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Second Reign

Chapter 1

One afternoon, a heavily pregnant Phloi sat watching her children as
they played in front of the mansion. Own by now was a little over
seven years old; An about five; and Ort, Phloi’s second son, who had
been conceived and had been born in the Sixth Reign during the con-
struction of the pyre for the cremation of King Chulalongkorn the
Great, was about three years old. All the time that she was pregnant
with Ort, she was convinced that her child would be a girl, but then
it was a boy she gave birth to. The child didn’t look much different
from An. As he came after An, within the family he was nicknamed
Ort, and for his real name his father decided on Praphot, an obvious
choice given that he followed on Praphon and Praphan. Shortly after
Ort was two, Phloi became pregnant again. This time, she prayed
and pledged offerings at sundry shrines for the child to be a girl, and
during the same period sat musing about what her yet-to-be-born
daughter would look like. Even her name she had chosen in advance
as Praphai. When she told this to Khun Preim, he laughed and then
teased, ‘Be careful, dear Phloi: if it turns out to be a boy like last time,
there’ll be another flurry, so you'd better have another name ready.’

Since the change of reign, Khun Preim had done well in his ca-
reer. After the Coronation ceremony, he had been raised to silk-clad
royal page rank and bestowed the title of Nai Sanong Ratchakit* and
everybody called him Khun Sanong. The name ‘Khun Preim’ Phloi
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had called him from the beginning seemed to have gone into disuse.
One year later there was another celebration of the Coronation in
Bangkok which was attended by more royals from foreign lands than
had ever gathered in the East. Khun Preim or Khun Sanong’s perfor-
mance of his duties then met with much praise and he was awarded
a medal and royal decorations, and not long after the celebration was
transferred from the Royal Page Department to the Palace Depart-
ment with the rank of Khun Phra and the companion title of Phra
Borribarn Phoominart*. The day he received his certificate of rank,
Khun Preim went back home and told Phloi, ‘Dear Phloi,  am a Khun
Phra now. When I hear people calling me Khun Phra, I feel terribly
old. Being called Khun Sanong didn’t bother me as it had a youthful
ring to it, but being called Khun Phra, I feel positively ancient.” He
walked over to the mirror to look at himself, raised his hand and
stroked his hair, which had a sprinkling of grey above his temples,
and then he went on saying, “Whoever sees me as old, I don’t care.
It’s good actually. But there’s one person I want to see me as always
young, and that one is you, dear Phloi. Therefore, don’t ever call me
“Khun Phra” as the others do. Call me the way you’ve always called
me. If you won'’t listen, I'll get rid of you and find myself a new wife.’

Phloi laughed, delighted. ‘Listen to you!” she exclaimed. ‘Calling
yourself old and in the same breath threatening to get yourself a new
wife ... as if I would ever forbid you. Get yourself as many as you
want.” She stopped laughing and went on: ‘Actually, there’s nothing
for you to worry about. You're not the only one growing old, you
know. These days I feel much older than you. If anything, you look a
lot younger than you used to.’

Her words were uttered in jest and yet had more substance than
even she was aware, because by now she was feeling completely
adult. Several of her senior relatives were no longer. Not long after
the previous sovereign had passed away, her Sadeit had been taken
ill and three months later had breathed her last. This loss had meant
deep sorrow once again for Phloi, who had taken her newborn son
with her to the palace to help Khun Sai in the funeral rites held at the
Dharma Sangweit Pavilion. After the cremation the residence was
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left only with Khun Sai and Khun Choi and a few elderly servants, all
of them now deprived of the patron who had ruled and resided there.
After Sadeit’s death, Phloi felt completely an adult, no longer a child
or adolescent girl under adult supervision, but someone who had to
be responsible for herself and a pillar of strength for her children.

If someone had asked her how the previous and current reigns
differed, Phloi would still have had to think of Khun Preim first,
because the difference was most clear in Khun Preim himself. The
previous reign had been a reign of elderly seniors. Khun Preim and
everyone else Phloi knew thus behaved fully as adults. The way they
spoke, the way they dressed, the way they conducted their daily lives,
down to the way they worked, they seemed to do as had their sen-
iors. But as soon as a new reign began, changes and differences began
to appear progressively. The new reign was a reign of young men.
The atmosphere in the palace was one of youthfulness. Khun Preim
had changed accordingly without being aware of it. He dressed more
fastidiously than before, with a greater attention to elegance. His de-
portment seemed to have taken up the jauntiness of the farang. He
had given up betel nuts and Thai cheroots and taken to smoking ciga-
rettes imported in boxes and, what Phloi felt disturbing but didn’t
dare deter him from doing, had begun to drink a variety of imported
spirits which were quite pricey and which, for all his arguing about
the need to socialise and about the superior quality of those drinks
making them harmless, she still frowned upon.

The care he had begun to take of his attire was something she
couldn’t help but notice, as it directly affected her. He bought silk
and cotton fabrics of various colours and in great numbers and had
shirts made out of expensive material in great numbers as well.
Wherever he went he dressed meticulously as if out to compete in
a fashion show. Phloi remembered that during the previous reign he
had paid little attention to what he wore because royal pages go-
ing ‘inside’ — that is amongst the ladies of the Inner Court — were
only allowed to wear cotton sarongs and had to ruffle their hair not
to look too neat. But now times had changed. The new sovereign

was still unattached and there was still no Inner Court. Everything
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of importance, including displays of luxury, came out to parade and
compete at the Front Court. Everyone endeavoured to hold every-
one else’s attention. Khun Preim’s personal status was higher than
that of commoners and thus allowed him to dress up magnificently.
Phloi watched this change in him with equanimity. Sometimes she
was amused, sometimes annoyed, and sometimes alarmed for him
when he began to amass hip wrappers and shirts, hats and shoes,
stockings even. She let him, feeling amused and moved at the same
time. But when he began to mention that the ironing of jackets was
no good in this land as it lacked finesse, he wanted to send his by
steamer to Singapore, she thought with irritation that he was going
too far and pretended not to hear instead of going along with him.
He bought a motorcar with a brass engine and a gas lantern lighted at
the front, and hired an Indian driver. Phloi readily agreed because a
motorcar was something new, cleaner and faster than a horse-drawn
cab, and it gave her not a little prestige as well. But for all that Khun
Preim didn’t give up raising horses and instead bought a few more
and hired more hands to take care of them especially, because he had
joined the Wild Tiger Cavalry Corps, newly set up by His Majesty. He
thus spent his spare time riding and training horses with gay abandon
and a daring that left Phloi perennially uneasy.

Another change that Phloi could see clearly concerned life in the
palace, because this reign, as already mentioned, had no Inner Court
yet. Wilting had begun to take place in the palace little by little. Cus-
toms and traditions remained, royal residences and throne halls ap-
peared as before and didn’t go to ruins, but every time Phloi entered
the palace to visit former acquaintances, she had the feeling that she
was entering a house without owners. Blue-blooded royal wives had
moved to live in their private palaces and mansions all over the city.
Some of the royal consorts whose children were posted elsewhere
had taken their leave to go and stay with them. In the palace few roy-
als remained as permanent residents, besides a number of servants of
deceased princesses and those watching over the various residences
whose owners had gone out to build palaces outside.

As to her old home at Bang Luang Canal, Phloi had not gone there
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or kept in touch. At first, while Pherm still lived there, he kept her
informed of goings-on she wasn’t much interested in anyway, but it
wasn’t long before he took a wife, by the name ofYuean, the daughter
of a small trader in the Ban Kaek area, and crossed the river to go
and live in his wife’s house. He still worked in the same department
and had been conferred the rank and title of Luang Phanthawijarn.
Everybody including Phloi now called him Khun Luang Phan.

As Phloi sat watching her children romping about, her mind on
various events of the past, a rickshaw came to a halt outside the gate.
A middle-aged woman dressed in subdued colours befitting her years
stepped out, a paper parcel in her hand. She paid the fare and then
walked in. Phloi looked at her idly because at first glance she didn’t
know who she was and thought she must be visiting someone else
in the compound. The woman, having stepped through the gate,
stopped to look left and then right for a moment. When she saw
Phloi she smiled and walked straight to her. The afternoon sun flared
on her face, making it hard to be seen clearly. Phloi raised her hand to
shade her eyes and the next instant sprang erect and almost jumped
in delight as when she was a child as she shouted, ‘Khun Cheui!’

Khun Cheui, laughing, rushed to her, delighted beyond words to
see her little sister.

‘Khun Cheui!” Phloi shouted again, flinging out her hand to grab
Khun Cheui’s arm and make sure she wasn’t dreaming or her eyes
weren'’t failing her.

‘Oh, Khun Cheui! You've disappeared for so many years! I missed
you so. I didn’t know where to find you.’

Khun Cheui let herself down and pulled Phloi by the arm to make
her sit beside her and then started to laugh and cry for joy at the same
time. A while later she finally managed to speak and said, ‘Phloi, I
too missed you so much my heart almost burst. How are you, Phloi?
Please let me have some water. There’s so much to tell. In a moment,
when I've rested a bit, I'll tell you.’

Phloi called a maid to get some water for her and then sat with a
smile on her face staring at her elder sister. Khun Cheui’s first ques-

tion was to ask about the children playing around. When Phloi told
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her they were her nephews, she called them up to hold them in her
arms one after the other. She hugged Ort for a long time, observing
and comparing him with her other nephews. Then she said, ‘I love
this one very much, Phloi, and then laughed, remarking, ‘Look at
me! As soon as [ arrive I start being partial. I must be getting old. You
mustn’t mind me, Phloi.

Phloi noticed that her sister had grown thinner and darker than
before. It was particularly evident in her hands, which were no long-
er small and tapering as when she was at home, but had become the
hands of someone working hard: they had grown thicker and their
knuckles were broad. Even though she was thinner and darker, her
manners were still spry, showing that she wasn’t troubled by any ill-
ness, and the glint in her eyes suggested that she knew happiness
in life. When she had drunk and rested, Phloi prompted her, “You
haven’t told me yet where it was you disappeared for so many years.’

‘“When I left home I first went to stay in the Tanao Road area with
Khun Luang,” Khun Cheui answered. ‘At first I thought I'd come and
see you, but there was much work, too many things to be done all
the time. [ put it off day after day and then one month had gone by
and then months turned into years. During that time I sometimes
went upcountry with Khun Luang and yes, years went by. But now
[ have time to breathe. In the future I'll come and see you often, if
you don’t mind.’

‘How can you speak like this?” Phloi protested. “Why should I
mind? I've missed you all the time. But tell me more about what
you’ve been doing, I really want to know.’

‘So many things,” Khun Cheui answered. ‘I don’t know if I can re-
member it all. The day I left home, Khun Luang took me to his house
at once. When I saw the house, I was shocked. It was in a blind alley,
an old hip-roofed house with other houses stuck to it, the kind where
a falling chicken can’t reach the ground, as they say. To reach it you
had to walk along an endless succession of old planks over the mud.
Once inside, whatever you said or did the neighbours heard and saw,
and whatever they said we heard too, and they’d hurl curses at one

another all day long. The space under the house was filthy, with stink-
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ing stagnant water everywhere. When I first got there I pictured my-
self there and almost dissolved into tears at the bottom of the front
steps. I'd never lived like that, but out of love and compassion for
Khun Luang I had to put up with it. Inside, the house was a complete
mess, like a rat’s nest, because with his former wife long dead, he
lived alone, he had no-one to look after him, so it had to be like that.
['had to sort out the mess and fight with dirt for almost three months
before the place was presentable. Khun Luang was kind actually, he
did everything he could to be nice to me, he wouldn’t hear of using
my money, he said he’d be accused of having taken me to fleece me.
But that was it, his salary wasn’t enough. I had to use my money to
pay for expenses without him knowing, enough to get by, and I had
to do almost everything myself, with no servant or slave like every-
one else. So I had no time to go anywhere, except to the market to
buy rice. At first [ was ashamed because I had never done it, me, the
daughter of a phraya. Carrying a basket at the waist to go to market
felt so weird, but then I got used to it. Now I go anywhere by myself,
with no need of a servant in my wake as before.’

Khun Cheui stopped to laugh at her fate and then resumed speak-
ing. ‘So that’s how it went with us, Phloi. Some days I was so unhappy
I could have washed my knees with my tears; at times I felt so tired
[ thought I'd die, but we’ve never hurt each other’s feelings. Are we
happy? I guess you could say so. We live like poor people. We can’t
afford luxuries. Soon after His Majesty passed away, the Medicine
Department was dissolved, so Khun Luang was out on a limb and
stayed at home doing nothing. That’s when we were really hard up.
When it became too much, I pressed him to make medicines for sale,
because he had the texts for that, but he said he had no capital, and
he wouldn’t hear of using my money. It took a long time arguing and
pleading before we could agree. Now it’s not too bad, because we
make enough to live on one day at a time.’

She stopped chewing betel and then went on. ‘But it’s quite tiring,
you know, Phloi. I have to help him grind the ingredients and hand-
roll the pills day and night. The two helpers we hired can’t quite be

trusted. The more medicines we sell, the more it wears us out. Once
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in a while I have to take a trip upcountry with Khun Luang to sell
drugs and buy plant ingredients, because they are cheaper there than
here, but that’s good, there’s extra profit. I save what I can. Now
Khun Luang has rented a shop house right by the road, with a room
to sell drugs at the back, so I've moved to stay there, because it’s
easier to supervise.’

Hearing this, Phloi was shocked, as she had never even thought
Khun Cheui would have to live in a shop house, selling drugs by the
roadside. If it was she having to live like that, it might not sound too
far-fetched, but Khun Cheui! It was unimaginable.

Phloi wanted Khun Cheui to tell of her life in much more detail
than she had thus far. To ask bluntly she didn’t dare, so she asked in a
roundabout way, ‘Is the shop doing well?’

‘So-so, her sister answered. ‘Enough to live on from day to day,
but we’ll never be tremendously rich, that’s for sure.” She took the
paper parcel she had come with and unfolded it in front of Phloi.
‘Here you are. I brought them for you, knowing you have many
children. This is aromatic powder for wind.” She pointed at a small
packet. ‘And this is good for when you feel faint or dizzy, especial-
ly in early pregnancy. These are laxatives, and this is to fight fever.
When my nephews have a fever, you can give it to them at once.” She
laughed and then added, ‘I talk as if I were a doctor myself. Actually
I'm only the doctor’s wife, and these days it’s hard to find patients.
Well-to-do patients increasingly turn to farang-style doctors, leaving
only the poor for Khun Luang to treat or give them pills. They sel-
dom have two pennies to rub together and sometimes he treats them
for nothing, but never mind, we’re all human beings, and if we can
help one another, let’s do it.

‘Do you have any children yet?” Phloi asked.

‘I'd have brought them along if T had,” Khun Cheui answered. ‘No I
don’t, Phloi. I take it Khun Luang is sterile, because with his former
wife he didn’t have any. I'd really love to have children myself, but
what can I do? Thinking a little further, it’s just as well: we are still
poor. If we had children we’d have to raise them well and since we

couldn’t, better not to have any.’
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