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Long Synopsis:

2015, Bangkok, Thailand. “Adult Oat” (Toni Rakkaen) wakes up from a disturbing dream about his older brother’s face on fire.  Today is the day he reports for the annual Thai military draft where all 21-year-old males must pick a card from an urn that decides their fate. A red card means you must serve two years – a black card means a free pass. On this day, Oat as an adult flashes back ten years to when his older brother, “Ek” (Thira Chutikul) faces the same dilemma.

2005. Eleven-year-old “Oat” (Ingkarat Damrongsakkul) lives a much more difficult life than he realizes. He is an orphan, having lost his mother in childbirth and his “Father” (Wutsiri Tawaugesron) in a construction accident, with only his older brother and a superstitious “Auntie” (Vatanya Thamdee) to take care of him. But for him, ignorant of the value of money, life is just school, food, fun, and games. His biggest challenges in life are his pesky younger cousin “Kwan” (Warattha Kaew-on), beating his older brother Ek at checkers and begging Ek to let him tag along with him when he goes out. If only Ek would teach him to ride the beat up Honda motorcycle which was pretty much the only thing their father left for his two boys, life would be perfect.

Ek has just turned 21 along with his long time boy friend “Jai” (Arthur Navarat), and both of them are facing the Thai military draft. Jai is “richer, taller, whiter,” enjoying the privileged life of the Thai upper middle class and everyone except Oat thinks the two of them don’t belong together. But they make it work, even though Ek had to quit school when their father died and get a job as a bartender at the Café Lovely. Despite the hardships, Ek and Oat are content with their modest lives on the watery outskirts of Bangkok.

On his birthday, Ek surprises Oat with his first western style fast food cheeseburger – the taste of which is so foreign, he throws up, pissing off his well meaning brother. Especially embarrassing for Ek is that the accident happens in front of “Thung,” (Anawat Patnawanitchakun), the son of the local gangster “Sia” (Kowit Wattanakul), who owns everything – the black market, the sex trade, the Café Lovely bar where Ek works and even the house where he and Oat live with their Auntie. 

One day Ek, Jai and Oat are playing video games at Jai’s house with their best friend “Kitty,” (Natarat Lakha), a stunning pre-op trans gender who must also participate in the military lottery. Oat’s life is changed forever that day when he accidentally sees “Jai’s Father” (Tagoon Sankasunya) making a secret bribe to Sia to make sure Jai only draws a black card. Later, Oat asks Ek if he will also go to Sia to bribe his way out of the draft. Ek says no, and reminds him that they don’t have any money anyway. 

Taking a short cut home from school, Oat is forced by Thung and his “Gang Members,” (Panachai Luveeraphan, Akaragrit Karnjanadechsiri) to try drugs for the first time. Luckily Kitty saves him before they can succeed, but Oat asks Kitty to keep this their secret. When Auntie has to go to work cleaning other people’s houses, she asks Oat to keep an eye on little Kwan. When the two unsupervised cousins tear their own house apart, Auntie sends Oat to his room where he accidentally finds a suspicious bottle among Ek’s things. 

Auntie confronts Ek with what she assumes are his drugs but which Ek insists belongs to Jai. For Auntie, this is just confirmation that Jai and Ek do not belong together. Later that night, Ek takes Jai to the bridge where they first kissed and worries about what will happen to his younger brother if he gets drafted. Jai promises to take care of Oat, but Ek wonders what will happen if Jai pulls a red card, too. Jai’s guilt prevents him from saying anything. 

Leaving school, Oat stops at a magazine stand and finds a book entitled “How to Win at Checkers (Every Time).” As he studies the book’s lessons walking home, Thung steals it and throws it in a trash can. Oat then happens upon Thung’s Mercedes Benz when he overhears him berating a “Merchant” (Sombat Saensuk) who is late with his protection payments. 

Oat has had enough and decides to follow the book’s advice and be proactive, breaking Thung’s car window and stealing a bottle of whisky and cash from the front seat. Overwhelmed by what he has done, a crying Oat hides the stolen items under the house until Ek comes home with some much-appreciated grilled chicken for dinner. For a moment, the family is together and happy. 

The next day, Oat secretly goes to visit Sia in his office and offer the whisky and money in exchange for getting Ek out of the draft. Sia realizes who broke into his son’s car and threatens to cut off Oat’s fingers until Oat admits that he was only doing it for Ek. Sia agrees to let Oat go only if Ek agrees to “work upstairs” at the Café Lovely bar. Oat thinks everything is ok until Ek yells at him saying stealing is wrong and it’ll only cause more problems. Later, Ek and Jai argue about what happened, with Jai defending Oat for just trying to help. Ek feels bad for being so mad at his little brother and for the first time teaches him how to ride the motorcycle their father left for them. 

It is the morning of the draft. Auntie wakes up Ek and hands him new clothes, a fake Rolex, and his parents’ death certificates to try and impress the lottery officials. Ek questions their value, especially when Jai shows up in jeans and a t-shirt. The whole neighborhood gathers at the local temple for the lottery drawing, with Ek, Jai, Kitty and Thung all in the line up. While the crowd sings the Thai national anthem with its stirring words of martial courage, Oat slips away to pray before the Buddha. When Ek is called to register, the “Military Official 1” (Thitison Srithong) ignores his parents’ death papers.

As the day progresses, numbers are drawn on each participant’s arm, and one by one each young male is given a medical examination in front of the crowd. When it is Kitty’s turn to take off her dress, the “Military Official 2” (Chanyakan Ruansaard) excuses her because even though she has not had an operation she has been undergoing hormone therapy for two years. Ek is surprised when Jai is pulled from his section and, with Thung, moved to the back of the line. For the first time, he realizes what is happening.

Finally, the young men are individually called by name to the front to pull their cards from the urn. Boos and cheers ring out as the crowd chants for red cards to be pulled so that their own family members are less likely to be called for service. Auntie, Kitty, Kwan, Oat and Jai all hold their breath as Ek puts his hand into the urn. Their expectations turn to tears when he pulls red and  “Military Official 3” (Chitpong Khattapong) announces Ek will be sent to the Army. By the time Thung and Jai are called to the urn, all of the red cards have been pulled already. Ek turns and walks away just before Jai pulls his own black card.

That night, Oat once again pleads for his brother Ek to take him out. Ek reminds him that he has not beaten him at checkers yet, but when they play one last game, Oat is triumphant using the advice from his book, How to Win at Checkers (Every Time), to trick his brother into falling for the “Stupid Buffalo Trap.” When Auntie tells Oat that he must abstain from eating meat while his brother is in the army, Ek stands up to her and says he is taking Oat “ice-skating”. 

Oat can barely contain his glee that he is finally going out for a night in Bangkok with Ek until the motorcycle parks at a small bar called the Café Lovely. Inside, it’s not what Oat expected at all, and thus begins the most fateful night of his life. 

Add World Productions, Chris Lee Productions, and Electric Eel Films in Association with Hidden Rooster Films and Executive Producer Andrew Tiernan Present a Josh Kim film, How to Win at Checkers (Every Time). Written and Directed by Josh Kim. Based on the book, Sightseeing, by Rattawut Lapcharoensap. Produced by Edward Gunawan, Chris Lee, and Anocha Suwichakornpong. Starring Toni Rakkaen ("Adult Oat"), Thira Chutikul ("Ek"),  Arthur Navarat ("Jai"), Natarat Lakha ("Kitty"), featuring Nanthita Khamphiranon ("Belle") and Kowit Wattanakul ("Sia") and introducing Ingkarat Damrongsakkul ("Oat").
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