle lit rafts along canals, rivers and streams. It must be one of the most incredible and magical experiences that takes place in the modern world.

			The centre of festivities is usually along the river, usually by the old Iron Bridge and Narawat Bridge. Special Krathong launching sites are set up by the municipality, as well as cunningly contrived bamboo piers that drive the little rafts out into the main flow of the river. It amazes me and makes me happy that important city centre traffic light systems can (and often do) freeze up and stick on red for days on end without anyone bothering to fix them, and yet the Chiang Mai municipality dispatches teams of expert bamboo pier engineers to set up the Krathong launching sites weeks in advance. 

			I’d love to see the local councils list of funding priorities. I bet that at the top it would be Krathong Launching Sites, swiftly followed by local tax relief to fairy light manufactures and a hefty dollop of funding to the Department of Water Fountain Development. Way down the list past all the grown up, boring stuff like “sewage outlet monitoring” and “town planning” would come “traffic control maintenance.” In all likelihood, traffic control maintenance in Chiang Mai is probably just a couple of old guys on a motorbike with a box of spanners. 

			This weird reversal of priorities in Chiang Mai is such that it sometimes feels like having a major city run by a combination of Disney World and a group of school girls; roads are closed for Flower Festivals, traffic stands still if there is a disco dancing championship at a local school, police corner off main carriageways at rush hour to allow local carnivals to set up and forget buying anything if you are unlucky enough to be in a shopping mall when a Thai pop star arrives to open a coffee bar. 

			The build up to the Loy Krathong Festival is slow but steady. At the same time as the teams of pier engineers turn up by the river, stalls along major roads set up to sell lanterns of all shapes and sizes, fireworks, candles, incense, banners and flags. The closer to the festival, the busier these makeshift outlets become. 

			The good old Monk Supply Shops are also centres of feverish activity. For most of the year, as you know, these shops sell everything you might want to donate as gifts to the monks at your local temple, everything from toilet rolls to ornate silver Alms Bowls. At festival time they are packed with lanterns, flags, fireworks, candles and incense, in fact anything and everything that burns, explodes or flies. It’s a bit different from your average Christian Bookshop which I guess is the closest thing we have in the west. Perhaps they should start selling fireworks.

			Loads of fireworks and lanterns are let off in the actual grounds of the numerous Buddhist Temples. A favourite activity is to combine the two activities at once by attaching a long string of firecrackers to the underneath of a lantern and float the whole aerial display up into the sky. This is not an activity for the faint hearted as the rising of the lantern and the exploding of thousands of firecrackers is hardly an exact science.

			The most amazing of the Loy Krathong lanterns are designed to be launched during day time. These are called  Khoms, hand made by rival groups of monks. They are works of art take weeks to make. Most are let off at mid day on the day of the full moon. They are brightly decorated and much bigger than their night time counterparts, and they all, without exception have an elaborate firework display hanging from strings underneath the lantern. Often the last big bang will unfurl a long silk flag that trails gracefully through the air.

			A very special one that I saw from a temple near our house went one step further. As the long silk flag unfurled in the air above our heads, it released a beautifully made paper bird that circled slowly back down to earth. It really was the most amazing thing to watch.

			At some time during the festival, the third day I think, there is also a huge night time procession of extravagantly illuminated floats. Most are built around old trucks and flat bed lorries but are transformed by teams of people who work year round to turn them into Disney World like creations, complete with millions of small twinkling fairy lights and heavily made up beauty queens. The procession is made up of about 30 different floats and takes a good hour to pass one spot. The whole festival in Chiang Mai is so massive that the parade is almost incidental. There can’t be many festivals in the world where the absence of a major street parade with 30 floats lit up like the sun would hardly be noticed.     

			So, what is this festival all about? Why are all these lanterns released, fireworks lit and rafts floated? Well, the same thing that drives most of the collective Thai psychopathology; the endless striving to enhance good luck. The releasing of the lanterns and rafts are symbolic of letting go of all your accumulated bad luck and a welcoming some good luck, (hopefully). The wishes, hopes and dreams of the Chiang Mai people drift with the lanterns up into the heavens along with the scent and smoke from the incense burning on the tiny little rafts that bob off down the river. It’s also traditional to place a few coins onto your banana wood raft, along with the incense, flowers and candles just to make sure that you really will receive good luck. 

			It makes great sport for kids to plunder the rafts that haven’t joined the main flow of the river (hence the importance of the pier engineers). I asked a Thai friend whether this would prevent good luck from happening to the person who launched the raft or whether the children who stole the coins would be blighted by bad luck for the following year. He paused, “probably” he said. I realised I was approaching things just a little too literally for the spiritual Thai way of thinking.

			Unlike the festivals back in the UK the ones in Chiang Mai seem to go on for ages and are seen as an important part of everyday life, rather than an irritating irrelevance that gets in the way of it. The Loy Krathong build up literally goes on for weeks and the slow descent afterwards takes days. It feels like it’s not over until every single lantern in Thailand has been released and all the fireworks in South East Asia have been let off.

			Days after the main full moon night, when there is more light in the night sky than darkness, it is still possible to see the odd, lone lantern drift up into the night sky, let off by someone in the dead of night not wanting the magic of Loy Krathong to die, just yet.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16
Burma
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			December: Chilly at night up in the mountains and the swimming pool suddenly feels slightly colder and is deserted. The garden is beginning to die back.

			“You like Starsky... you not like Hutch?” Burmese shopkeeper.

			Burma’s a bloody weird place isn’t it? I am standing about 20 paces over the Burmese border surrounded by street kids who are trying to sell me Lego and Viagra. What the hell has been going on here?  

			Lego and Viagra is a distinctly disturbing combination. I’m not sure whether the weird (and disturbing) combination of these two products that are being touted by dirty young nippers is a comment on Burma or the people who have been visiting. Lego and Viagra...I ask you! Who comes here? Randy old men and toddlers! 

			The longer I am standing in the sun waiting for my wife, and boiling to death, the more time there is for word to get out that there is a vulnerable, dopey looking foreign bloke standing in the sun boiling to death who is clearly in the market for either Lego or Viagra and possibly both. After five minutes word has now got out to about ten kids who surround me jostling for front row positions to really grab my attention and stand a chance of selling me something. 

			Although sets of Lego and suspicious looking tablets are still being pushed fairly heavily they are now joined by offers of lighters, pens, a shoe shine set (who on earth is buying this stuff?), cigarettes, a model making kit of an F-111 fighter jet and playing cards with pornographic photos on that are being waved at me by an incredibly grubby little boy who must be about nine or ten years old. Another little enterprising boy, who has nothing to wave in my face, gamely offers to get me anything I ask for if I follow him. 

			He’s mumbling stuff to me like; “you like girl? You like massage? I get you girl, you like boy? I get you Es, I get you whisky, I get you nice massage, you follow me.” He’s whispering all this to me in a highly conspiratorial way like we’re best buddies whispering about team tactics at a football match.

			Soon, I am surrounded by about 20 kids offering me anything you can think of. I am offered Es, Viagra, cigarettes and an assortment of pills which are pushed into my hands. There is a small girl actually sitting on my feet waving a gas lighter with a picture of a lady in a bikini on the side. She clasps the lighter between both her hands which are in a praying position and she is rocking backwards and forwards, repeating over and over again in a slightly hypnotic way “please, please, please, please.” Although when she says it sounds like “plis, plis, plis, plis.” 

			Boys tug at my shirt waving Lego in my face. Girls wave felt tip pens at me and there is my bestest ever chum to my right, whispering in my ear a real load of nonsense about getting in a taxi with him and going for a bath or something. I can’t really hear what he’s saying as it all drones into one blur of mumbling noise. Apart from which, it is bloody hot and I am sweating like a whole herd of pigs lying on a sunny beach. 

			The kids are all getting more persistent and vaguely affronted that I haven’t yet made a purchase or just walked away. I’m clearly not following street etiquette.  Oh where oh where are my wife and kids? I was walking next to them just moments ago and now they have vanished.  

			Just before I pass out with over exposure to the sun and a black market economy my wife appears around the corner surrounded by the biggest group of kids I have ever seen. My little group, who are now completely fed up with me, dessert me instantly and run full pelt over to her. I don’t know whether to be relieved or concerned. I am both all at once.

			“Hey, hey,...hey,” I call out weakly, not sure at all what I would say if one of them turned around and said “what?” I think I would say something like, “be careful, that’s my wife,” as though she was made of fragile porcelain. Thankfully nobody paid me any attention and before you could say “can I have some Lego and Viagra please” my wife was surrounded, and I mean absolutely surrounded by children. 

			It was like this when we travelled through India together many years ago. By the end of the trip she was having to give back all the pens and pencils and pencil sharpeners and all the other items that she had bought from them as they had run out of junk to sell her. She was like a walking stationary shop. She even brought a half used bar of soap from a girl with one leg. 

			“Now, now, now, one at a time,” she was saying as she knelt down to be at their level. She was now completely invisible, buried by the massed hunched backs of about 30 kids. It looked like they had eaten her, torn her to pieces and were quietly picking over the bones. 

			Instead though she was giving out money,...yes, you heard me, giving away our hard earned cash to kids whose idea of a good day out is selling a lighter with a nude lady on the side to a tourist for a hundred times its value or scamming some dopey back packer. 

			“Here you are,” she was saying, as she handed over a 10 Baht coin to one of them. “I have one for everyone so don’t push,” she said in a slightly sterner voice. They stopped pushing immediately.

			“What’s, your name?” she was saying to another as she wiped some dirt from a little girl’s cheek with a tissue.

			“Look at you,” she kept saying “Look at you....now here’s some money, be careful, don’t get into trouble.”

			It’s like trying to walk about with Mother Theresa. After they receive their money they rush off squeaking with delight until there is only one very thin and very ill looking girl left, who moments earlier was sitting on my feet waving a lighter. 

			My wife is talking to her seriously and quietly for some time. All the other children have long gone and are busily enjoying the delights of whatever 10 or 20 Baht buys a street nipper in Burma these days. The girl is nodding her head and my wife is getting her purse out. Without looking she folds money up from her purse and into her hand and into the hand of the girl in one easy motion. The girl gets up, more slowly than the others and walks quietly away.

			“Right, what’s next?” says my wife sounding invigorated, like she has just won a goldfish at the fair.  

			“Erm... Lego and Viagra” I offer, and she laughs.

			Our two children had been watching from a safe distance and now sidle up to us, ready for the next stage of our visit. 

			Burma is a place that we have become quite familiar with over the course of the last two years as all foreigners that are here on a business visa have to leave the country and come back in again every three months. I suppose that at some point this must have made sense to somebody somewhere, or maybe it was just a bit of a lark at the immigration department that somehow got through unchecked.

			I’m sure there are a few genuine business people based in Chiang Mai who think nothing of travelling willy nilly around the globe at least every few months, but for the rest of us plebeians running small businesses it means a one day dash over the border at Mae Sai and into Burma, which is, as you can tell, every bit as strange as it sounds.

			Perhaps the strangest thing in a country which is so restrictive that residents have to have a license from the government to have a foreigner in their house overnight, is that it is a shopper’s wonderland. Everything and anything is available and everything is 10 times cheaper than anywhere else on the planet. Like what? I hear you say. Well, like everything says I.

			You name it and it will be here in the maze of shopping streets just over the border; bath towels, computers, phones, toys, sun glasses, clothes, TVs, radios, jewellery, shoes, carpets and sun hats all jostle for position to be snapped up by us international jet setting business people. You can not only buy everything and anything that you can think of but also everything and anything you can’t. It’s the world’s depository for every useless, unwanted, ill conceived and out of date product. Burma is the elephants’ graveyard of consumerism. It’s where 1970s nylon “tank tops” go to die.

			Just in case you never get the chance to experience the dubious delights of dashing over the Burmese border from Chiang Mai in order to comply with visa regulations, I have taken the trouble to catalogue the various bits of overpriced, and underpriced tat that you are missing out on. 

			In order to fully appreciate the experience I suggest that you drag out the debris from the back of your cupboards, the unwanted gifts, things that you don’t want but seem too good to throw away or donate to the charity shop, rough it all up a bit, tear the wrappings, and smear it with old cooking grease. Now turn the heating up to higher than you have ever dared. If you don’t have heating, get a hairdryer and turn it on “full heat” and blast it in your face. Either way, make sure that you are unbearably hot, to the point where it feels like you are going to pass out. 

			Now the next bit might be a bit tricky. Hire about 30 street children to come round your house, hand them each one of your unwanted and roughed up items from the back of your cupboard and get them to wave these items right in your face yelling “you like, you like...I get you Es, I get you nice massage,” and other assorted bits of rambling madness.

			When you have arranged all of this read your way through the next bit and enter the shady catacombs of consumerism.

			After you have negotiated the loitering street kids and avoided the obligatory Lego and Viagra, and shoe shine sets and pens and lighters, turn right down the steps, off the main road and into the downtown shopping area of winding backstreets and endless small shops. Each shop tends to specialise in a particular load of rubbish; electrical goods, clothes, spices and dried foods, Lego and toys, surplus promotional mechanise, plastic battery operated novelties from the 1990s, illegal contraband made from ivory, coral and crocodile skin, sea shells and sea shell related ornaments and nick nacks, lace goods and ornamental needlework items and lastly Commemorative Tea Towels, known by some as Dish Towels, which does make more sense as you dry your dishes with them rather than your tea.

			Working our way backwards through this list, most young people nowadays have no idea of the vital role that commemorative dish towels played in the education of those of us born before the 1980s.  

			Before the internet we had the library and dish towels. For those of us who were rather reluctant to enter the foreboding and distinctly child unfriendly local library, and not very good at listening in class at school, the only other place where we came across hard information was on commemorative dish towels. 

			 I learnt all the kings and queens of England from a dish towel that my mum got in the gift shop from the Tower of London on an early family day out. After this I familiarised myself with the wild flowers of the hedgerows from a dish towel brought as a memento of a glorious weeks summer holiday in the English sea side town of Torquay. I also learnt all the fishing villages in the south west of England (essential information for all teenage boys), Fighter Planes of the Second World War, English Butterflies (brought by my sister from a National Trust shop), British Birds (brought for me by my hard as nails Grandfather), the obscure but fascinating “Traditional In Shore Fishing Vessels from the Devon Coast” and the not so useful but beautifully whimsical “Cornish Cottages.” Not to be confused with “cottaging” which I believe is something very different and perhaps less whimsical.

			As time went by, and as I stood in the kitchen helping my mum with the washing up, I learnt important facts from dish towels entitled The Queen’s Silver Jubilee, Princess Diana, Traditional Scottish Recipes and Star Wars. Admittedly the last one was less educational but had a great picture of the Millennium Falcon. In fact my entire life and much of what I know can be traced back through a pile of fading and tatty old dish towels containing useful but totally “random” information. 

			No wonder my generation feel so ill equipped to deal with so much of what is around us (“Global Warming...it wasn’t on a dish towel, it can’t be important”). I have been educated by the school of commemorative dish towels and have therefore graduated from the Tea Towel University. 

			The sum total of this rather weird education is that, unlike most people younger than me, I am now totally prepared for a country walk in South West England, ideally near a fishing village, nibbling on a haggis and discussing aircraft from the Second World War with any British Monarch from history. I could, for example, explain the difference between a Spitfire and Hawker Hurricane fighter plane to Henry VIII, or perhaps more helpfully, correctly identify wild thyme from the hedgerows for Elizabeth I. Every situation, apart from these sort of scenarios, is beyond me, which, come to think of it, explains a great deal. 

			Perhaps successful and confident people grow up drying dishes with towels with better topics and relevant information. Instead of memorising little known wild birds and archaic fishing vessels they were probably drying up expensive dishes in beautifully clean and expansive kitchens with towels containing useful stuff like How To Get A Job In Something You Like, or How To Make Money And Keep It with little pictures of offshore trust funds and snappy information about tax avoidance. Still, I bet they can’t tell the difference between a Hawker Hurricane and Spitfire.

			If the whole sub culture of Dish Towels has passed you by (in which case the last page or so must have been incredibly boring, so my apologies) you might want to take a trip to Burma. Unwittingly and probably unknowingly, Burma holds the international collection of unwanted commemorative dish towels. I guess because so much stuff is manufactured in China and elsewhere in South East Asia a lot of unwanted stock and discontinued lines of tat get washed up here. If it can’t be flogged off in Shanghai, Hong Kong or Bangkok this is the final refuge of unsaleable nonsense, and unwanted, out of date commemorative dish towels. 

			To this end I am now the proud owner of a fascinating dish towel which rather morbidly outlines the life of Nelson Mandela. It looks like it was designed by a manic depressive on a downward bender. For some reason it fails to mention the incredible positive impact that he had on South Africa and the world and simply chronicles all the bad things that happened to him in little pictures and sound bite sentences like, “when Nelson was only 9 years old his father died.” Then there’s a picture of him being punched in the face with the caption “he took an interest in sports including boxing.” There’s a picture of him in prison and in chains and then again looking very old. It must have been a limited run before someone realised that it looked like he was just repeatedly, and chronically unlucky.

			As I was leaving the shop I also snapped up a bargain for 20 Baht. A mint condition towel of the little known early 1980s TV series The Dukes of Hazzard (not the hideous film re-make) with a buxom picture of Daisy Duke in the middle surrounded by her blue eyed cousins Luke and Bo and Uncle Jessie with the wonderful Boss Hogg snarling in the background.

			Alongside the dish towels there is an unlikely range of ornamental lace tablecloths, and small lace mats that I find myself staring at imagining who, apart from Miss Havisham, might want to buy these things, and indeed, what they are actually used for. I think, think they are rather lightweight table mats; the kind of thing you might put under a small vase of flowers, or an Aspidistra pot plant if you were a 19th century house keeper from a middle sized stately home.

			There are also sets of arm rest covers that my grandmother used to put over the arm rests of her sofa so that we wouldn’t get our mucky hands on the upholstery. I expect that if you went out shopping in London or Milan or New York to purchase such a thing you would be hard pressed to find them. In Burma they are clearly every bit as paranoid about the quality of their upholstery as my grandmother was in 1977. I wander out of the shop strangely pleased by this thought.

			There is another shop which sells only ornaments and gimmicky novelties from the 1990s. A time when we all had so much money they had to invent useless stuff for us to buy. We’d bought everything else that was useful; computers, TVs, houses, cars, second houses, second cars, a motorbike, yachts and golf sets and now we demanded stuff that had no value and was completely useless.

			Surely you remember the dancing pot plants (gaily coloured plastic flowers with smiley faces in a pot plant that would wiggle to music), and the “singing fish” (a plastic fish mounted on a trophy board that would sing and flop backwards and forwards), a Father Christmas that would dance and wiggle his bum while singing “Let it Snow” and what about the realistic looking parrot that would talk to you from its perch as you walked by?

			Along with these novelties there are ornaments, which, out of context are so wonderfully meaningless and surreal. Why, for example, would you come to Burma and buy yourself a small porcelain model of what looks like a Mediterranean fishing harbour, or a lighthouse or a beautifully made scaled down model of a wooden fishing boat, or a Scottish mountain scene, or a Cornish thatched cottage? There are shelves of this stuff; crazy, misplaced curios that somehow never got out of Asia to the tourist shops for which they were destined. Ships in bottles forever trapped in Burma. 

			Well, if you weren’t lucky enough to have lived through the 90s and made a squillion dollars to spend upon junk or had run out of time to buy trinkets and mementos from your holiday in the Caribbean or Mediterranean, you know where to come.

			The shopping is not over yet, but I can feel you flagging. How much more is there left to buy, I hear you ask. Have you still got the heating on full blast? Well, there’s a lot more, but I will just pass on the edited highlights. 

			Walking out of the ornaments and novelty shop you swiftly come across a shop which sells kitchen sets. Yes, it needs some explaining. Basically, the idea is that if it’s in a set and you might reasonably keep it in your kitchen then this shop sells it. It’s a strange idea.  At the front of the shop are the more normal “sets,” such as pepper pots with salt shakers, and cutlery sets and little boxes with sets of drinking glasses and rather fancy sets of wine glasses and sherry glasses. The further inside the shop that you venture (and I went right to the back, much to the shop keepers alarm) the more useless and bizarre the sets. Would you have guessed, for example, that you could buy a Turkish Coffee Set in Burma? It looked very nice with tiny drinking glasses and little ornate glass coffee pot. I was almost tempted, but was put off by the shop owner who took it out of my hand and put it back on the shelf. It was one of those shops where they don’t really like customers, and certainly don’t like you picking anything up. It’s one of those shops which is open fronted, and as you walk from the front to the back of the store, the guy has to turn on some lights, which, they really don’t like doing. They should provide you with a torch, and just do guided tours like in a cave.

			Towards the back of the shop, covered in dust there are hundreds of cellophane wrapped sets of Greek Retsina Drinking Glasses! My favourite though is a brass Moroccan Tea Set. As I walk along the isle the guy is following me, smoking, looking at me intensely. It’s a little unnerving. It’s like in a minute he knows I am going to steal something and he’s getting ready to bundle me to the floor. He’s a little aggressive and I wonder whether he’s fed up that I am in his shop browsing his sets while he has to pay for the electricity that is powering his 40 Watt light bulb. I smile at him and he glares back. It’s as though I have been having an affair with his wife and he’s just about to confront me. He’s smoulderingly angry like a pile of embers in a cotton mill. 

			I attempt to pick up the Moroccan Tea Set to look at the price and the guy waves me away, and picks it up himself. He’s obviously used to some terribly clumsy customers. He wipes off the dust with his hand and shows me the price. It’s really expensive. I say “that’s expensive,” and he glares at me. While he is laboriously returning the set to the shelf I decide to make a run for it and get out of the shop before he gives me an invoice for the electricity. 

			Back out in the street I look at some vest tops with 1980s Acid House smiley faces on and some badly faked football shirts along with a few somewhat surprising Phantom of the Opera shirts. On top of the shirts there is a shelf with hundreds of coffee mugs. Most of them are nonsensical; a picture of a parrot beneath which is the statement You Are Number 1, another one which just simply said “Samui In The Morning” with a name of a coffee shop underneath. It was an odd message for someone trying to promote a coffee shop on the Thai island of Samui. I wondered what they were trying to get at. I ran the phrase through my head and muttered it to myself wondering if there was a clever double entendre hidden somewhere. Of all the slogans that you might put on a coffee mug in order to promote your Kho Samui coffee shop, I bet you wouldn’t think of that, would you?

			Then I saw it. Lurking behind a snoopy mug was Paul Michael Glaser. Not the real Paul Michael Glaser but a picture of him as Starsky from Starsky and Hutch on the side of a mug. It was a big picture of Starsky leering right at me with his iconic red and white Gran Torino car in the background. Hutch was conspicuous by his absence. I wondered whether he was supposed to be on the other side but a printing error had left him absent. Or perhaps it was made by a firm who just didn’t like him, or perhaps by Paul himself. Whichever, for 30 Baht, it was mine.

			I walked on, past various shops stuffed full of Lego, and flat screen TVs and mobile phones and lace table clothes. My wife and kids were further ahead of me with bags of stuff I guessed were soon to be Christmas presents. They were looking at computer game discs which hold as much interest for me as The British Chamber of Commerce.

			While they were pondering which games to buy I popped into the shell and illegal artefacts shop. It must be the only place on earth where you can choose between coral napkin holders and ivory napkin holders. There are crocodile skin handbags, purses and wallets along with a few stuffed baby crocodiles in glass cases, just to make sure you know this is the real illegal deal. 

			Along with useless nick nacks made from precious and disappearing natural resources and parts of rare and protected animals, there is a range of sea shells and sea shell ornaments. There are lamps made from large Conch shells, wind chimes, blinds and door hangings made from thousands of little shells and, somewhat surprisingly, a bikini made entirely from shells and string. Who would have thought it! I couldn’t help imagine that it must be incredibly uncomfortable and wondered if anyone had actually tried to wear one. I stared at it for a long time. I suppose it goes to show how much time shell shop proprietors have on their hands, and the kinds of things they have on their minds. 

			As I looked along the rack of small boxes containing hundreds of little shells I came across a large selection Cowrie shells. You know the ones with the leopard spots on. These however had been beautifully hand carved in cameo relief with star signs and other designs, mostly tropical scenes with palm trees and desert islands and seascapes with the sun disappearing beyond the horizon. Some though just had really odd messages inscribed on them. Perhaps they had also been commissioned by the people who ran the Samui coffee shop now famed for the snappy catch phrase “Samui in the morning.”

			Along with carefully carved tropical beach scenes and star signs there were messages that were profound and quite arresting. One read “The finger points to the moon yet the fool looks at the finger.” I stood reading this over and over again not quite comprehending the weirdness of the situation. Who would painstakingly inscribe such a message on a shell...come to that who would buy it? 

			I couldn’t quite work out whether it was me that was weird or the shells. Why had these not caused a riot when they first appeared, surely these are front page news somewhere, or at least a glossy centre page article in a posh magazine. Surely inscribing sea shells with profound messages is a niche market, something unusual, something to shout about. It’s a celebration of pointlessness. How come I didn’t know about these message shells sooner? Surely it’s the kind of thing that should be covered at school... or at least on a dish cloth.

			I seized another one, it read “you are but a tiny part of the cosmos,” followed by a highly effective picture of Saturn with all its rings carved in beautiful shelly relief. It felt like abstracts from a new age education system. Along with information already gleaned from dish towels these shells could provide an almost complete education.

			A lot of them had quasi religious sounding messages; “The man who has nothing to give has the greatest gift of all,” which I am happy to confirm is a complete load of rubbish. Some actually have psalms quoted directly from the bible, but my favourite, not because I am especially religious, has the entire, entire, Lords Prayer carefully and painstakingly inscribed on the back. It must have taken hours of careful work. It’s a lot of words, 70 to be precise (I counted them in the shop), including the “amen” at the end. 

			How on earth do you fit 70 words onto the back of a shell no bigger than a small mans fist? And, more importantly why would you want to?

			All I can think of is that there is a market for these things in churches. Perhaps priests and vicars sell them to their congregations. Perhaps they are particularly popular in church communities by the sea, where the combination of mainstream Christianity and sea shells is not as weird as it feels right now, sitting in my land locked office in Chiang Mai. Or perhaps they are just made for people like me, as, of course, I bought one immediately.

			I catch up with my family. 

			“It’s time to go back,” said my wife.

			“I’ve brought a shell with the Lords Prayer on and a mug with Paul Michael Glaser....but no Hutch!”

			“That’s nice,” she said kindly.

			“I was going to buy a brass Moroccan Tea set but the guy was a bit grumpy as he had the lights on, so I didn’t.”

			She didn’t answer this but led the way back to Thailand. Across the bridge and towards the three hour journey through the mountains, past Chiang Rai and home.

			As we walked back towards the Thai immigration I looked back across the bridge to where people were still arriving to complete their visa run and go Christmas Shopping. 

			Amidst the back packers, day trippers and other tourists, I spotted a large elderly western gentleman with his very young Thai wife who was holding hands with their young child, toddling along. I saw the pack of young street nippers descend upon them wielding Viagra and Lego, and suddenly this weird and disturbing combination of products made complete and perfect sense. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 17
New Year

			[image: ]

			January: Dry and hot, but cool at night and the swimming pool still feels cold.

			“Chiang Mai is a special place and special things happen here.” Khun Sonthaya. 

			The New Year began, with myself and Khun Sonthaya in the central police station of the old city reporting the theft of my motorscooter. It was taken just before New Year from outside Big C super market on the Hang Dong Road. In keeping with the rest of Thailand the police station is a very weird place. 

			The few police stations that I have been inside in England are at best plain and uncomfortable; they are unfriendly, the people who work there are unfriendly, the surroundings are decidedly functional and the general atmosphere is one of foreboding.   

			You may not be massively surprised to discover that the police station in Chiang Mai’s old city is very different. It’s quirky and easy going and you can park right outside the front door in their handy little free car park. Once inside the airy station there are uniformed officers wandering around, joking and chatting, and bemused foreigners bumbling about trying to work out why it’s all so relaxed and who they should report stolen motorscooter to. The whole place oozes unhurried laid-backness. You kind of get the feeling that doing anything here will take forever so it’s no use hurrying. If you’re there, you’re there for life, or at least half a day. 

			Apart from the unhurried laid back atmosphere it also struck me as unusual that everything was so accessible, that you can park your car at the front door and just wander in and walk about. For a central police station there was surprisingly little security, it was a creepers paradise. (Creepers, are thieves who specialize in wandering into large institutions like hospitals, schools, universities and creeping around looking to steal whatever they can, ideally unattended handbags in staff rooms, or cash from locker rooms. I only happen to know this as I met a professional creeper many years ago while working in a secure mental health unit for convicted criminals.) 

			Evidently, the Chiang Mai police have either not come across many creepers, or perhaps, the creepers have just not thought of having a go at police stations. I suppose it would take a creeper of considerable self confidence and bravado to target a police station. If they did they would get my vote for Creeper Of The Year.

			Khun Sonthaya was doing his best to find a police officer who wasn’t on his lunch break, and to also unravel the complicated system for reporting the theft of a motorscooter. Apparently we had to meet with different police officers, each of which had to fill out many forms and record lots of things in huge medieval leather bound ledgers, similar in shape and style to tenth century hand write bibles.  

			In the absence of any useful police officers qualified to record the theft of a motorscooter Khun Sonthaya and myself did what any right minded middle aged gentlemen would do and went straight outside to a toothless street vendor and bought two small plastic bags of bright red strawberry fanta. The absence of teeth was not a great advert, but hey, Son and I like to live dangerously. We had two straws each. We ambled along the road, and of course went to lunch.

			After a long and uneventful but delicious lunch of catfish curry, pork salad, roast chicken, several varieties of chilli dip, sticky rice and more strawberry fanta we ambled back to the police station and on our way bought home-made ice lollies from the same guy with no teeth. 

			As is so often the case here, what should have been a grim and boring hour or two was slowly becoming a day out. We had enjoyed a great lunch, had mouths and tongues stained a frightening shade of red the like of which can only be achieved by powerful, unregulated chemicals and were now bowling back into the nice airy police station slurping home-made mango ice lollies.

			Sunlight poured through the windows of the airy waiting room and fans whirred away busily as police officers settled down to the rigours of an afternoon writing in medieval ledgers and dealing with bemused motorscooter-less foreigners. 

			From one waiting room we were led away to another smaller waiting area which was really just four plastic chairs in a corridor, and from there we were led into a surprisingly large busy office of uniformed police officers, and plain clothed admin staff all tapping away on keyboards and leafing through huge leather bound medieval ledgers and peering into old fashioned computer monitors the size of hat boxes.

			The first thing you notice is the bewildering amount of black electricity cables that snaked madly all over the office. It was like a cable bomb had exploded. There were black extension cables everywhere; over desks, running along floors, across the backs of chairs, up walls, over sealed boxes full of medieval ledgers, all of which connected printers and computers and gi-normous 1980s photocopiers (of course) to multi point extension cables that in turn were plugged into other multi point extension cables all of which were occasionally, and rather half heartedly, taped to the floor with thick black tape. All of these were plugged into one flimsy little corner shop multi pin extension cable which was plugged into the only power socket in the room. It had the entire electrical power of the main office of Chiang Mai’s central police station running through it and was slowly melting into the floor accompanied by that special smell of burning electricity. It was the most dangerous looking arrangement that I’ve seen since my childhood friend Peter strapped two homemade fireworks to my sisters Barbie Doll Horse which he suspended from the guttering of our garage.  

			I fought my way through the jungle of snaking wires and smoking cables and sat down next to Khun Sonthaya across the desk from a kind faced, young uniformed police officer.  With the help of Google Earth he asked me to point out exactly where I had last seen my motorscooter. We zoomed along the Donger and veered recklessly off into the car park. I pointed to the empty spot where I had left my bike. The young officer shook his head gravely; 

			“Many bikes are stolen here.” 

			“You know it then?” I said.

			“Yes, many many bikes are stolen from here…many smuggled to Burma.”

			The obvious thing, which of course we never said was, “if you know that bikes get stolen there why don’t you do something about it?” And, why take them to Burma, why don’t they steal their own bikes. But of course we didn’t pursue this either. We all just sat there and nodded sagely, as though there was an invisible force over which we had no control that sucked motorbikes into Burma, like space rockets through a black hole.

			We sat there for some time while he filled out various forms and  asked me to sign lots of papers covered with small print Thai writing. I joked that for all I knew I was signing up to join the Thai police force, but he said rather soberly that I would not be able to join on account of my immigration status. 

			The last thing he asked me was what time the motorbike had been stolen and whether it was dusk or completely dark. I replied that it was dark. Apparently, crimes committed during the hours of darkness carry heavier penalties. He went on to explain that I was more vulnerable at night, although what he actually said was that I was more “easy” at night. 

			It seemed the process was over so we stood up, but, Khun Sonthaya explained that this was only part of the procedure, we had simply recorded the theft; the next bit was actually meeting with a plain clothed detective from the Auto Theft and Recovery Department. Wow.

			As it happened, it was rather “wow” actually. We were led out the back of the main building and across a large courtyard that was full of impounded and recovered vehicles. The young police officer gave us a mini guided tour of the yard and pointed out various cars and trucks that had been used for smuggling drugs. He explained that the smugglers try to use expensive, top model cars and trucks so that police officers will feel a bit intimidated and not search them properly. He pointed out a very expensive looking Toyota truck that had recently been on the local TV news which Khun Sonthaya recognized. The police officer walked over and showed us, with some pride, the bullet holes in the driver’s door.  

			It all seemed bizarrely cavalier and I wondered whether he talked as openly and freely as this to everyone who had a motorbike stolen. Perhaps this was some kind of compensation or perhaps he was just a particularly talkative type of fellow. Either way, I hoped that for his own sake he would never have to work under cover. 

			He led us past a compound full of motorbikes, all of which he said had been stolen and recovered, but neither reported nor collected. I asked innocently what would happen to them, and he said he didn’t know. I asked whether I could choose one to replace mine, and he rather apologetically said no. 

			He led us to a side door of what looked like a huge whitewashed shed, which was in fact a huge white washed shed. Inside there were more motorbikes and bits of motorbikes and bits of engine and wrecked cars, and for some inexplicable reason a large, top of the range jet ski. As we are some 450 miles away from the sea with no large waterways big enough to accommodate a flashy jet ski I couldn’t imagine what it was doing here. It looked completely out of place. The mysteries of law enforcement know no bounds.

			The young officer rang a little door bell on a small internal door which was opened by an even younger man who was evidently on his way to a fancy dress party as an undercover cop from a 1970’s American police TV series. Jerry would have loved him. He wore dark tear drop sunglasses, black jeans, black vest top shirt and white Nike trainers, no doubt for when he has to chase villains down side alleys full of empty cardboard boxes. 

			He took off his sunglasses, smiled and beckoned us inside his office. The uniformed officer saluted, spun on his heals and walked back to the main building. The office was plastered with thousands of still pictures from surveillance cameras of cars and bikes and shady indistinguishable human figures. 

			In the corner of the office was another detective who was much bigger and tougher looking, the type of guy who looks like he could run through a house. It wasn’t exactly Starsky and Hutch, but it also wasn’t exactly a million miles away.

			As the young detective looked through our paperwork he looked up and with some pride and with excellent English explained again that this was a very popular place to steal motorbikes. He said it as though it were some kind of reassurance for me, as though I would say, “oh that’s okay then, it’s a popular spot for motorcycle thieves is it? Well how lucky was I to leave my bike there. Thank you.”

			He explained they not only regularly visited auto theft “hot spots,” as he called them, but they go one step further and use decoy vehicles. He said this very proudly.  

			In a bewildering moment he showed me a picture of my own Honda Dream motorbike, and told me this was their decoy motorbike; a black and green electric start 125cc. He explained that the black and green 125cc is the most stolen model of motorbike in Chiang Mai. It took me a moment to realize this wasn’t actually my motorbike, just exactly the same model. An unhappy coincidental irony, and you don’t get many of those about these days. 

			They could go one step further and employ a decoy victim, such as myself, to drive the decoy bike into the theft hot spots. The problem I guess would be that in time this would be countered by the thieves hiring decoy thieves to carry out the crime. The whole decoy situation would rapidly escalate to a point where the decoy bikes would be stolen by decoy thieves who in turn would be apprehended by decoy police officers, which if I am correct would mean that we can all stay at home and have a nice cup of tea, while the hurly burly of decoy life was going on elsewhere.

			I wondered if I’d simply spent a bit too long under deep cover, or whether this new life was really it? Would it even be possible to return to our old life, our old home and slip back into a comfortable routine, as if nothing had happened? 

			But as I thought this I also had the feeling that something else has happened. Something deep down had shifted and begun to take root, without me knowing. 

			It could be that, or it could be the film I watched last night with our youngest son where Vin Diesel realises that his partner in crime is really an undercover cop, who in turn, quite wonderfully, realises that he can no longer be a cop. 

			Feeling rather weary and tired, I decided that right now was perhaps not the time to dwell on all this, especially with Khun Sonthaya and Starsky and Hutch wondering why I had gone very quiet and was staring silently at the Jet Ski deep in thought. It was time to leave and get another plastic bag of strawberry fanta.

			We sat on a little concrete bench in the car park in the shade of a pomegranate tree and quietly sipped our drinks. Khun Sonthya refers to me as his brother and that’s exactly how I felt. I felt like his little brother, and suddenly I was overwhelmingly grateful that I was sitting here next to him. Also, being the kindest man on the planet, he explained to me that this was all good, that everything was meant to be:

			“When I was little my mother sent for me. She had gone ahead of us to America and I was looking after my little brother at my uncle’s house in Chiang Rai. We had never been on an airplane before and we travelled alone from Chiang Mai to Los Angeles. I remember that when I got on the plane and sat down my feet didn’t reach the floor. I was so small. I looked out of the window and saw Chiang Mai below me and I knew that some day, no matter what might happen to us in America I would come back home. Chiang Mai is a special place and things happen here for a reason… Perhaps your bike was stolen to prevent you from dying in a crash on the way home.” He added cheerfully. 

			“Maybe Son…maybe,” I said, “…but if I haven’t got a bike I can’t get home, can I.”

			And we looked at each other and both laughed the biggest red tongued laugh that Chiang Mai had ever seen.
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