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BEFORE I BEGIN

First of all, let me stress that I’m not a writer and all of this is 
very new to me. I have no idea how to begin or end my story 
and whether or not I’m using the appropriate words. Let’s 
just say that I’m about to tell you a story about my 40 years of 
hardship and what I’ve been through.  Sometimes I compare 
my life to a soap opera. But all I’m about to tell you is true.  I’m 
rather embarrassed to be bearing all my life’s history – it’s as 
if I’m airing my own dirty laundry and there are some aspects  
I’m ashamed of. But I want everyone to know that there are 
many things out there in this world that they never knew existed.  
I’m not hoping to win any awards here.  It’s just that I haven’t 
got much to do these days. I’m unemployed, but for once, I’m 
starting to feel like a good person. You see, I used to work as 
a prostitute. I’ve been on adventures to many countries but  
I never made my fortune and so had to keep on doing it.  
Like a vendor selling earthen jars from his truck, I kept on 
moving.Sometimes I’d get the odd hunch that luck was on 
my side, but nothing ever happened. Now, let me tell you all 
about my exciting life.

El
it
e 
Cr
ea
ti
ve
 L
it
er
ar
y 
Ag
en
cy



   Thanadda   Sawangduean • 17

C h a p t e r  1

SKIVING SCHOOL

I was only five, but already, I remember my family not being 
so well-off. In other words, we were poor. I have three 
siblings. Tong is my eldest brother, Jiab is my eldest sister 
and Gai is my second sister, which makes me the youngest 
child. When I was five, Ya Lek and Pu Lek, my grandpa 
and grandma who were brother and sisters of my real 
grandparents, always came to collect me from my parent’s 
house in order to babysit me. They had one daughter. I 
forgot to tell you that I’m from Bangkok. Pu Lek and Ya 
Lek had three sons; strictly speaking they were my uncle 
but I call them Pi (term of respect to someone older). There 
was Pi Noom, Pi Tui and Pi Gon, who didn’t really like me. 
He was jealous because Pu Lek and Ya Lek loved me. Pu 
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18 • I AM ERI : MY EXPERIENCE OVERSEAS

(Front row from left) Pi Gai, my mother and me. 
(Back row) Pi Tong and Pi Jiab

(From left) A family photo of Pi Tong,
my mother and father sent to me in Japan
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Lek and Ya Lek worked at a grocery store at Talad Kru Nai 
market. As for me, I lived in Wat Toong Kru, which was just 
a stone’s throw away from Talad Kru Nai market.

My father was a carpenter and he worked for a company  
near Wat Kru Nai. He loved his alcohol and drank nearly 
every day. Whenever he got drunk, he’d start arguing with 
my mother who worked in a textile factory. My parent’s 
income combined was never enough for us to live on 
because, besides drinking, my father also gambled. He had 
a lover and they had two sons together. Pu Lek and Ya Lek 
adored me. If I ever got homesick, they’d drive me back 
home so that I could see my parents and they’d also give me 
food to enjoy with my family such as rice, preserved food 
and snacks, because they knew that we didn’t have much. 
They’d do this until I was seven, when I started school. 
After that, I’d only stay with them during the school break. 
With the start of the new school term, they’d always give 
me money so that I could buy stationery and other school 
supplies.

As I grew up, I became more aware of the goings on inside 
my house and I realized that my parents were struggling to 
make ends meet. They’d fight every time my father came 
back home late at night, drunk. When I made my way to 
school in the mornings, my neighbors would always ask me: 
“Your parents at each other’s throats again last night, huh?” 
I didn’t think much of it at first. But as the jokes became 
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20 • I AM ERI : MY EXPERIENCE OVERSEAS

more frequent, I was ashamed of it. I felt very sorry for my 
mother. She worked hard to feed her children as well as 
to repay some of her debts. Basically, she wasn’t making 
enough money for herself. As for my father, come payday 
and he’d always spend whatever he earned drinking with his 
brothers and sisters and then go over to see his lover. He 
hardly ever came home because he’d be with her. My mother 
had to carry the heavy load on her own. She would cry every 
night and I felt so sorry for her. Sometimes we’d go without 
food when my father didn’t come home. My mother had to 
borrow rice from our neighbors and she’d grab a handful of 
morning glory growing wild in the fields and cook us dinner 
with them. This would be the right definition of “poor,” 
don’t you think? I’m lucky in that I had support from Pu 
Lek and Ya Lek. Thanks to them, I’d sometimes go home 
with food to give to my family after visiting them. My father 
brought his lover over to our house one day to live with us. 
I just couldn’t  understand how he could do such a thing. At 
first, he’d sleep with my mother every other night and spend 
the other nights with his lover. But after awhile, his lover 
insisted that he spend every night with her, so my father 
asked for a compromise. All three of them ended up sleeping 
together in one room. I felt so sorry for my mother but she 
had to accept this. She was very patient. I always knew that 
my father was in the wrong. In the end, the three of them 
couldn’t stand sharing a bedroom so they reverted to their 
usual routine. My father’s lover was a witch. She stayed 
with us for about two or three years before she moved out 
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because she became violent. I was so glad after she moved 
out because I didn’t want to see my mother suffer anymore.

When I started Grades 5 and 6, I became more aware of my 
surroundings. Pu Lek and Ya Lek still cared for me. I hardly 
ever watched television because we didn’t have a TV set. If 
we felt like watching TV, we’d go over to our neighbor’s 
house, which was quite a long walk away. Back then, there 
were no street lights. Even though we lived in Bangkok, we 
were on the outskirts of the capital around Wat Toong Kru. 
We didn’t have any electricity at home because we didn’t 
have enough money to pay for it, so we used lanterns instead.

This was always been a sore point for me and I often asked 
myself why we were so poor. I wanted electricity, a TV 
set and everything else others had, but I knew that it was 
impossible because my father didn’t have his priorities 
right. On top of that, he loved to gamble. We were so poor 
that sometimes we didn’t have enough food to eat. But my 
brothers and sisters and I were too young to feel like we were 
suffering. In fact, we found it amusing having to sprinkle 
sugar onto a plate of rice or mixing it with recycled pork oil. 
My mother, on the other hand, would cry.

I had a boyfriend from Grades 5 or 6 because all my friends 
had one, but it was just puppy love and I was still pretty 
naive. I just wanted to do what my friends did; we never 
slept with each other or anything like that. My big brother 
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22 • I AM ERI : MY EXPERIENCE OVERSEAS

was very strict with me and I was terrified of him, even 
more than I was of my parents. Whenever I argued with my 
second sister, my brother would always hit me first no matter 
who was in the wrong because he knew that I was such a 
brat. As for my oldest sister Gai, she was so quiet and well 
behaved that I’m sure many people must have mistaken her 
for a nun. My second sister, Jiab, was a bit of a tomboy. She 
even had a girlfriend, you know. She’s been like this ever 
since she was a kid so I don’t think she’ll change. As a child, 
I suffered quite a lot but it was the kind of suffering that I 
enjoyed. For example, when I was in Grade 5, I’d stay at 
my grandparents’ all the time and not just during the school 
holidays because my mother didn’t have enough money to 
give me to buy snacks at school with. I had to stay with my 
grandparents as I was growing up and their three children 
became less tolerant of me. They ordered me around and 
made me do all the household chores, including the washing, 
cooking, sweeping the floor, doing the dishes and on top of 
that I also helped Pu Lek and Ya Lek at the grocery shop 
every day. Whenever I felt like I’d had enough, I’d go home 
to be with my parents. During the holidays, Pu Lek would 
buy me loads of black beans and soya beans and leave them 
at my house because he was afraid that I didn’t have anything 
to eat. But because I wanted to make money, I’d make soya 
milk out of the soya beans and sell it. People bought it even 
though I didn’t really know what I was doing. Everything 
worked out in my favor. I didn’t have to invest in anything.
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After saving enough money from my little soya milk 
business, I’d buy snacks to sell at school because I wanted 
more money, plus I loved having my own business. I did 
everything I could for money, even if it was for 5 or 10 
baht, which was okay back in 1978-9. In Grade 6, I had 
a best friend named Goong. Every day, I’d walk past her 
house on the way to school and on the way home.

I walked around 2 kilometers to school every day because I 
wasn’t a kid anymore. If I took the bus, I would’ve had to 
pay an extra 75 satang and I’d rather use the money to buy 
snacks, so I walked instead. I always dropped by Goong’s 
house because I fancied a boy there who was Goong’s friend. 
Because of this detour, I’d often be back home late and 
my brother would always give me a hard time afterwards. 
Sometimes he’d hit me. I was terrified of him but I never 
learned my lesson.

My father got a job in Saudi Arabia when I was in Grade 6, 
which improved our financial situation somewhat. Everyone 
had pocket money for school and we had electricity at home. 
When my father came home one day, he bought a television, 
a radio and some cassettes for us as gifts, to our excitement. 
Even though it was a black-and-white television set, it was 
better than nothing. He’d visit us once every two years. 
But after his second visit, he started to gamble again and 
stopped sending us money from abroad. Sometimes we’d go 
through a two or three month drought of having no money 
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24 • I AM ERI : MY EXPERIENCE OVERSEAS

because he lost all of it gambling. My mother was forced to 
look for a job, and she borrowed money from many of the 
neighbors. She also took out loans and didn’t have enough 
money to repay them so they ended up refusing her loans. 
She resorted to becoming a maid to make enough money to 
repay her debts. Sometimes her employer would give her 
food and household appliances including a radio and a TV, 
and my mother would take them straight to the pawnshop. 
She didn’t even have enough to pay the electricity bill let 
alone have enough to buy food so they cut off our electricity 
supply. Everyone was frustrated with my father and nobody 
knew what to do. One day, my mother came back with 
piles of old cement bags and told us that we would have to 
start folding these bags so that we could sell them. Back in 
those days, there were no plastic bags, so we just folded 
these brown bags used to wrap fruit and rice. As soon as 
my mother sold these bags, we always got to enjoy a proper 
meal. It was hardly a feast but it was better than having to 
live with morning glory every day. Fruit was a luxury for us. 
Durian and apples were expensive and it was a big deal for 
us if we got to enjoy them.

I remember my mother bringing back two bags of noodles 
one day but we were told that all five of us had to share 
them. We also had to eat them with steamed rice to make 
sure everyone was full. I put up with all this for years and 
I would always long for the day I had enough money to 
live a comfortable life. Pi Gai and I would sometimes grab 
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some morning glory and ivy gourd leaves from the fields and 
sell them for 40 or 50 baht. We’d give this money to my 
mother who would then use some of it to buy us food and 
give the rest to us as pocket money. My father’s sister had 
two children called Od and Ad. Every year during the school 
break, they’d come over to stay at my house. Od was my 
aunt’s son while Ad was her daughter. We all had the same 
surname because we were first cousins. Od was two years 
older than me. Even though I kind of knew who they were, 
I fancied Od because I didn’t know any better as a child. I 
didn’t think this was a crime and, besides, it was just puppy 
love. We were seeing each other every year so we were very 
familiar with one another. Od lived in Nakhon Sawan.

I also had another cousin, Sriprai, who I was close to. 
She was the daughter of another aunt - my father’s elder 
sister. Sriprai was a beautiful woman in my eyes. I’m not 
so beautiful but I love to dress up. I was jealous of Sriprai 
because she always had loads of men after her. Sriprai was 
my age but she quit school after Grade 6, which was why 
she seemed more mature than children her age. She dressed 
up quite a bit and had makeup. Unlike her, I wasn’t even 
allowed any lipstick. My brother would kill me if he saw 
me with makeup on. Whenever I went out with Sriprai, 
she’d always be chatted up by all these men. Nobody ever 
looked at me - I was an ugly duckling. Even Od fancied 
Sriprai, which made me jealous. Of course, Sriprai didn’t 
know about this. Soon she began working at a textile factory 
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Me (third from left) and Sriprai (far right) 
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which officially made her an adult, while I was still in Grade 
7. I was at Buddhabucha Wittayalai School in the Bang Mod 
area.

Sometimes I’d bring snacks over to sell to students there. 
Tui, Pu Lek’s son, would sometimes ask me to sell these 
glass roses filled with colorful liquid that were very popular 
on Valentine’s Day. He’d give me a two percent commission 
on every rose I sold. On bad days, I’d get caught out and 
they’d confiscate all of my roses, which meant financial loss 
for me. When I started Grade 7, I’d get around six lashings 
a day for violating the school dress code. Somehow, I never 
failed to break the rules – whether it was my short hair, my 
high collar, my shirt tail, short skirt or my long socks. I never 
learned my lesson. I loved breaking the rules because I hated 
conformity and I had to be trendy. I loved being fashionable. 
After being punished at school, I’d sometimes come back 
home to reprimands from my brother whenever he saw me 
in a short skirt or a skimpy shirt.

On the way back home from school one day, I bought a red 
zalacca flavored popsicle. That evening, my brother got 
home before I did. When he saw me, he made a beeline 
for me and started hitting me countless times without any 
explanation. I had no idea what I’d done wrong. He then 
accused me of being a slut for wearing lipstick to school. 
I was speechless! When I explained to him that it was the 
popsicle that had turned my lips red, he refused to believe 
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28 • I AM ERI : MY EXPERIENCE OVERSEAS

me. What a loser. Couldn’t he tell the difference between 
lipstick red and popsicle red? I was hit without any reason. 
And he’d do it with such force, using his hands to whack and 
slap me. My mother never said anything. She allowed him 
to treat me like livestock – like a buffalo or a cow. I became 
more stubborn and harbored bad feeling toward him. One 
day, I told myself that if I ever reached that point I’d find a 
way to get back at him.

Every time my father came back from abroad, he’d bring 
us loads of apples. We were thrilled at the sight of apples 
and chocolates because normally we weren’t able to afford 
them. My father would come back home for a month before 
returning to Saudi Arabia. I was of the understanding that he 
was living a better life there. I never realized the hardships 
he had to go through. All I knew was that he was living in a 
beautiful country with good food and a better quality of life 
because the word “abroad” could only mean “a better life.”

My father would always complain about the intense heat and 
cold there. Sometimes he found it unbearable but he had to 
keep working no matter what the weather conditions. Our 
brother would force every one of us to write to my father 
every week. I’d ask him for money in all of my letters to 
him. I always asked for something – a doll, a guitar or even a 
bonsai. I knew I’d never get any of these but I just requested 
them anyway because I didn’t know what else to write. I was 
very angry with my father for failing to get me the things I 
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wanted. I didn’t understand why he couldn’t do this when I 
asked for very little. We’d always see him off at the airport 
when he was heading back to Saudi Arabia. I once asked him 
if I could go and work with him because I really wanted to 
fly on a plane but he laughed, saying I was talking nonsense. 
I was angry at him for using that patronizing tone of voice. I 
thought to myself that one day I’d get to go abroad, obsessed 
with the thought of flying. Who cared if the plane crashed? 
I just wanted to experience it once in my life and it didn’t 
matter what kind of job I’d have to do so long as I got to 
fly. Such was my way of thinking – one that only a young 
teenager who knew nothing better was capable of.

But the fact that my father was working abroad didn’t mean 
that we were living it up back home. We still struggled to 
make ends meet because my father still gambled a lot. I knew 
that we would never be rich or get to enjoy a comfortable life 
because after nearly ten years of my father working abroad, 
we still suffered.

When he first went overseas, he used a title deed as mortgage 
collateral for his middleman to get him to Saudi Arabia. 
He had hoped that he’d make enough money to repay the 
mortgage in full after a few months. But things didn’t turn 
out the way he’d hoped. We were conned into giving away 
the title deed for apparently violating part of the contract and 
lost our land.
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When I was in Grade 8, we had to move from Wat Toong 
Kru to live with Uncle Rerng, our father’s younger brother, 
who lived in Bang Sue. His already small house became 
even smaller after we came to live with him, his wife and 
his daughter. I slept with my sisters and my mother in a 
room that must have been about 1 meter by 3 meters while 
my brother slept in the basement together with one of our 
cousins.

I left Wat Buddha Pucha school halfway into Grade 8 and 
got transferred to another school in Bang Sue which accepted 
me into the second half of Grade 8 after much pleading. 
Sanpawut Bamrung School was a private school owned 
by a military official, so it was more expensive than a state 
school. But at least I didn’t have to repeat Grade 8. I met 
a bunch of new friends there, most of them boys. I didn’t 
enjoy the company of female friends especially the boring 
nerdy types, as much as I did men. I loved adventure, that’s 
why I hung out with so many boyfriends. I only had four 
girlfriends and every one of them was a complete hussy.

Not long after I started school, I was faced with a string of 
problems – firstly, school fees; secondly, pocket money. I 
had to buy new textbooks and the teacher would keep nagging 
me about my school fees, which always embarrassed me. I 
was so poor I sometimes couldn’t afford to buy lunch. It was 
a good thing school was close enough to where I lived so I 
didn’t have to pay for the bus ride there every day. Although 
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it was a long walk, I chose to save money. I only hopped on 
the bus whenever I had money to spare. Sometimes I’d pay 
1 baht and take the ferry over to the other side of the river. 
Sometimes I’d borrow money from my homeroom teacher 
who was always ready to help out without once complaining 
or asking me to pay her back. The more she got to know me, 
the more she began to understand why I was unable to pay 
for my school fees.

When I reached my teens, I no longer stayed with Pu Lek and 
Ya Lek at Wat Kru Nai because it was such a long journey 
from Bang Sue. I owed my homeroom teacher so much 
money that I was too embarrassed to go to school. I told 
my mother about it but there was nothing she could do to 
help. As for my brother, he was studying at Ramkamhaeng 
University but he’d only go to lectures when he felt like it. 
Pi Jiab also enrolled into a private school, while Pi Gai chose 
not to continue with her studies because she never enjoyed 
it. She’d ditch school anyway because she wasn’t the brainy 
type. I also skipped classes on a regular basis but it was 
because I didn’t have enough money and because I was too 
embarrassed to ask my friends for money. Even though they 
didn’t mind, I chose not to trouble them. They all wanted me 
to come to school because they said that the classroom was 
too quiet without me.

My mother soon started to make Thai sweets such as Kanom 
Tom, Kanom Niew, and Kanom Tua Pap, which she later 
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sold in hopes of making more money. She would carry them 
around in her hawker’s basket, weaving through little alleys 
trying to sell them all day. I felt so sorry for her. After the 
first day, she came home with loads of leftovers but she still 
went out to sell them every day. I also relied on my mother’s 
snacks and took a few to school with me, even selling them 
to my friends in exchange for some lunch money. After a 
week, my mother’s business began to flourish. She used to 
leave the house at 8am and be back home by 1pm but as 
business picked up, she was already home by around 10 or 
11am to catch up on some rest. Her sweets were delicious 
and anyone who tried them would want more. Because she 
was making money every day, we would have enough pocket 
money to go to school every day. But it was the same old 
story with Dad – he’d send over some money whenever he 
felt like it; I assumed it was because he was still gambling.

When I got to Grade 9, I started to work on weekends at a 
restaurant known for its Hainanese chicken rice for 80 baht 
a day. I waited tables and washed dishes. I also convinced 
my sisters to come along. My brother became a motorcycle 
taxi driver. He was quite shy and he never took off his helmet 
because he was afraid people would recognize him. I guess it 
was normal for any teenager to feel embarrassed. My second 
sister, Jiab, never really helped to ease the burden in our 
household. All she ever cared about were girls. It probably 
never entered her mind how poor we were and how our 
parents had to struggle to make ends meet. Pi Gai, however, 
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was the complete opposite. She did everything she could to 
help out. She just didn’t want to continue with her studies but 
that was her choice. Pi Gai worked so hard and she would 
give all the money she earned to our mother. Poor girl, she 
was very different from the rest of us, almost abnormal when 
compared to her siblings. She was very polite and was quite 
the sulker, but she had a very good heart. I too did everything 
I could to make money. On Sundays, I’d wake up early in 
the morning to sell water at Nang Lerng race track to people 
who came to watch the horse races. I made a handsome 
income – 300 to 400 baht a day - which was a lot back in 
those days. In Grade 9, I fell in love with a boy from another 
school. I wasn’t thinking about sex or anything like that at 
all – it was just plain old-fashioned love. The trend amongst 
my friends was to have sex with your boyfriend. I felt that 
the person I considered to be my boyfriend didn’t like me 
the way I liked him. Maybe it was because I wasn’t exactly 
pretty and I was too outgoing. Like I said, I’m not someone 
you’d describe as “beautiful,” unlike my friends who were 
all good-looking. My friends would always fancy the same 
guy, and they’d always go: “Hey, I’ll make this sacrifice for 
you ’cause I already have many boyfriends anyway.” I’d 
feel so low whenever they said that to me and I’d tell myself 
that one day all the guys would fancy me.

When school reopened and I started Grade 9, Od came to see 
us like he usually did every year. But unlike in past years, 
Od had become a teenager and was already at vocational 
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college, plus he was two years older than me. He looked 
at me in a strange way and sometimes his choice of words 
signaled that he was hitting on me. I was very embarrassed. 
Sometimes he would hold my hand or touch my arms. It was 
a strange feeling, something that I had never experienced 
before.

During the school break, I visited Pu Lek and Ya Lek at Wat 
Kru Nai with Od, because they were his grandparents too. I 
slept with my grandparents, whereas Od had to walk over to 
Sriprai’s house to sleep there. We were all related. Sriprai 
had already blossomed into a pretty young lady – much 
prettier than me – and I was convinced that Od fancied her 
or that they had been secretly in love with each other for 
some time.

One day, I asked my grandparents if I could sleep over at 
Sriprai’s. That night, there were four of us sharing a bed – 
Sriprai; Od; Sriprai’s mother, Aunt Jaang; and me. At 4am, 
Aunt Jaang left the house to buy vegetables at Pak Klong 
Talad market which she would then resell at the local market. 
Aunt Jaang was my father’s elder sister. After she left the 
house, I saw Od hugging Sriprai and they kissed each other’s 
cheeks. I was kind of shocked when I saw it but pretended 
to be fast asleep. I may have been young, but I knew exactly 
what was going on. Deep down, I was disappointed that Od 
would make advances at Sriprai because we were cousins. I 
was certain that Sriprai must have been emotionally affected 
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because she was so naive. Like Pi Gai, she didn’t enjoy 
school and left after Grade 6. Od, meanwhile, seemed to be 
an expert, especially when it came to women, and he would 
make a move on anything with a heartbeat.

I was pretty close to Sriprai. We were literally joined at the 
hips and we went everywhere together. After that night, Od 
acted as if nothing had happened and went about without a 
care in the world. Sriprai, however, told me how Od would 
hug her every night and kiss her on the lips. He even grabbed 
her tits. That night, I told Sriprai that she should sleep with 
me at Ya Lek’s house. She agreed. The next morning, when 
Od saw me, he was obviously pissed off that I had taken 
Sriprai for the night, but I didn’t care. He went home to 
Nakhon Sawan after the holidays.

Uncle Jer’s house was not far from Sriprai’s. He was my 
father’s big brother and had three children – Dang, who was 
the same age as Sriprai, and two baby girls. He was better-
off than any of us in the family. He sold groceries near a 
textile factory and hired Sriprai to help out, so she ended up 
having to stay there. Every time the factory workers got off 
work, they’d all chat up Sriprai and totally ignore me. I was 
so jealous of her and knew that she was much prettier.

One day, Sriprai came crying to me, saying that Dang, our 
uncle’s son, had raped her. Sriprai took off her shirt and 
showed me her breasts which were covered in love bites. 
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I was shocked and suggested she go home. She didn’t dare 
tell anyone, not even her own mother about this. But she did 
tell Uncle Jer that she would go home to get a job at a textile 
factory so she could make more money.

I had already started on my final term of high school and 
wanted to go on to vocational college, but I wasn’t sure if 
my parents had enough money.

Goong and Jang were my two closest friends since Grade 8 
at Sanpawut Bamrung. They were lovely girls and both had 
large breasts. Goong was very pretty and outgoing – in other 
words, she was a bimbo. She was used to being swarmed by 
men and had lost her virginity in Grade 8. She’d had many 
boyfriends. As for Jang, she was the complete opposite. She 
came from a closely knit family and she loved me more than 
she loved Goong. Actually Jang and I got off to a bad start 
and we once had a catfight before we became friends. She 
was our school principal’s daughter, and I didn’t like her 
very much because she was such a spoilt brat. She really 
annoyed me the way she tried to be cute all the time so I 
slapped her. But after we became close friends, we were 
inseparable. All three of us would skip classes to either watch 
movies at Siam Square or go ice-skating or dancing at disco 
clubs in the afternoon (back then these clubs existed). Every 
time we went skating, we would go home with bruises from 
falling on the ice. I hardly had any money but Goong and 
Jang didn’t have this problem and they were happy to pay 
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for me. By the time I entered Grade 9, I’d lost all interest 
in my studies and always ended up copying homework from 
my friends. Goong and Jang would remind me how I needn’t 
worry about money. As long as I could skip school to be 
with them, they’d pay for everything. They insisted that it 
wouldn’t be as fun without me.

I also had another group of friends who were boys. There 
were about four or five of us, and I was the only girl. These 
guys loved to skip school and we’d buy cigarettes and smoke 
them all day. Some would buy alcohol, but I didn’t enjoy 
drinking either. Every single one of them loved me and they 
took me with them every time they decided to miss classes. 
When I resisted, they’d insist that I go along with them and 
I always gave in.

One day we were caught climbing over the school fence, 
which was very high and had barbed wires all over it, by a 
military officer named Seth who owned our school. He gave 
us all a good spanking – the kind only someone from the 
military would give his children - which meant scolding us 
at the same time. But we never learned our lesson. We were 
caught trying to skip school again, and I told my friends 
that we were dead meat this time. I was petrified of being 
spanked again because Seth really hit hard. One of them 
offered to take the lashings for me so I agreed. But when 
we saw Seth, all he said was: “Hey, I’m not going to spank 
you guys today. Go inside my house and grab something 
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to eat. Go!” We were flabbergasted and sure he was up to 
something. Seth then said: “I’ve had enough of you lot. 
You never learn and you’re not afraid of me.” All five of us 
went inside his house, still confused. After dinner, Seth told 
us that we weren’t allowed home yet, that we had to wash 
the dishes for the military cadets after dinner at 4pm. There 
were hundreds of them and Seth announced at the canteen 
that none of them had to do the dishes that evening. They all 
cheered and we were stuck doing the dishes until 6pm. When 
I got home, my brother asked me where I’d been. I didn’t 
want to lie so I told him what had happened. He then called 
me a bimbo as usual and hit me. I never skipped lessons 
again after that because I got hit twice that day. Just before 
finishing Grade 9, we had government officials knocking on 
our doors to conduct random interviews with locals. They 
asked us what my ambition in life was, what I wanted to 
study, what I wanted to work as. I told them I wanted to 
enroll at a famous vocational college called Uthen Tawai 
and I’d always dreamed about becoming either an engineer 
or an interior designer. My brother would belittle me and tell 
me that I was daydreaming. We’d always been at odds, my 
brother and I. He’d been hitting me since I was a kid and I 
never understood why he was constantly picking on me. I 
remember the time when he hit me like a maniac – slapping 
and kicking me. I remember being so pissed off with him. 
After he left, I went into his bedroom, tore up the pages of 
one of his textbooks from university because he loved them. 
I knew that he’d kill me when he found out what I’d done, so 
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I went to stay with Goong at her house for two or three days. 
My sister soon came after me, assuring me that my brother 
would not hit me if I went back home. He kept his promise. 
But he did stare at me with those angry, burning eyes when 
he saw me. I just ignored him.

I became stressed again just as I was finishing Grade 9 
because I didn’t have enough money to pay for the tuition 
fees and my teacher told me that I wouldn’t be able to 
graduate if I didn’t cough up the money. I had no idea where 
I was going to get it from. At the same time, I was also 
under a lot of pressure to enroll at a vocational college. I 
remember clearly how Thailand was busy with Her Serene 
Highness Queen Rambhai Barni’s funeral. I finally bought 
an application form to Uthen Tawai college but didn’t get 
to take the exams because I didn’t have documents to prove 
that I had graduated from Grade 9 because I hadn’t paid for 
the school fees. But in the end, I finally saved enough money 
to settle the debt. I took the second round of exams for Don 
Muang Technical College and chose to study fine arts. I 
got in, but didn’t have enough money to pay for the school 
fees – what with the cost of school supplies, uniforms etc., 
I knew right away that I’d never get to continue with my 
studies because I came from a poor family. Pi Jiab too had 
to drop out of her vocational college. In fact, we all had to 
quit school – except Pi Tong because he had his own money 
and he was at university, so he could graduate whenever he 
was ready.
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I don’t know what got into me one day as I was taking the 
train to Don Muang Technical College. I was 17 – I was 
about two years behind because I had spent so much time 
moving and briefly dropping out of school. I decided to 
go all the way to Nakhon Sawan to see Od because it was 
exactly what he did when I was a student in Bangkok and 
we had promised each other that I’d visit him whenever I 
could. Something made me think about him that day. When 
I finished my exams that afternoon, I went to see Od at his 
school called Saha Nakhon Sawan. He came out to see me 
but told me to wait until after school so he could take me 
to his friend’s place. You see, we were kind of secretly in 

C h a p t e r  2

TWO THINGS I GOT
AFTER LOSING MY VIRGINITY

El
it
e 
Cr
ea
ti
ve
 L
it
er
ar
y 
Ag
en
cy



42 • I AM ERI : MY EXPERIENCE OVERSEAS

love but we couldn’t let anyone know about it, especially his 
parents, otherwise all hell would break loose.

It was dark by the time I made it to Nakhon Sawan. Od took 
me to his friend’s house in a district quite far from the city 
center. The place was so barren and had no electricity. I had 
to use a lantern. I don’t know what made me feel all this 
trouble was worth my while, but it was probably because I 
had fallen for Od’s sweet talking; he literally had me eating 
out of his hands. I lost my virginity to Od at his friend’s 
home. It was so painful and I didn’t even enjoy it. On top 
of that, we were cousins, so it was something we were both 
ashamed of. What were we thinking? Why did it have to be 
this way?

I only slept with Od once. The next day, we went our separate 
ways. When I got home, my brother hit me again for sleeping 
over at someone else’s house. I’m sure he’d always thought 
I’d lost my virginity ages ago but he just couldn’t prove it. 
But really I had never slept with anyone until Od and didn’t 
even know what sex was. But after that experience, Od and 
I remained in close contact. We wrote to each other, but he 
had to send his letters to Goong’s house. We didn’t have 
mobile phones back in those days so we wrote letters to each 
other. If you asked me whether I loved Od, I’d have to ask 
you to define love. I didn’t feel happy at all after we had 
sex. I just enjoyed talking to him, that was it. We wrote to 
each other for about a month. I started vomiting nearly every 
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morning and that was when I suspected I was pregnant. 
But we couldn’t tell anyone about it. Od promised me in 
his letter that he would take responsibility for everything 
if I really were pregnant. But this letter somehow made its 
way to Od’s mother and this was to be the beginning of my 
complicated life.

I knew right there and then that I’d never get to continue 
with my studies if I was pregnant. I talked to Goong about 
this and she warned me that I’d have to kiss my education 
good-bye if I didn’t get rid of the baby. I didn’t have any 
money for the abortion so I left it for another two months, 
which was also when school reopened.

I took the train to find out the exam results. It turned out that 
I got into the Fine Arts Department at Don Muang Technical 
College. Excited to announce the good news to everyone at 
home, I was surprised to see my mother, brother and aunt 
sitting together, staring at me with disdain when I got back. 
I knew something was up, but I decided to tell them the good 
news anyway. “Mom, I got into…” but only halfway into my 
sentence, my brother lunged at me and kicked me so hard 
I hurtled out of the house. He then beat me to a pulp and 
nobody intervened.

I was very upset that my mother and aunt didn’t help me. 
I quickly ran out of the house or I would’ve been beaten 
to death by my own brother as he kicked and punched me 
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ruthlessly. I was so fed up with life. There was no love and 
warmth in our family, there was no form of guidance to 
show me the way – only physical abuse. They found out that 
I was pregnant by Od after his mother, Aunt Sa-ing, wrote 
to my mother: “Ning is pregnant by Od. I will not take any 
responsibility for this.”

After my brother beat me up, I ran off to stay with Goong, 
who introduced me to someone called Surin, another close 
friend of ours. We borrowed some money from her, because 
Surin was already working at Don Muang airport after 
dropping out of school. We planned to abort my kid with 
that money. Surin helped me out with 2,000 baht. We went 
straight to Meechai Clinic. The doctor told me that I was two 
months pregnant and that I would have to pay 2,000 baht 
for the abortion. I had to lie down on a bed and spread my 
legs apart for the doctor to get to work. I couldn’t bear the 
pain from the metal forceps being inserted inside my vagina 
and screamed at the top of my lungs. I finally gave in and 
pleaded with the doctor: “I can’t bear the pain! Forget this!” 
I was made to pay 1,000 baht for his services anyway. I still 
remember wearing my school uniform on that day.

After the failed abortion, my sister and mother came over to 
Goong’s house and pleaded with me to go back home after 
I’d been staying with Goong for about three or four days. 
They promised not to hit me. I finally agreed to go home and 
I still remember the look in my brother’s eyes when he saw 
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me. He never stopped making snide comments at me and 
even tried to hit me, but thankfully my mother stopped him 
this time. I was constantly stressed and didn’t know what to 
do with my life. My brother proposed that I take some pills 
to “kub dek,” or “kub luad” as the locals called it – which 
was to intentionally cause internal bleeding to get rid of the 
child. I mixed these green pills with some rice wine and took 
it for about two or three days but I felt fine. I tried to be very 
active, playing with elastic bands with the other girls, which 
required lots of jumping up and down, in hope: that I would 
bleed, but it was useless.

My mother decided to write a letter to my father who was 
still in Saudi Arabia and told him about the pregnancy. My 
father suggested that I learn how to become a hairdresser at 
a school in Bang Po so that I could look after myself now 
that I’d ruined my chances of going to school. I hated the 
idea, but I had no choice. Thankfully I was a fast learner 
so I got my certificate before everyone else did after just 
three months when it really should’ve taken between five 
and six months. While carrying my baby, I’d also secretly 
been writing letters to Od - my mother had strictly banned 
me from having any contact with him. We were cousins 
with the same surname, so the idea of us living together as 
a family was definitely not on the cards. I was about five or 
six months into the pregnancy when I got my hairdresser’s 
certificate. One day, I got a letter from Od asking me to pack 
my bags and go and live with him in Nakhon Sawan. I didn’t 
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know what was best for me then, so I did what he asked.

I forgot to tell you that after I failed to abort the child at 
Meechai Clinic, Od’s father, who was my uncle, had me 
over at his place in Nakhon Sawan, and he offered to take 
care of me. But as soon as I arrived at his house, he took me 
to an unqualified doctor who tried to abort my baby through 
very primitive means. I was made to sit down and hold onto 
a piece of cloth above tied above my head after which he’d 
kicked my stomach with his feet to push out the child. Again 
this was useless because I was in so much pain. I gritted my 
teeth and tried to forget the pain, but after a few more kicks, 
we gave up. The child was obviously determined to enter 
this world and we were no longer going to stop it.

Uncle Jai, who was Od’s father, was the one who found a 
room for me to share with Od when I came to live with him. 
The house we lived in was right next to his and he told me to 
save the rent money and use it to pay for my own personal 
expenses instead. Uncle Jai had a lover called Aunt Kane 
who lived near the house where I lived. I found out that 
Uncle Jai had divorced Aunt Sa-ing, Od’s mother, several 
years ago. Aunt Sa-ing lived at Chiraprawat military camp 
where she sold food to the soldiers there. She was very hard-
working, but she was a malicious person and everyone knew 
this. Even I was afraid of her. She used to love me back 
when I visited her during the school holidays and I helped 
her with her business. I loved doing business and that’s why 
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Aunt Sa-ing took a liking to me. But she hated me after 
she found out that I was pregnant with her son because she 
was repulsed by the fact that we were cousins. I had been 
living with Od without Aunt Sa-ing’s knowledge for about 
a month at Uncle Jai’s house. Uncle Jai loved me no matter 
what because, after all, I was still his niece. He gave me 
money and he’d buy me stuff every once in a while. That is, 
until Aunt Kane got jealous and starting causing problems 
for me. She would tell others that I was lazy and that all I 
ever did was eat and sleep all day. She didn’t want me to 
live at Uncle Jai’s house anymore and told Od’s mother to 
come and get me.

When Aunt Sa-ing found out that I’d been living with Od, 
she came over to my house, screaming at me and trying to 
hit me for no apparent reason. She snuck up to my room and 
hit me with a huge wooden stick even when I was already 
eight months pregnant. She would do this every time she 
saw me. Od would sometimes come to my rescue, but not all 
the time. At worst, Aunt Kane and Aunt Sa-ing would gang 
up on me and together beat me up. I could no longer stand 
being there and eventually moved out to live somewhere 
else. Od, meanwhile, showed no responsibility whatsoever. 
Sure, he was still a teenager, but I knew that he was also lazy 
by nature. He didn’t do anything to try and protect me. On 
top of that, he started seeing his ex-girlfriend again.

I was so upset that Od turned out this way and realized that I 
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had made a big mistake. I regretted ever having had anything 
to do with him. I soon wrote to my mother, and told her how 
much I was suffering. She and my two sisters rushed over 
to see me. My mother had a go at Uncle Jai and his wife for 
doing what they did to me even though I was pregnant. She 
then brought me home, but I reminded her that my brother, 
Pi Tong, would surely kick the crap out of me if he saw me. 
She told me not to worry; she would talk to Pi Tong about 
my situation. My gut feeling was that I was about to get a 
good bashing from him, but this time, I was no longer going 
to put up with it. I asked Od if I could borrow his gun so that 
I could use it to threaten him if he tried to hurt me. I arrived 
home with my .22 caliber pistol that day. As expected, Pi 
Tong came rushing toward me the minute he saw me. I just 
didn’t understand why he kept wanting to hurt me. Was it 
karma from my past life catching up with me in this life? 
I was constantly living in fear that somebody would try 
and hurt me. As my brother made his way toward me, my 
mother and sister, Pi Jiab, tried to intervene and Pi Jiab got 
a few bruises from Pi Tong. He accused her of being partly 
responsible for everything that’s happened and wouldn’t 
stop hitting her. I lost my patience with him and pulled the 
gun out. I didn’t know that the gun was loaded, I simply 
wanted to scare him. But my brother wasn’t scared. He even 
challenged me to shoot him. During this moment of frenzy, 
another uncle of mine called Uncle Rerng, whose house we 
were living in at the time, appeared from nowhere, grabbed 
the gun from my hand and whacked my face with the grip. 
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My brother later chased me out of the house so my sister and 
I were forced to stay at a friend’s house.

There was too much drama in my life and I wasn’t at all happy. 
I was only about 17 or 18, I came from a dysfunctional 
family, my father had a lover, we were poor, there was no 
love between us, I was never given any guidance by my 
parents because I lived with my grandparents who never 
had much time for me, and ever since I could remember my 
parents were fighting.

My mother began to feel sorry for me because I was still 
being beaten up by my brother even though I was so close to 
delivering the baby. She moved out of my uncle’s house and 
decided to rent a place to stay with my sister and me around 
Tao Poon in Bang Sue. She would make money from selling 
Thai snacks in a hawker’s basket like she used to.

From Grades 5 to 9 I had always been stubborn and talked  
back to my mother whenever she complained that I didn’t  
love her. The truth is, I was the person I was back then 
because she kept hitting me every time I did something 
wrong. Either that or she’d ask my brother to sort me out. So I 
always thought that she didn’t love me or that she was biased 
against me. I’d always thought that she loved my sisters and 
my brother more. But I later found out that my mother loved 
all of her children equally. She’d simply pay more attention 
to anyone who needed to be looked after, such as Pi Gai. My 
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mother took great care of me in the final weeks before the 
delivery. Od also came to live with us. My mother felt sorry 
for me, so she allowed Od back into our lives. But Od was so 
inactive that my mother had to encourage him to go out and 
find a job, but he got fired from his job just as quickly as he 
found one because he’d always be taking naps during work 
hours. I was getting so fed up with Od and blamed myself for 
having ever loved him.

One stormy night, I felt the contractions and quickly told my 
mother about it. She rushed me to the hospital after a few 
minutes of running around frantically in the rain to find a 
taxi. I finally gave birth to a baby boy at Vachira Hospital. As 
I was delivering my boy, I remember feeling so much love 
for my mother, realizing how much pain she went through 
to give birth to me. I was in so much pain I thought I was 
going to die and this was just my first child. My mother gave 
birth to four children – and she didn’t have to bring me into 
this world if she didn’t want to since I was her fourth child – 
but she chose to go through the pain. I was grateful for that 
and was touched by her love. That day, I made a promise to 
myself never to argue with her again. Whatever hurt I caused 
my mother in the past, I was sure I’d have to repay it at 
some point in life. The doctor brought my son over to me. 
My eyes welled up with tears the minute I saw him and I 
immediately knew what it was like to feel unconditional love 
for someone. I held him close to me to feed him, although 
slightly embarrassed to be doing this because I was only 18. 
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I noticed that my son’s head had loads of gunk on it and that 
his head was unusually high – like he had been sucked out of 
my womb. The doctors began to whisper something to each 
other while I had no idea what was wrong with my baby.

After a check-up, the doctor told me that my son had tested 
“positive” and asked me if I knew what this meant. When I 
shook my head, he asked me if I knew what syphilis was and 
I still didn’t know what he was talking about. He then told 
me that I had venereal disease which I had contracted from 
my husband. One of the causes could have been unprotected 
sex with a prostitute. I was furious and knew that the doctor’s 
suspicions might very well be true because I had never had 
sex with anyone apart from Od. What angered me most was 
that he had passed on the disease to my child. The doctors 
told me that his unusually high head might be one of the 
symptoms of the disease or been the result of the several 
abortions. Od was made to undergo a blood test, which came 
out positive for syphilis. I was disgusted to learn that Od had 
been sleeping with other women all this time. The doctor 
told us we all had to get anti-venereal injections and that we 
were not allowed to have sex until after we’d both made a full 
recovery. We were given so many shots - especially painful 
when the shot was being administered. My baby suffered 
the most. I had to stop breast-feeding until I was healthy 
again, which would take several months, so I switched to 
powdered milk. What upset me most was that I didn’t have 
enough money to buy any powdered milk. Od was hopeless 
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– he wouldn’t find a job so I told him to go back to Nakhon 
Sawan. My mother couldn’t possibly look after me, the baby 
and Od as well. I decided to live with my mother and was 
determined to find a job as soon as possible.

I had given birth one month ago but I was already out looking 
for a job. I had two wet patches on my shirt wherever I went 
because I was still lactating and I reeked. On top of that, I 
couldn’t breastfeed. I was so ashamed when people saw me 
because they must have known I was lactating and that I was 
still a teenager.

I finally got a job at Central Chidlom department store as a 
shop assistant. I had to stand all day while lactating. They 
wouldn’t allow me to sit down. I felt that life was such a 
struggle for me. I worked there for three months before the 
contract ended and I was jobless again. I only got 3,000 
baht a month from that job but it wasn’t enough what with 
the cost of transportation and food. Some months I wouldn’t 
have any money to buy powdered milk which was vital 
for the baby. Od came to pick me up one day and brought 
me to live with him, saying that his mother wanted to see 
her grandchild. I was stunned and was sure she was up to 
something. Would she hurt me if I went back? Would she be 
a witch to me again? But I chose to go back because it was 
my only chance of raising my baby.

When I got to Od’s house, his mother was very nice to me. 
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She was besotted with my son and would sleep with him 
every night. I helped out with her business at the military 
camp as well as the housework. I was very hardworking 
by nature and really enjoyed running a business. Aunt Sa-
ing sold all kinds of food such as noodles, fried rice and a 
variety of snacks so I’d wake up at 3 or 4am every day in 
order to do the grocery shopping at the fresh market. When 
I got home, I’d cook a massive bowl of rice, enough for 
hundreds of soldiers, and boil ten to twenty kg of pork while 
taking care of my baby at the same time. It was a lot for an 
18-year-old mother like me to be taking on. Od never did 
anything to ease my burden because he was too lazy. He got 
up late and whenever he did make it out of bed, it was to go 
out with his friends. He was totally irresponsible but I put up 
with it because of my baby.

I was such a loser and easily led on by others. When I was at 
school, I had no idea what a “player” was and what this type 
of men got up to and how to catch them out. I slept with Od 
only once before I got pregnant – now this is what you’d call 
an absolute fool, wouldn’t you? What’s worse, I contracted 
venereal disease from him. The reason I’m saying this is that 
Od had always been unfaithful to me and slept with anything 
with a heartbeat.

We were close to a soldier who lived near our house with his 
wife. Both of them often came to our house to help out with 
the chores. One day, as we were all having dinner, Aunt 
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I was still with Od when I was a waitress at Piman Hotel
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Sa-ing walked up to her and said: “Kiat, you go back to 
your own home right this minute, you bitch. And don’t you 
dare set foot in this house again.” I was gobsmacked. After 
Kiat went home, Aunt Sa-ing then turned to Od and shouted 
at him: “You asshole! Never resort to your lowly ways in 
my house again ’cause you’ve caused enough problems for 
me, you bastard!” I asked Aunt Sa-ing what the problem 
was after Od had walked off. “You’re such a fool. Don’t 
you know that they’ve been sleeping with each other all this 
time? I didn’t want to tell you but I couldn’t bear it anymore 
to see you there at the dinner table oblivious to everything 
that was going on while they were playing footsies under the 
table.” I didn’t want to believe what Aunt Sa-ing had told 
me. How could it be true when Od was always with me?

Working from 3am until late in the evening every day 
eventually took its toll. I didn’t get paid, but in exchange for 
my work they looked after my son and that was enough for 
me. After four or five months of living at Od’s house, I felt 
so disgusted by Od and embarrassed that he’d made me the 
laughing stock of the entire village.

Aunt Sa-ing said to me one day: “Ning, if you find someone 
who can take good care of you, just go. Od is not good for 
you, he’s lazy and irresponsible. If you want to go out and 
find a job, go. At least that way you’ll have a better chance of 
meeting someone. Don’t worry about your boy, I’ll always 
take good care of him.” I dwelled on what she said for a long 
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time. Od really hadn’t improved much after our baby was 
born. I asked him to wear a condom every time we had sex 
because I didn’t want to become pregnant again or contract 
another venereal disease. I decided to find work at Piman 
Hotel in Nakhon Sawan where I waited tables at the hotel 
restaurant. I started dressing up and putting on makeup – 
not that I knew what I was doing. I still looked like a dog 
even after I’d dolled myself up. Od became jealous of me 
and he’d drop me off and pick me up from work all the time 
even though I’d always been loyal. But some of the waiters 
there soon fancied me and I gradually went off the rails. Od 
became suspicious and incredibly jealous. We argued nearly 
every day and eventually Od started to hit me. I asked him 
whether he felt sorry at all for having treated me the way he 
had in the past. I told him how I’d finally come to my senses 
and would no longer play along with his stupid games. From 
now on, we would be living separate lives. But if he ever felt 
like he could become a better man and look after our son and 
me – whenever he got a job, that is – then we could live our 
lives together again. But Od rejected the offer. After he hit 
me for the very first time, I hated his guts and I came back 
home to live with my mother, bringing my baby along with 
me. Aunt Sa-ing had no idea that I had run away with my 
baby to live with my mother back in Bangkok.
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C h a p t e r  3

EARLY DAYS IN THE “INDUSTRY” 

By the time I moved back in with my mother, my father had 
already returned for good from Saudi Arabia because his 
contract had ended, plus he was getting old and tired. He 
got a job as a laborer in Bangkok instead. Because he was 
a carpenter, it wasn’t difficult for him to find jobs at all. He 
was the sole breadwinner in the house. We were all finally 
living together under one roof again. It was a small room 
we’d rented and we all had to sleep together. But it was a 
good thing that Pi Gai was also working as a bus conductor 
which was just enough to cover the rent. Pi Jiab would come 
and go as she pleased because she had a girlfriend. She never 
helped to ease the burden for any of us and was pretty much 
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a loner. Pi Tong was a motorcycle taxi driver – that way 
he made extra money to feed himself while also supporting 
himself through university. But I had no income and to make 
matters worse, I burdened the others with a baby. They all 
hurled abuse at me every day but I tried to put up with it. 
I had no idea what job would suit me best. My family’s 
financial situation was a mess back then, we owed money to 
people everywhere and we couldn’t pay for the rent. It was 
such a headache. I was depressed and at times suicidal at 
the thought of this huge mistake that I had made, becoming 
pregnant while still at school and causing problems for 
everyone else. My neighbor, Pi Wan, loved to chat with my 
mother. Her husband loved to drink with my father. Pi Wan 
had four kids aged between three and twelve years and she 
had been through quite a lot in her life. She loved to dress up 
and she was good at it and I sometimes got jealous of how 
beautiful she looked. I asked if she could teach me how to 
put on makeup because I didn’t know the first thing about it. 
As the days went by, I grew closer to her. We’d talk about 
survival, making a living etc. She wanted to sell stuff but 
didn’t have enough money to start up her business. Applying 
for a job sounded way too ambitious for us.

Pi Wan came up to me one day and asked if we should 
become waitresses. Desperate to make extra cash to feed my 
baby, and fed up of staying at home doing nothing, I asked 
her where. “C’mon, let’s go to Pattaya,” she said, telling 
me about the days when she worked there and how there 
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were loads of places always looking to hire waitresses. She 
said the salary would be around 5,000 baht plus tips. I went 
along with her in hopes of making enough money to feed my 
family. The problem was that neither of us had any cash on 
us. We only had enough to buy a one way ticket to Pattaya 
and nothing else. Pi Wan insisted that we’d be okay and that 
she knew someone in Pattaya and we could stay with him for 
a while. So we went for it. I packed up my stuff in a small 
bag, threw on a pair of jeans and a tee-shirt and also brought 
along one evening dress. Pi Wan was confident that we’d 
soon have enough money to buy more clothes because it was 
easy to make money in Pattaya.

As soon as we arrived, Pi Wan stopped by a friend’s house 
at this hotel. This guy was a gardener at various hotels in the 
area. I don’t know what it was they said to each other but 
after that, they took me to his house where I was to stay.

When we arrived, the guy introduced himself as Lek. I 
noticed that it wasn’t exactly a house - more like a shack that 
must have been used to keep small plants. There were two 
men sleeping inside this shack, which made it very difficult 
for me to sleep in because it was tiny. But I had no choice. I 
thought to myself that I’d be able to find my own place soon 
once I had more money. At about 6pm, Pi Wan took me to 
apply for a job in Soi 4. I put on my green dress – like the 
green from the traffic lights – which I’m sure looked hideous 
and I was embarrassed to be wearing it because I didn’t see 
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a single person wearing this color. The outdated Chinese 
collar must have been a dead giveaway that I was a frump. 
I only had four baht in my pocket after having travelled by 
bus over to Pattaya. Pi Wan wasn’t better off, I’m sure. We 
walked from central Pattaya, around Soi Jumsai, to Soi 4 
which was a total distance of about one or two kilometers. 
We didn’t have enough money for dinner that evening. We 
went into something which resembled a Japanese bar and 
applied for a job there. We were asked to sit inside a booth 
until Japanese, Korean, or Chinese tourists from Hong Kong 
came and chose us before we could start serving them.

I sat in a booth alongside close to 100 other women – 
there must have been 70 or 80 of them in there. We didn’t 
speak because nobody knew each other. All I knew was that 
nearly everyone inside that booth was staring at me probably 
because of the way I was dressed and the bad makeup I had 
on. But I didn’t care and I didn’t bother talking to any of 
them. I had no inkling of beauty. Unlike the other women 
inside the booth who all looked very good; and some I was 
certain were very young. But the older ones looked like hags. 
They all sat there chatting away like any woman would.

I heard the bell ring and a bright pink light came on inside 
the booth. The girls then came together to form a group and a 
large group of Japanese and Chinese visitors came up to us. 
They then picked a woman they wanted to serve them. This 
process went on all day until there were less than ten girls 
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left, me and Pi Wan included. By midnight, I was the only 
one left. Pi Wan had told me before she got picked that she 
would not be going back to the shack we lived in. We agreed 
to meet here again the following morning.

Soon after, the owner of the bar came up to me and told 
me that they were closing. She told me to come back the 
following day at 3pm and to be on time. I went home with 
an empty stomach and 4 baht to my name. I couldn’t do 
anything with it. I didn’t even have enough money to hop 
on a songtaew. I began to feel dejected and wondered what 
the hell I was doing here. When I arrived at the shack, I told 
the gardener to open the door for me. He prepared my bed 
for me as well as the mosquito net and ushered me to my 
bed. I hesitated a bit, before he told me not to worry, that 
he wasn’t going to do anything to me. I agreed anyhow and 
after waking up the next morning, I realized that Pi Wan 
really hadn’t come back. I wondered what to do because I 
was famished.

Sitting outside the shack in deep thought, the men called 
me over for breakfast but I was too shy to eat. I didn’t dare 
tell them that I didn’t have any money. They had bought me 
some kanom jeen nam ya (rice noodles), so I quickly ate it 
because I couldn’t stand it any longer. Just before 3pm, I 
got ready for work, wearing the same dress. I didn’t know 
how to put on makeup so I didn’t own anything save for 
one eyebrow pencil, a tub of loose powder and a lipstick. 
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Whenever I lined my brows, I always got comments like, 
“Are these brows or sea slugs?” simply because I’d draw 
two straight lines across my brows. Then I’d put on some 
lipstick and that was it – no eyeshadow, no mascara, nothing. 
I got to the bar at 3pm, signed in with the bar owner and sat 
in the booth without saying a word to anyone. Pi Wan had 
not made it there and I wondered where she was.

Like the day before, all the others were eventually chosen 
by the customers and I was the only one left. The owner 
told me to put on more makeup tomorrow so that I could 
start working like the rest of the girls. Because I had not 
spoken to anyone inside the booth, I never realized what sort 
of work I had signed up for. I was both stupid and naive. As 
I walked home, hungry as always, I began to think of my 
son and my mother back in Bangkok. But I knew that it was 
impossible for me to go home because I had no money. So 
my plan was that if I saved about 100-200 baht from tips, 
I would definitely go home. I didn’t want to work in Pattaya 
anymore. The men at the shack were still kind enough to 
buy me kanom jeen every day and I felt so bad to have to 
be a burden to them. After the third day, they told me that 
I really had to find somewhere else to stay before their boss 
found out about me. They were only the employers and 
they’d get into trouble if their boss found out that they’d 
been letting me sleep in this shack. Distraught, I told them 
everything about my life and why I was forced to come to 
Pattaya. They both felt sorry for me but didn’t know how 
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to help, but after I promised to go home as soon as I made 
enough money to buy a ticket back home, they agreed to let 
me stay, but I was never allowed to leave that shack. It was 
my fourth day of working and I walked there after enjoying 
my only meal of the day. It was a tough life but I soldiered 
on. As usual, when I got to work, I was the only one left 
in the booth. The owner called me over for a chat and said 
she didn’t understand why nobody picked me. She then said 
that I was to give a massage to a Thai client later that day, 
stressing that I should give him good service and he’d tip me 
well. I was excited because that meant that I’d have enough 
money to go home. The customer’s name was Paan and he 
was a guide for Japanese tour groups. My first impression 
of him was that he seemed nice. He asked me to mix him a 
drink and keep him company on the karaoke machine. We 
then went back to his hotel room where he then told me that 
I had to give him a massage. My heart sank and I wasn’t sure 
if he was really expecting just a massage.

Back in his hotel room, he ushered me to the bathroom 
and told me to take a shower. I was terrified of being raped 
and, still shaking like a leaf, asked him why I had to take a 
shower when all I was going to do was give him a massage. 
He retorted: “Oh quit pretending to be so innocent! You’re 
here to work. Or are you saying you’ve never done this 
before?!”

Terrified, I cried. I’d never slept with anyone else apart 

El
it
e 
Cr
ea
ti
ve
 L
it
er
ar
y 
Ag
en
cy



66 • I AM ERI : MY EXPERIENCE OVERSEAS

from Od. I pleaded with him to let me go because I’d never 
done anything like this before and that I’d just given birth. I 
explained how I was lured into this job by a friend who told 
me that I’d be waiting tables. I never expected to become a 
hooker. She conned me into this and had left me in the lurch. 
I told him how I was desperate to go home but that I didn’t 
have enough money – only four baht, which wasn’t enough 
to buy food. I told him how I needed to make money to feed 
my baby.

Then fate played a helping hand. As soon as I finished telling 
him my life story, my shirt became wet from the lactating 
so Paan believed everything I’d told him. His eyes welling 
up with tears, he began to comfort me: “Don’t be scared, I 
won’t make you do anything. Don’t cry. Get lots of sleep 
tonight and tomorrow you’ll go home to see your baby. And 
don’t ever come back to Pattaya.” Paan had a good heart 
and he had morals. I couldn’t believe that such men existed 
in this world.

The next morning, Paan quickly got up and told me that he 
had to go and take care of his Japanese clients. He told me 
that I could sleep in until noon if I felt like it. He then pulled 
out a wad of cash and told me to go and buy some milk for 
my baby. I didn’t bother counting how much he gave me but 
when I found out later that it was 4,000 baht, I nearly fell 
off my chair. Twenty years ago, this was a lot of money. I 
held onto the cash and started crying tears of joy. The first 
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thing I did was to go to the market, bought food for myself 
and as alms for monks. That day, I didn’t have to walk back 
to my shack. Even though I got this money without having 
to sleep with anyone, fate had other plans. Instead of going 
home, I eventually changed my mind and decided to stay 
on – that decision was the turning point that led me into the 
prostitution industry fulltime.

I was greedy and thought of how much money I’d be making 
if I got clients every night like the rest of the girls if I made 
4,000 baht in one night. I was going to be rich and I’d have 
money to give to my mother and son. Oh good! I even went 
so far as to think about buying a house, because never in my 
life had I ever made so much money, not even in a month. I 
remember that gold was 4,500 a baht *back then.  

I went back to the shack, thanked the lovely guys who put me 
up for so long and told them that I now had enough money 
to rent my own place before saying good-bye. I rented a 
furnished apartment for 2,000 to 2,500 baht a month and 
bought myself a new dress. I even went to the hairdresser’s 
and hired someone to do the makeup for me so that I’d 
look better. I started to understand what sort of work I was 
involved in. I didn’t want to do it but in order to survive, 
I had to. I had a child to look after and I needed to send 

* In Thailand, the baht not only refers to the Thai currency but is olso used as 
the unit of weight for gold where 1 baht equals 15.244 grams.
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money back home. If I had gone home, I wouldn’t have been 
able to find a decent job, so I told myself to stay there and 
make enough money before going home. I hadn’t seen Pi 
Wan since that day she left with the client. I started making 
new friends and met a girl called Leb. She was gorgeous 
and customers would come in every day to choose her. It 
wouldn’t be wrong to call her the star among us because 
she’d make us all jealous by netting a client every day. Leb 
told me how she’d seen me on my first day at work and knew 
I wasn’t chosen by clients because I’d been wearing the same 
dress four days in a row. She wanted to give me some of her 
clothes but was afraid that I wouldn’t accept them. I quickly 
told her that I needed them. That evening we skipped work, 
went dancing in south Pattaya and then hung out by Jomtien 
Beach together. We rented a deck chair nearly every day if 
we didn’t have any customers and we’d sit there till dawn. 
If monks ever passed by as they did their alms rounds, we’d 
know it was time to go home and we’d rush back to catch up 
on some sleep.

One day, I bumped into Paan the Japanese tour guide again 
because he had to bring his clients to Pattaya every other 
week. He was surprised to see me and asked why I hadn’t 
gone home. I lied, and told him that I did but decided to come 
back because I couldn’t find a job. So he warned me that I 
wasn’t going to get a free ride if I came with him this time 
round. So from that day on, Paan came to see me twice a 
month. I met another Thai guide called Wat, also a Japanese 
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tour guide. He too saw me twice a month which worked out 
perfectly well for me.

Paan was looking after me at that point and told me that he 
didn’t want me to work again. He offered to pay for my rent 
and left me some cash every time he came to see me. Wat 
also left me some money – about 3,000 to 4,000 baht each 
time. I didn’t have to work at all. My only job was to go 
out and enjoy myself with Leb, who had clients from Hong 
Kong and Japan looking after her. We had loads of money to 
spend and didn’t have a care in the world.

Leb was studying at a university in Chonburi province and 
she’d take a songtaew there every day. I’d sometimes wait 
for her on campus because she was constantly in need of a 
friend. Leb was 2 years younger than me. We were buddies 
and everyone in Pattaya knew that.

Leb asked me one day: “Ning, I can’t be bothered to study 
anymore. Do you think I should quit? I never know what’s 
going on in class anyway.” I said it was up to her. If she 
couldn’t stand it anymore she should quit, but if she wanted 
to study then she should stop working. “But I can’t think of 
any other job that would pay so well,” she protested, and I 
understood her completely. Leb had nobody to love – no 
siblings; her father had a new wife and a kid and no longer 
lived with her. Her mother worked in Saudi Arabia and I was 
certain she was in the same industry as us.
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There was a knock on my door one day. It was Pi Wan. She 
said she couldn’t find me at the bar where we used to work 
and after asking around, she managed to find out where I 
lived. After disappearing for two or three months after the 
first day we came to work together, she asked if she could 
crash at my place. I discovered that on that very first day 
at work when she disappeared, Pi Wan was hired by her 
Japanese client to escort him to Koh Larn for four or five 
days. He then left her tens of thousands of baht; so she 
rented an apartment without contacting me because she’d 
hooked up with a young gigolo who she was living with, so 
she didn’t want me to go and live with her. Before long, the 
guy had used up most of her money. That, combined with 
the fact that she stopped working, meant that she was broke 
in a matter of weeks. The guy had now left her, which was 
why she came running back to me asking if she could stay 
with me. Leb came to the rescue by telling Pi Wan that the 
room didn’t belong to me, but was, in fact, hers and that I 
had been crashing over at her place. Leb was kind of pissed 
off with Pi Wan for leaving me in the lurch. I know that Pi 
Wan didn’t believe Leb’s story but she begged to stay and 
promised to leave in about two or three days. I agreed but 
after she left, we never saw each other again.

After a while working as a prostitute in Pattaya, I started 
smoking cigarettes and hash but I never drank because I 
hated alcohol. Leb didn’t like it when I smoked, she said 
it reeked and would shout at me every time I lit up. But in 
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the end she knew she couldn’t fight it – she even bought me 
cigarettes from time to time to make sure I keep her company 
wherever she went. Seven or eight months went by and I was 
working on and off. Despite that, I had enough money to live 
on and also sent some back home. Although it wasn’t very 
much, it was better than nothing. I admit that I was attached 
to my friends, loved to hang out with them and had no desire 
to go back to Bangkok.

I got to know a group of guys in Chonburi who worked 
for a famous “mafioso” in Chonburi province. Everyone 
would know him if I mentioned his name. These guys had a 
guesthouse in Pattaya. They all treated me like family, never 
once took advantage of me as a woman and didn’t look down 
on my profession. If anything, they would all encourage me 
to find something else to do. I loved this guy called Pi Uan 
the most and he loved me too. He’s always pick me up for 
a late round of khao tom (boiled rice) and everywhere we 
went people would know him.

Wherever we went, he’d ask me to carry his bag for him. At 
first I thought he kept his wallet in there, but I later found 
out that he had a gun inside. Pi Uan knew people who found 
work abroad for prostitutes so I told him that I too wanted 
to give it a shot. He refused to help out simply because he 
didn’t want me to get involved. I hung out with Pi Uan and 
his crew for awhile before we all went our separate ways 
because the police were after them and they had been in 

El
it
e 
Cr
ea
ti
ve
 L
it
er
ar
y 
Ag
en
cy



72 • I AM ERI : MY EXPERIENCE OVERSEAS

hiding in Pattaya. I never saw them again.

Leb came up to me one day and told me that we would have 
to live separately because her mother was coming back from 
Saudi Arabia and was going to take her back there with 
her. I asked Leb to take me with her but she said that it was 
better for her to see what it was like there, then she would 
definitely come back for me. I cried so much after she left. 
True we argued every day when we were together but we 
always made up in the end. I didn’t see any point in living 
in Pattaya now that Leb had gone to stay with her mother. 
I went back to Bangkok to be with my son and my mother. 
There were days when I thought of Leb and why her mother 
had to take her back to Saudi Arabia with her. I even reached 
my own conclusion that her mother must have been working 
there as a prostitute as well because she still looked pretty 
good when I saw her. And instead of condemning Leb for 
being a prostitute, she supported her and never once tried to 
encourage her to find another job.

I was very lonely back in Bangkok and not a day went by 
that I didn’t miss Leb. Sometimes I would feel sorry for 
myself and wonder why I wasn’t pretty so that I too could go 
and find work abroad. I knew that I was daydreaming and it 
wasn’t going to be easy for me to reach this dream of mine. 
In Bangkok, I got to know this guy through a mutual friend. 
He sold imported cigarettes around Patpong. Back then a 
packet of Marlborough cost 35 baht. For three packs, it was 
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100 baht. So I kind of helped him out with the cigarettes 
and I’d get 5 baht commission for every pack I sold. I got to 
see what life was like for the women working as dancers at 
these bars in Patpong. The thought of becoming a dancer did 
enter my mind – at least I’d make more money than selling 
cigarettes. But I couldn’t dance to save my life, although I 
couldn’t help but wonder whether they were willing to teach 
me if I was really up for it.

I couldn’t help but notice that I was becoming more and 
more drawn to the nightlife and wondered whether this 
was to be my destiny. I worked in Patpong for about two 
or three months by selling cigarettes and eventually I knew 
everyone on that street. I even befriended a cop who used to 
buy cigarettes from me all the time. He never arrested me. 
On the contrary, he felt sorry that I was a woman on my 
own forced to sell cigarettes to make a living. He patrolled 
the Patpong area every night to arrest any suspected drug 
dealers or those selling illegal goods. He always asked me 
to sit with him over a cup of coffee when he saw me, and 
he’d take me to a famous club called Disco Superstar. Back 
then, the only famous clubs were Superstar, Patpong and 
The Palace on Paholyothin Road. There were no strict rules 
for clubs back in those days. The police officers, Nondh 
and Nate, loved me like I was their own kid. They taught 
me never to take drugs, never to break the law and many 
other things. The mafias of Patpong knew that I was close 
to senior police officers and none of them messed with me. I 
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felt really cool to have full protection from Nondh and Nate. 
I often attracted influential people into my life who would 
then protect me from troublemakers. I’m sure this is because 
I was polite, respectful and modest. These qualities, added 
to my survival instincts, ensured that I always got myself out 
of trouble. I wasn’t pretty but I wasn’t daft either. I knew 
exactly what anyone was thinking about me and I knew how 
to handle them.

I soon got bored of selling cigarettes because I only made 
about 100 baht a night, which wasn’t enough. A friend who 
sold cigarettes said I should sell cassettes of Western songs. 
God knows where I was going to find the money to invest 
in that business, but I decided to ask a friend to hire me and 
I just took a ten baht cut from each cassette I sold. It was 
better than selling cigarettes because I was selling cassettes 
to foreigners every night. I made about 200 baht, sometimes 
300 or 400 baht a day. But because I had more friends, I 
had less money because sometimes I would buy them drinks. 
It was another bad patch in my life.

All of my friends were guys. They loved joyriding on their 
bikes at night and they’d always drop by the shop where I 
was selling cassettes. At around 2am, they’d help me pack 
up and I’d join them. Sometimes they’d race against each 
other. On Fridays and Saturdays, we’d ride to Pattaya, sleep 
on the beach and come back the next morning.
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They taught me how to ride a bike and soon dozens of them 
were racing. I’d join them sometimes. They even taught 
me how to slide under a huge truck but I was too scared to 
try it. When we first rode to Pattaya, I’d ride pillion. Later, 
I wanted to experience the thrill and tried doing the lorry 
trick once. After that I was hooked. I was the only woman in 
the group of joy riders. But I soon realized that all this was 
wrong. I wasn’t doing my job as a mother and wasn’t paying 
enough attention to my baby. I knew what a wretched mom I 
was but I’d always thought that I’d been living inside a shell 
and never saw the outside world.

I couldn’t stop myself from going out and going crazy 
with my friends the whole time. Deep down, I knew that it 
was time to grow up – after all, I was nearly 19. My only 
consolation was that my moment hadn’t arrived. But I told 
myself that one day, my time would come.
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