
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Daughter of the
Snake

by

Leslie
Cameron

SMASHWORDS
EDITION

 


* * * * *

PUBLISHED
BY:

Leslie Cameron
on Smashwords

 


Daughter of the
Snake

Copyright ©
2007 by Leslie Cameron Peck

ISBN
978-1-60145-207-8

 


All rights
reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved
above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or
introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or
by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or
otherwise) without the prior written permission of both the
copyright owner and the above publisher of this book.

This is a work
of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents
are either the product of the author's imagination or are used
fictitiously. The author acknowledges the trademarked status and
trademark owners of various products referenced in this work of
fiction, which have been used without permission. The
publication/use of these trademarks is not authorized, associated
with, or sponsored by the trademark owners.






Smashwords
Edition License Notes

This ebook is
licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be
re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share
this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy
for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and
did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only,
then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own
copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.

 


* * * * *



Introduction

* * * * *

According to the Chinese zodiac,
those born under the sign of the Snake are way above the average
when it comes to intelligence. They are smart and score points
through wit and stealth. Slow moving, perhaps – but they can
strike without warning and catch their prey off guard.

Never upset a Snake; they can
hold grudges for a lifetime - and will wait for the
ideal moment to even
the score.

And if I’d known this
when I first met
Kodi…

 



Part I : Land
of Smiles

*****

1Tsunami

*****

When sex became
a problem, I went to see the delightful Dr. Karen Gillespie at our
local Health Centre.

“It still
works,” I complained, “but not on demand.” We were in her surgery,
a small square room with shelves of medical books and half-a-dozen
wall charts of the human body in all its stripped-down, Technicolor
glory.

“Sometimes,
life’s a bitch,” said Karen as she searched her PC for my file.

“And then you
try to shag one,” I finished.

Karen clicked
her mouse a couple of times and my medical records came up on her
screen. “Know what’s wrong?” she asked.

“Too much golf
or not enough bowling?”

“Neither,” she
smiled. “It’s what we doctors call middle age.”

Since when did
the big five-zero count as middle anything? “Which
is?”

Karen looked me
straight in the eye. “When a man gets more fun from a warm dry
puppy,” she smiled, “than he could expect from a warm wet
pussy.”

She made it
sound depressingly familiar. “Is it curable?”

“Usually,” she
smiled as she reached for her pad. “Shall we try Viagra?” And when
she signed that prescription for the magic buttons, the lovely
Karen gave me back my wings (as they put it in the Red Bull
advert).

 


So, after we’d
celebrated Boxing Day with a triple-orbit of the mattress and a
pin-point splashdown, Victoria rolled out of my bed and slipped on
the West Bromwich Albion football shirt I’d given her for
Christmas.

It was our
joke. To us, WBA meant We’ll Bonk Again. She’d
explained it to her husband, but he’d refused to believe her - his
problem, not mine.

Victoria is a
tall and slim woman with a come-&-ask-me smile and ash-blonde
hair. I’ve no idea how old she is, but as she’s a double for Twiggy
in the M & S advert, does it really matter?

Don’t get me
wrong: we weren’t exactly having an affair. It was more of a
whenever-you-fancy-it kind of relationship that suited us
both. Back at Halloween, there’d been this fancy dress party – she
as a witch, me as a wizard (complete with a broomstick). Round
about midnight, we’d found each other in an empty bedroom. “Enchant
me!” she had smiled – and we were up, up and over the moon.

“The goose
should be ready by now,” she said, finding her shoes.

“And where
is Frank?” I thought it only fair to ask.

“Up at the golf
club, getting pissed.” Victoria was combing her hair into
order.

“Does he know
about the meal?”

“I warned him:
half-past three. If he’s late, it’s not my problem.” As she was
telling me all this, my Christmas Surprise was using lipstick and a
dab of powder to repair the scorch marks of our forty-minute
romp.

“Does he still
ask questions?”

“He knows it
isn’t you, Billy Ash,” she smiled.

“Why am I above
suspicion?”

“Far too
old!” she laughed.

“We can’t stay
a secret forever.” So far, we’d managed to avoid suspicion by being
totally open. We could meet at the dog club, walk our little
buddies in the park, go for coffee in each other’s houses and have
a chat by the Tesco butter counter. By being mates in everyday
life, no-one seemed to notice what we did in private. “Either way,
it doesn’t bother me.”

“But what about
your Aileen?”

Good question:
what about Aileen? “Over the hills and far away.”

Victoria
thought about if a moment. “No,” she finally decided. “It’s too
soon to go public,” and she smoothed the creases out of her jeans
as if clearing the idea out of her mind. “Anyway, what time’s your
Sara coming?”

My daughter was
due at five for tea, biscuits and only a tiny slice of cake, Dad
- thank you while on her way to collect her current boyfriend
for a cinema visit.

“Don’t worry
about Sara,” I said. “She won’t tell anyone, either.”

 


Sara’s in her
early twenties. She prefers the single life and lives in a flat
about three miles along the road towards Stirling. She’s not
exactly fussy, but I still had to make my flat look more or less
presentable. While ordinary visitors are far too polite to comment,
daughters (like Sara) are another game of soldiers.

Not that the
clearing-up process would take all that long. As it’s only a
four-room, ground floor flat, I can whip the Dyson round in less
than three minutes - and provided there isn’t any baked-in grease
to contend with (which, with beans-on-toast, there rarely is), I
can produce a fairly effective miracle in just on half-an-hour.
What’s more, I don’t even have to tidy the garden – because there
isn’t one.

To begin the
clean-up, I cleared away our whisky glasses from the coffee table
and gave the surface a quick once-over with a damp cloth. Attention
to detail: Sara will always notice. While I was sorting out
the cushions on the sofa, I came across the half-eaten remains of a
dead mince pie that Mighty-Mouse had tried to hide for a late-night
snack: another lucky break.

Mighty-Mouse
(or Mikki to his chase-mates in our local park) is my best-ever
little buddy. His mother was a Jack Russell but who his father was,
is anybody’s guess. I found him in the local dog’s home. A total
terrier, mainly white with two brown ears and a chestnut-coloured
Mask of Zorro patch round his eyes. Just pent-up attitude
with a fuck the lot of you look on his face.

That was it: my
kind of little guy; cheeky, full of fun and always ready for a
challenge. “OK, sport,” I said, “you’ve got the job.” He even took
me along to Victoria’s doggie class.

Last job of
all, I gathered up his toys and dropped them in his big green play
bucket.

While doing all
this, I half-heard this report on my radio about a tsunami
somewhere close to SE Asia. A tsunami - what was that all about?
True enough, a recent e-mail from dear little Danni had mentioned
being on tsunami-watch during a holiday in the Philippines -
but as she had never told me what she was watching for, I never
really understood. However, the radio reported that someone had
been killed – but before I could really get a grip of the details,
Mikki trotted through with that my turn look on his
face.

“Fancy a walk?”
and as I turned off the radio, Mr Never-Say-No bounced up and down
with hysterical impatience while I found his lead.

 


Sara arrived on
time, accepted mince pies and a glass or two of sherry, played with
Mikki - but passed no comment on the state of the flat. Even the
muddy paw mark on the new brown leather sofa (delivered by Argos
only a week before) had failed to produce a critical response.
Happy Christmas, Billy, enjoy it while it lasts!

Then she asked
the inevitable question: “Do you miss her?”

Of course I
missed her - but I wish she wouldn’t keep on asking. “I’ll
survive,” I said. “It’s only been a couple of months.”

“You need to
look around,” my darling daughter told me. “You were not
designed for the solitary life.”

“One of these
days…” How was I supposed to replace the woman who had left me
after some thirty years of marriage to help her toy-boy run a
paella bar in Valencia?

Sara shook her
head. “She isn’t coming back,” she said. “You’re in full working
order and can’t live on your own forever.”

“I have my
moments,” I told her.

“Like
Victoria?”

“Like
Victoria,” I conceded.

“It’ll never
work - you need a wider horizon.”

“I’ll buy a
map,” I promised.

“You do that,”
and she picked up her coat to go. Then she stopped and looked at me
as if remembering something. “Did you hear about that tidal
wave?”

For a moment, I
didn’t connect her comment to the earlier news report. “Remind me,”
I tried. It’s quite OK – parents are expected to be absent-minded,
especially when they get past fifty.

“Happened
today,” she said with that are you for real look on her
face. “A giant tidal wave has washed away a large part of
Thailand.”

“Oh that,” I
said without thinking. “Yes – it was on the radio this
afternoon.”

“Well,” she
added, “make sure you watch the news – it’s really quite dreadful.
Lots of holiday-makers drowned.”

“I will, right
after Mikki’s had his evening walk.” (But I didn’t say it out
loud.)

 


As usual, Sara
was right. As the story unfolded, so did the horror - first with
reports of damage; then with a steadily-mounting death toll. My eye
ran down the line of cards and found the one from Danielle. It had
arrived on Christmas Eve and carried the cheery message: This
Year – we’re off to Bangkok - Love Danni.

Years ago,
Danielle – “Please call me Danni” – had been the editor of a
magazine that I’d written for. Nothing in the Pulitzer class, you
understand – just 1000-word pieces on the everlasting joy of
self-employment (plus a little humour).

At the time,
she had lived in Camberwell with a friend and two goldfish. She had
never told me the whole story, but at some point towards the end of
2001, it seems that she fell out with her live-in lover and shot
off to Australia to teach graphic art for an adult education
program.

I looked at
Danni’s card again. It was different. In fact, it was
highly-original. It showed a pair of dancing girls in flimsy
costumes performing in front of a gilded pagoda. It certainly
looked like genuine SE Asia.

Although I’d
never actually met Danni, we’d phoned or written from time to time.
After she’d gone to Australia, we’d kept in touch by e-mail. We had
common interests: she liked golf, Newcastle United, English cricket
and had a soft spot for domestic animals. We had even exchanged
photographs: hers was of a happy little blonde, dancing with joy on
a golf course. Mine (as you could well imagine), showed me and
Mikki at the dog club.

So I went into
my spare-room office, powered up the PC and logged into the
internet. As Danni was still involved with magazines, she had
probably taken her laptop. If I sent an e-mail, there was every
chance that it would reach her. Danni - I wrote – Saw it
on the BBC News – hope you’re OK - and included my telephone
number.

 


Two hours
later, my phone rang. It was Danni – and she sounded full of
life.

“Billy – you’re
a doll!” she trilled. “Thanks for your e-mail.”

“You OK?” was
all I could think of.

“We’re fine!”
she yelled from the other side of the world. “Lennie had the flu –
we couldn’t go.”

“Poor Len!” It
wasn’t the time to ask about Lennie. We could save that for later.
This was Danni’s call. Let Lennie go and sniffle somewhere else.
“Just glad to know you’re safe,” I said.

“We’ve only
postponed it till the spring,” she said. Then she hit me with her
bouncer. “Why not join us?”

Excuse me? “You
want me to visit you and Len in Bangkok?” Better safe than
wrong.

“Why not?” she
yelled. “We’ll use a cheap hotel and teach you how to fuck, Aussie
style.”

It should have
been my red-light warning. “What’s Aussie style?”

“Fuck
early and fuck often!” she laughed.

At that moment,
common sense went out the window and my brain went into melt-down
as a green light flashed a GO – GO - GO! “Great idea!” I
shouted back. “When will it be?”

“Keep in touch
by e-mail,” Danni ordered, “and we’ll go for March.”

“You’ve got
yourself a date,” I said.

 


“You’re
doing what?” asked Sara when I told her.

“Danni has
invited me to go on holiday – in Bangkok,” I explained. Then before
she could ask too many questions, I gave her a brief account of the
tsunami, the e-mail and the phone call - but to stop her worrying
unduly, I left out the bit about the cheap hotel and the sex
lessons.

“Something
going on?” She knew about Danni. After all, it was only those
magazine cheques that had kept the ship afloat during the 90s
recession. But Sara wasn’t scolding: only winding me up.

“We’re sort of
business friends,” I said in a miserable attempt at
self-defence.

“Of course you
are,” Sara agreed - then threw her arms around my neck and kissed
me. “Good for you! But just remember - what happens in
Bangkok…”

“…. stays in
Bangkok!” I finished.

 


*****

2Fly Me to the
Moon

*****

Through
February, I kept in touch with Danni and we settled on Sunday
27th as the travelling date. This gave me ample time to
book my tickets, draw local currency from the bank and organise
suitable kennelling. For this, I turned to the dog club.

I found
Victoria with Coriander (her cute little beagle) watching the class
from a flanking position by the tea table. From there, she could
monitor the progress of her pupils and still make sure that no-one
took too many of her choccie biccies with their refreshing cuppas.
On several occasions, she had been obliged to point out that the
chocolate digestives were only intended for the handlers.

“Mr Secretary!”
she called. As I crossed the floor, her bright blue eyes flashed
the kind of come-and-get-me smile that some of the gossips believed
had saved the dog club from total extinction. “Need to see you
later,” she added. “Cock-up in the last set of minutes.”

“You’re in
trouble!” Sylvia grinned. She was feeding choccie biscuits to her
chunky little boxer, Chico, and not really listening.

“Seems that
way,” I agreed.

Madam President
hadn’t finished. “How’s Mikki?” and she bent down low enough to let
him snuggle his nose in her chunky black sweater. Oh you lucky,
lucky Mikki!

“Looking for a
reliable kennel,” I said.

Victoria
pointed to a grey-haired woman in a dark green fleece. “Isobel,”
she told me. “Best boarding in the county.”

 


Back home, I
gave Mikki his evening ration of treats, turned on the television
and was just about to get stuck into the BBC News when my doorbell
rang.

“This could be
fun,” I told my little friend.

I got up,
opened the door: Victoria! Not a total surprise by any means. As
‘minutes’ and ‘cock-up’ (in either order) are her code for
late-night batting practice, I was ready for action.

“What’s the
problem?” As if I couldn’t guess.

She was raging,
almost incandescent. “Need a fuck,” she ordered, mouthing the words
in a hissing whisper.

“When?” I
asked.

“Right this
very minute” and she pushed her way past me into the living room.
“Hello, Mikki,” she added as my little buddy came rushing up to
greet her. “Can I borrow your daddy for a minute?”

“More trouble
with Frank?” I asked. In more intimate moments, she had called him
a Control Freak - but tonight, she was too angry even to
curse him.

“You could bet
your bollocks!” She was raging, fuming, almost on fire. “Half-past
ten he wants me home! - I am NOT his daughter! And he doesn’t own me!”

“Paranoia mode
again?” I wasn’t sure if that was a medically-correct expression,
but it sounded fairly close to the truth.

According to
gossip, Victoria had saved the dog club from the curse of Health
& Safety. The story goes that when the Glen Rowan &
District Council tried to stop us from using the village hall, she
surrendered her body to the man from the Health Department for the
rights to run her K9 Education System dog club as part of a
Community Education program. It isn’t true, not by any means.

Frank believed
it. He was totally convinced.

“He’s still
banging on about the man from the council – he’s concerned for my
reputation.”

“Has he been
drinking with Sylvia again?”

“Forget that
pair of fishwives,” she sneered. “I’m short on time - can we get on
with it, please, Mr Secretary?”

“Lucky I’ve
taken my Viagra,” and I lead her through to the bedroom.

 


Travel day –
and time for one last walk with Barbara.

“Come on, Mikki
– Jason time!”

We have plenty
of walks to choose from: woodland, field, river and pavement, as
you prefer. To Mikki, woodland, field and river walks are fun.
Pavement walks are a total waste of time because we only do them to
wear down his nails.

However,
Saturdays and Sundays are different: these are Jason days!

Jason is a
border collie. We’d met him and his nearest-&-dearest (Barbara)
a few months back at a training class. At the time, we were
cut-throat rivals in the Beginners Class. Now our dogs were
romp-me-in-the-hedgerow buddies, in the nicest possible way, of
course. On Saturdays and Sundays, we timed our walks to meet each
other on the chestnut footpath by the sports ground at 08:15.

Conversations
with Barbara can cover anything and everything, but are mostly to
do with dogs (what else?).

Barbara is
younger than me. She is also shorter and considerably slimmer -
lucky woman! Today, she was dressed in a dark green chunky sweater
and matching ski pants. And with her large round glasses and that
cheeky grin, she could have played the part of the mischievous elf
in any pantomime. All she needed was the little scarlet
bell-cap.

“Ready for the
off?” she asked as our dogs met each other with a sniff and a
bark.

“Just a bag to
pack, get Mikki into kennels and I’ll be on my way.”

“Lucky you –
but rough on you, old son!” At which, she dropped to her knees and
gave his ears a reassuring ruffle. “Can we go and see him?”

“Would you like
that, Mikki?” but he was far too busy helping Jason to snuffle for
field mice in the depths of the hedgerow.

“I’ll look in
about Wednesday,” Barbara promised. “Can I text you?”

“Please do,” I
replied.

“What’s the
time difference?” she asked.

“Seven hours,”
I told her. “When you get home from work, I’ll be in bed.”

“Promises,
promises!” she laughed.

 


Mikki watched
me pack. To him, it meant a holiday - but was he on the guest
list?

“Sorry, Mikki.”
This was becoming a guilt trip. So to ease my conscience, I
collected half-a-dozen of his toys and packed them in a Tesco bag.
At least he’d have something to chew in those quiet moments when he
wasn’t giving merry hell at storm-force twelve to his kennel
mates.

At about one
o’clock, I packed Mikki and the suitcase (and a packet of his
favourite doggie-chews) into the car and set off for the
kennels.

Isobel was
waiting for us. “Come along, Mikki, your room’s all ready.”

Mikki let
himself be taken to his holiday accommodation. I followed. The
kennels were luxurious – spacious and airy, concrete floored and
easy to clean. Everywhere had been freshly painted in a sunny
primrose. (Always good to see - some we’ve been to haven’t seen
a lick of paint for generations.) Even better: his reservation
had a comfortable basket with a snug-looking duvet. A sliding door
opened on to his private exercise area, from where he could talk to
the other inmates.

Isobel eased
him into the kennel and clipped his lead to the wire grill. His
name was already been written on the chalkboard. Mighty Mouse was
now in residence.

“Lucky little
sod!” I told him. “I’ll stay here and you can take the bus to
Thailand.”

“He’ll be
fine,” and Isobel shook the doggie toys into his bed.

“He may have
one or two visitors through the week,” I said.

“No problem,”
Isobel smiled, locking his kennel door. “Everybody welcome!”

“Be good,” I
told my little friend – but he was far too busy with his toys to
pay me any more attention. From this point on, he was on his own –
and he was telling me he could handle it.

 


From the
offsite parking facility known as Park & Away, it only
took us ten minutes to reach the Edinburgh terminal. The BA
check-in desk was quiet and we were soon into the inevitable
formalities. Today, the small, cute, golden-haired Janine in her
dark blue battledress was my inquisitor. Having checked my
e-ticket, she turned on my suitcase.

“Did you pack
it yourself?”

“Yes.”

“Has it been
left unattended?”

“No.”

“Has anyone
asked you to carry anything?”

“No,” I
replied.

Satisfied,
Janine tagged the case and printed my boarding cards.

“That’s you
booked through to Bangkok,” she said.

“No Heathrow
hassle – none at all?”

“Not this
time,” Janine promised. “Gate D10 by five-fifteen – but you’ll have
to make your way across to Terminal 4.”

“Any
clues?”

“Just follow
the signs,” Janine smiled. “Most people make it.”

Upstairs on the
concourse, I found the usual array of airport shops. Not like the
virtual High Street at Heathrow’s Terminal One - but here in
Edinburgh, they had enough bookshops, gift shops and restaurants to
keep most people happy. I would have liked a pint, but as the bar
was over-loaded with kilt-waving Scotsmen all cheering like crazy
at the Ireland v England rugby game on the television, I decided to
have a wander round the gift shop - and there it was, the perfect
gift for Danni: a Celtic-style pendant of a thistle made from
amethysts.

In time, our
flight was called. I strolled along to the appropriate gate, handed
over my boarding pass, followed the other passengers, found my
seat, strapped myself in and let BA fly me down the well-used
avenue to London. There was hardly time eat the in-flight bun and
drink the coffee. Before I knew it, I was standing in front of an
information board and working out the quickest route from You
Are Here to where I should be.

To be truthful,
it wasn’t all that difficult. As Janine had told me, I just
followed the signs through endless look-alike corridors until I
found an airport bus that gave me a thoroughly entertaining tour of
the airport.

That was the
easy part. By the time I’d sat in Terminal 4 for half an hour, my
head was aching, my eyes were hurting and my ears were ringing from
the constant noise of hooting baggage carts, screechy Tannoy voices
and the general drone that people make when they have nothing else
to do but sit around in heaps and wait until they’re called. If
there was a café, then I couldn’t find it or I didn’t see it. Nor
could I summon the enthusiasm to hunt it down. My only thought was
for a Bangkok flight that BA had promised me would leave at 21.25pm
- and I didn’t want to miss it.

In the end, I
abandoned the chaos of the assembly area and made my way towards
the wonderfully peaceful atmosphere around the gate reserved for
BA9/Qantas QF302.

 


Long-haul
flying in Economy Class is only meant for those who can’t afford a
better seat. For a start, the rows are spaced so close together
that anyone over five feet tall just can’t get comfortable. No
matter how much we wriggle our bodies and shuffle our legs, it is
impossible to find a position that will make any kind of a
difference. I’ve seen people on their knees, head on seat,
desperately trying to overcome the physical problems of the
spacing. Any which-way round you try, it’s going to hurt –
eventually.

Except for
Lottie and Mark in the seats beside me, that is. Totally in love,
they just wrapped their arms around each other and let the night go
by without them. Oh, the happiness of being young…

At some point
along the route, I began to ask myself if it was really worth the
effort. By now, the filtered air was biting at my throat and
stinging my eyes. In that state of half-awake and half in turmoil,
my mind began to question the wisdom of this exercise.

I mean, at my
time of life, did I really need to know the ins and outs of
Aussie-style sex? “If you could put me off at the next corner, I’ll
get a taxi home…”

Several dozes
later, I felt the urge to hunt for a toilet. As an overhead display
told me that one was now available, I untangled my poor dishevelled
body from its blanket and the yards of headphone cable and
staggered down the aisle in search of physical relief. In the rows
around me, bodies sagged and lolled in every possible shape and
distortion. It was like a zombie movie, just before they all wake
up.

By the time I
made it to the toilets, the lights had changed to Occupied.
One or two people were lounging around, trying to encourage their
bodies back to life.

“When’s
breakfast?” someone asked a fellow passenger.

“When we get to
effin’ China,” came a very tired answer.

Nearby, one of
the window blinds was slightly up. Some 35,000 feet below my feet,
I saw a sunlit world of brown stretched out as far as the window
would let me. My God! Could that be India down there?

Suddenly, it
all came into focus. Now I knew why I had agreed to come - to see
it while I still had legs. At my age, how many more free drops
would I get in the bunker of life?

Not that
many – so get a grip, hack it close and sink the putt, I told
myself. After which, I felt decidedly better. According to the
video map, we only had to cross the Bay of Bengal.

Little Lottie
was now awake. She smiled and stretched like the Dormouse rising
from the Mad Hatter’s teapot. “Are we nearly there yet?” she
asked.

“Not long now,”
I replied. “Once we’ve cleared Burma,” and I pointed to the video
map. “It’s hardly more than a couple of inches.”

More food –
more drink – then the plane began to descend. Mark raised his
window blind and Lottie leaned across him, looking for the Promised
Land. Over her shoulder, I could see a stretch of fresh green
fields with mountains in the distance. It looked idyllic.

“Are you
disembarking, sir?” A cabin girl was handing out the
Nice-to-See-You cards. “Fill it out and give it to
Immigration,” she told me.

The questions
were easy enough:

(a) Name?

(b) Where
staying?

(c) When
leaving? - most important for the 30-day entry visa.

The
answer-boxes were small and without my reading glasses, I didn’t do
too well. Let’s hope they didn’t deduct points for bad
handwriting.

“That’s the
entrance exam,” I said to Lottie. “How did it go?”

“Got them
mostly right,” she replied.

“Eighty-five
percent will get you in,” I promised. After which, we drifted into
a concentrated silence as the plane continued its gradual descent
and the fields, roads and houses of Thailand began to fill Mark’s
window.

Within a
minute, we had passed a golf course, slid across a line of palm
trees, dropped our flaps and lowered the undercarriage. The night
was over: we were there, rolling over the Don Muang tarmac for the
last few hundred yards of our journey.

Touch-down
triggered an explosive change of mood. As the cabin lights came on,
our private world came back to life. Once, the living dead were all
around me. Now they were wide awake, talking to anyone and
everyone, wishing all and sundry a wonderful holiday; hustling here
and there to find their shoes, personal bits and pieces and
whatever was left of their cabin baggage. Belongings were dragged
from overhead lockers and pillows and blankets were stuffed out of
sight wherever there was room. Now we were moving down the aisle to
the door – and into real air!

At which point,
I learned a lesson: at this time of year, the air in Thailand is
hot and damp and difficult to breathe. As I made my way along the
concourse in the company of several hundred of my fellow
passengers, the air-conditioning took over and my lungs began to
work again. In the distance, I could see the big red neon sign:
Immigration.

Just keep
going – worth it when we get there – Danni will be waiting.

As with
everywhere else, Passport Control was divided into lines for home
and away and we visitors gradually inched our way towards the
foreign-imports desk.

While we
waited, we were reading great big poster notices - in a variety of
European languages - that were asking the friends and relatives of
tsunami victims to report to the officials. Not everyone would be
in holiday mood.

Eventually, it
was my turn. I gave the man my passport and my little white card,
waited while he tried to read my writing and inwardly cheered as he
stamped my passport with my 30-day pass. Then he smiled, nodded
briefly. “You have happy holiday!”

From there, an
escalator took me to the luggage carousel – where my suitcase was
waiting to be dragged through Customs to the world beyond the
International Airport.

*****

3Midtown
Apartments

*****

At the exit
gate, an excited crowd of at least two hundred bodies were jostling
around, all impatient to catch sight of some friend, relative or
business colleague. Faces bobbed and bounced as people pushed and
shoved each other in the hope of getting a better view. Some were
holding flowers; others were carrying big white cards with names
spelt in English, Thai or Chinese letters.

Then I saw her.
After all these years, the delightful Danielle was waiting for me
at a Bangkok airport. If I had tried to work that kind of a story
into one of her magazines, she would have sent it back with a
Give me strength! in large blue letters.

She was really
there - a bouncing little five-foot-something blonde, deliciously
brown and sweet enough to kiss all over, wearing a well-filled
Magpie shirt and sunburst-yellow shorts. To make absolutely
sure I didn’t miss her in the crush, she was holding a blown-up
copy of my picture with BILLY! – BILLY!! – BILLY!!! in large red
hand-painted letters.

“Danni – you
look great!”

“Not so bad
yourself, old man!”

“At last – we
meet!”

“Should have
done it years ago!” and she threw her arms round my neck and gave
me a smacking great kiss of welcome. “Say hello to Lennie,” and she
stepped aside to introduce her friend.

When you least
expect it, life can go from 0 to 60 in half a second. Your brain
goes dead, locks in neutral and refuses to function. I was looking
for a backpacker with corks around his baseball cap. Instead, this
stunning vision in a turquoise shirt materialised from the depths
of the crowd.

Believe me: I
really couldn’t make this up. Her long red wavy hair was like they
use in adverts for the best shampoos. Red? Not really - it was the
colour of burnished bronze and in the afternoon sunlight, it glowed
like fire. She had flashing green eyes, a sun-tanned face and
breasts that made me think of Julia Roberts. I don’t use
gorgeous lightly – but that’s how I will always remember
her.

“Hi, Billy –
I’m Selena.” Pure Australian, tall, beautiful and ultra-confident;
social kisses were exchanged. “Enjoy your flight?” she asked.

“If I’d known
that you were waiting…,” I grinned.

“OK,” said
Danni, “when you’ve finished fuckin’ my woman, let’s go find a
taxi.”

“You lead –
I’ll be right behind you,” and I dragged my suitcase through the
animated crowd and followed them into the taxi zone.

Danni chose a
green and yellow cab and told the driver where she wanted to go.
They argued for a moment - then settled on a deal. “He thinks he
knows where it is,” she told Selena. The she turned to me. “It’s
not such a bad little place,” she told me. “Found it on the
internet.”

I noticed that
her accent has developed a slight Australian sound. “So long as the
beds are comfortable, it’s fine by me,” I said.

“Don’t worry
about the beds,” Danni laughed. “You’re not here to sleep!”

“What about my
bedtime cocoa?” I asked.

“What about
your bedtime condom?” Selena chipped in.

“My pacemaker’s
due for a service,” I warned her, “but it should be OK for a couple
of holes.”

Victoria I can
handle. I know how far to go and when to stop. But here, with
two-thirds of Atomic Kitten, it was a voyage of
discovery.

“That’s the
spirit, Zebedee,” came Selena’s answer. “We’ll keep you out of the
rough.”

One by one, we
climbed into the taxi – me in front, Danni and Selena in the back
while the driver put my suitcase in the boot. As the car set off,
my first impression of Thailand was the blinding glare of tropical
sunlight bouncing off so many light-coloured buildings. I began to
wish I’d brought my shades. My second impression was of big wide
tree-lined streets with temples on every other corner.

“No tsunami
damage?” I asked.

“Not up here,
Danni told me - and that was the last time we even mentioned
it.

The temples
were impossible to miss. They came in all shapes and sizes - mostly
red and gold with reddish-tiled A-shaped roofs. Some were decorated
with dragons while others used tooth-like ornaments that pointed
upwards into the sky. I asked Danni what they were called.

“Zongs!”
A physical description or a swear word?

“So many
temples,” I said, trying to sound observant.

“Oh yes,” Danni
agreed “they like to pray a lot.”

Fair enough, I
thought. As far as I’m concerned, a man can worship where and what
he chooses - just so long as I’m not involved. Maybe I should have
told her. Because over the course of the next five days, I would be
entering more places of worship than I ever dreamed possible.

By now, we were
on the raised expressway, with its six lanes of steadily-moving
traffic. Although the billboards were mostly in Thai, it wasn’t
difficult to follow their meanings - like the housing adverts for
expensive-looking apartments that either came in parkland or
climbed tens of storeys into the sky.

“They look
good,” I said to Danni. “What do they cost?”

“More than you
and I can afford,” she smiled back, “and that’s the problem -
they’re more than anyone can afford!”

“So what
happens?”

“They stand
empty,” Danni replied. “Just like that one,” and she pointed to a
smart-looking copper-toned tower block some thirty storeys tall
about half a mile away on our right.

“You wouldn’t
want to live there?”

“I’d love to
live there,” laughed Danni, “but not on my salary!”

The expressway
went through two toll gates before a slipway lead us off the raised
expressway and back down to ground level. At a junction, the taxi
turned right into a tree-lined four lane road that seemed to be
full of jewellery shops. A street sign said Bangruk. I made
a note of that, just in case I ever got lost.

There were
brightly-coloured advertising boards on almost every shop front:
hotels, shops, businesses, American Express. On either side of the
road, great swathes of electrical cable hung from square telegraph
poles. It all looked rather untidy – but if that’s the way they
want to do it, who was I to argue? At least they weren’t digging up
the road every fifteen minutes.

Ahead, I saw
this blue and red sign for the Midtown Apartments. “What’s it
like?” I asked Danni.

“Cheap,
cheerful and very friendly,” Danni replied. “It also has very good
security. As far as we know, it’s never been robbed.”

Was that a part
of their advertising?

Danni pulled a
bank note from her pocket and gave it to the driver. “As we
agreed,” she said. He didn’t argue.

“This way,”
said Danni. “Come and enjoy the Midtown Apartments.” While she
removed my suitcase from the taxi’s boot, Selena opened the hotel
door and ushered me inside. After the heat of the afternoon sun,
the Reception area seemed refreshingly cool and the air just held
the hint of noodles from an earlier meal.

Danni led me up
to the Reception desk. It was shaped like a hockey stick - with a
PC and a slim young girl in a grey at the business end.

“This is Mr
Billy Ash – our very special guest,” Danni told her.

The
receptionist was maybe five feet tall, neatly built with long dark
hair - and very, very pretty. I couldn’t even guess how old she was
– but with Danni and Selena fluttering around like birds of
paradise, I had enough keep me busy and I wasn’t able to
concentrate.

She checked me
over with her jet-black eyes. “I see passport, Mr Billy?” Even her
gentle voice was warm and encouraging.

“And what may I
call you?” I asked.

“I am Kodi,”
she replied and gave me a delicate little nod. “I hope you have
nice holiday,” and she handed me the key to Room 406.

“Absolutely
sure I will, thank you, Kodi,” I said.

We used the
lift to reach the long dark corridor of the 4th floor. There were
doors on either side – even numbers on the right, odds on the left.
When we opened its door, Room 406 smelled warm and clean.

In general
terms, it had two twin beds, a wardrobe, a dressing table and a
bathroom. A television set was sitting on an MFI-type bedside unit
that housed a mini fridge, two packets of crisps and two very
hygienically-wrapped drinking glasses. “Looks good,” I told
Danni.

“We always use
this hotel,” she said. “Nobody ever asks questions.”

It seemed a
strange remark. “Then I won’t either,” I agreed.

I tried one of
the beds. It was harder than a Test Match wicket in Jamaica – but
as I wasn’t planning to bowl on it, I could probably get by for a
night or two. Jesus! In my army days, I’d slept on beds that were
far worse than this one. However, if either of these two ever won
the toss and put me into bat, I might just welcome a touch of
resistance on the mattress front. Thanks to Dr Karen, I could
afford to be optimistic.

I put that
thought to the back of my mind and checked the fridge instead. Two
cans of Coca-Cola, an orange Fanta, two Heineken and a can of
Singha.

“We can
re-stock it from the 7-11,” Danni said. “We’ll take you over.”

Although I’d no
idea what she meant, I nodded in agreement and continued checking
the facilities. Room 406’s bathroom had a washstand, a shower and a
European-style toilet. None of the rope-and-a-hole nonsense that
the Greeks seem to like, thank God. “Looks very functional.”

“If you ever
want to dance again, use these,” and Selena handed me this pair of
plastic flip-flops that she’d found in the wardrobe. “For the
shower,” she added, just in case that level of civilisation had yet
to reach the shores of Britain. “Now get your head down, sunshine –
we’ll be back at six.”

“I’ll be fit by
then,” I promised.

 


Once they’d
gone, I helped myself to the can of Singha, hauled my suitcase on
to one of the beds and began to unpack. I’m not particularly good
in hotel rooms. I always start out with good intentions – underwear
in drawers, shirts on hangers, shoes in tidy rows along a wall.
However, by the second day, my housekeeping system has usually
collapsed into a confusion of mess that spreads around the room
like a plague.

First job –
send text messages to Sara and Victoria: Safe arrival – very
hot. Not very original, but at least they’d know I’d got
here.

Next, I checked
the windows. But when I pulled the curtain back, it only revealed
the wall of the building across the alley. So I closed it again –
and that’s how it stayed for the rest of the week.

After that, I
tried the air conditioning unit. It rattled with a dull, monotonous
groan – but the cold air it delivered would probably be worth the
irritation.

So I emptied my
suitcase into the drawers and wardrobe, made use of the bathroom
facilities (including the plastic flip-flops), set my alarm for
six, tossed a coin for beds - and crashed out on the one furthest
from the window. No particular reason - just too tired to argue
with the coin. I was even too tired to dream about the sex-goddess
from down-under.

 


At exactly six
o’clock, my clock went off. Half a second later, my telephone rang.
It was Kodi. “Mrs Danni here,” she told me.

“I’m coming
down,” I told her. “See you in a minute.” But by the time I’d
selected a shirt for the evening and skipped down the stairs to
Reception, the raven-haired beauty had gone.

“Lookin’ for
Kodi?” Selena asked me. She’d changed from turquoise into a shade
of lilac that only made her tan look even darker. “Clocked-off at
six.”

“If you want to
chat her up, be down for breakfast,” Danni suggested. She had
changed her Newcastle shirt for something white with Bangkok
Bouncers in large gold letters across her magnificent
boobs.

“Not right
now,” I thanked them. “It’s quite enough with you two.”

“Wow-ee!” Danni
laughed to Selena. “Someone fancies their chances!”

“How about a
test run?” Selena offered. “Check his oil pressure?”

Danni looked me
up and down. “Needs to get his strength back first,” she said.
“Mustn’t risk his bearings.”

This was office
banter. No offence intended; no point in taking any. If you can’t
take the heat, stay out of the sunshine. “Anyone for dinner?” I
asked.

“How’s about
it, Lennie?”

“Good idea,”
Selena agreed and we all trooped out through the main door and into
the sultry heat of a Bangkok evening.

Noise – it
never stopped! In amongst the never-ending roar of buses, cars and
taxis you could clearly hear the sharp staccato rattle of the
tuk-tuk, a three-wheeled two-stroke with a canopied seat for its
fare-paying passengers. At the junction, we turned left and walked
past a line of market stalls that were selling T-shirts, dresses
and kimono-type wraps. A possible bedroom offering for
Victoria?

A few yards
further on, we passed a woman who was sitting by the kerbside with
her sewing machine.

“She does
everyday repairs,” Danni told me.

“If you split
your trousers,” Selena explained, “she can stitch you up.”

Nice idea -
enterprise at work. Back home, Health & Safety would have to
risk-assess her to be sure she wouldn’t stab herself (or anybody)
with a needle.

“She’s not the
only stitch-up merchant around this city,” smiled Danni.

Next, we came
to a massage parlour. Four young girls in scarlet shirts and shorts
were sitting in front of the shop, waiting for business. A price
list in the window told me that for 300 baht, someone would massage
my feet. Maybe they could massage the rest of me at the same
time?

Danni read my
thoughts. “For a price, they will.” Then she pointed at me and said
something to the massage girls. They waved back at me and said:
“Hello!”

I thanked them
politely in the approved manner: palms together in a prayer-like
gesture, fingers touching lips and just the hint of a bow. (They
call it ‘wai’. I know because I read about it in a guidebook that I
found in our local library.) It seemed to be appreciated.

“This is cheap
and cheerful,” said Danni and lead the way into this neat little
café called the Food Bank. She chose a table away from the
television and called: “Evening, Jo-Jo…” to this woman behind the
counter.

The tall, slim
Jo-Jo came over to our table. She was wearing a white blouse and a
long black skirt. Her long black hair was tied back in a pony tail.
She seemed to use a lot of make-up. Maybe she was older than she
should have been.

Danni asked me:
“Let’s start with coffee – how d’you like it?”

“White – no
sugar, thanks,” I said.

“Lennie?”

“Hot, black and
strong – need triple caffeine,” Selena replied.

Danni repeated
our orders to Jo-Jo who made brief notes on her pad. “And this is
our friend, Billy – he’s on holiday from Scotland.”

Jo-Jo’s large
brown eyes widened into circles. “Scotland -” she breathed in awe.
“Where Scotland?” She spoke softly with a husky voice. Perhaps she
smoked.

“A very long
way from here - he just wanted to meet you.”

“Is good,”
Jo-Jo replied and offered me her hand.

I stood up and
shook it. “Very pleased to meet you,” I said in my very best
possible accent. No social kiss-kissing obligations here, thank
goodness.

Half a minute
later, she was back with three bottles of ice-cold water.

“Drink plenty,”
Selena told me. “White guys dehydrate.”

I sipped the
water. “She’s very pretty,” I said in a low voice, nodding in the
general direction of Jo-Jo.

Danni smiled.
“Don’t get carried away,” she warned me. “Jo-Jo is a
lady-boy.”

Now I
remembered seeing something about the sex-change trade on a Channel
4 documentary. “So would she be a Joseph or Josephine?” I
asked.

“Who cares?”
Danni laughed. “I only come here for the coffee!”

A lady-boy? I
shook my head. “Never would have guessed.”

“You’d have
found out soon enough!” Selena grinned.

“She used to be
a boy but didn’t like it,” Danni confided. “Now she calls herself a
girl and lives with some guy over by the Klongsam Market.”

“Where’s that?”
I asked. A little local knowledge never goes astray.

“Hey - he wants
to try one for himself!” Danni laughed at Selena.

“Typical Brit –
shag anything in knickers,” Selena agreed.

“Even if
they’re breathing,” Danni added.

“Please forgive
me, ladies – I was only asking.”

“Careful what
you ask for,” Danni teased. “You just might get it.”

“And then
again, he might be disappointed,” Selena said to Danni.

“Don’t knock it
if you haven’t tried it…” Then Danni turned to me, all
straight-faced and serious. “It’s across the river – maybe we’ll
take you tomorrow.”

“Or the day
after…” Selena chipped in.

“Or when you’re
so bloody desperate, you’d fuck-a-duck for a dollar,” Danni
finished.

“Aussie style?”
I had to ask.

Selena laughed
and tossed her long wavy auburn hair. “All the way to Alice Springs
and back,” the sex-goddess promised.

The coffee
arrived. It was excellent. I nodded my thanks to Jo-Jo and she
returned my smile. I was glad that Danni had let me into the
secret. Without that inside information (if you’ll pardon the pun),
who knows where my thirst for all things Asian could have lead me?
Up a creek without a condom, very likely.

We drank in
silence for a moment. Then Selena pointed through the window at a
shop on the other side of the road. “7-11” she said. “Got ‘em in
Scotland?”

It was
something like a corner grocery store. “Similar – but not under
that name,” I replied.

“Stay open all
night? Serve coffee and doughnuts?”

“No, ours shut
at ten,” I said, “but you might find one in a city.”

“Where’s your
nearest?” Selena wanted to know.

“Stirling,” I
told her. Accurate on both counts. The only corner shop in Glen
Rowan didn’t stay open much after half-past five. Service to the
public? Kiss my Shop Closed sign.

“And what goes
on in Stirling?”

“Not too much
to fire your enthusiasm,” I replied.

Selena thought
for a moment. “What about the local talent?” she asked, leaning
over the table towards me. “Don’t they all dress in kilts?”

“Only in the
summer,” I told her. “Too damned draughty in winter.”

“No Excuse
me, Cyril in the cock-up stakes?” Selena looked extremely
disappointed.

“A ball in the
hand is worth two up a kilt,” I said.

When we’d
finished our coffees, Danni called Jo-Jo over, gave her a couple of
bank notes and said something to her in Thai. Then she turned to
me. “If you ever come in by yourself, Jo-Jo will take care of
you.”

“I just bet she
would,” I said politely - then thanked her in the traditional way.
“I will see you again,” I smiled as I gave my little bow.

We left Jo-Jo’s
café and Danni and Selena lead me down the street. There were any
number of fast-food stalls on the corner and the charcoal smoke
that filled the street was thick with smells of chicken, crispy
duck and noodle soup.

Then I saw the
shrine; it was white, stood in its own little ornamental garden and
was decorated with saffron garlands. Not that far away, the Auto
Bank; it had a cash machine - and as the Royal Bank had promised
that my Visa card would work in Thailand, this little corner of the
city could satisfy most of my daily needs.

My guiding
angels lead the way across a courtyard towards the very inviting
entrance to River City. At first, the illuminated trees, the
potted plants and the neon signs made me think hotel – but
once we were inside, I realised it was a shopping centre - a very
high class shopping centre. None of your everyday market-stall tat
in here, thank you. Only the very best – and at the very best
prices. I tell you, I was almost afraid to look in the windows.

Even the
escalator was upper-class. In the evenings, it used a power-saving
system. It sat at rest until someone stood on it – either end, it
didn’t matter. And once it sensed a presence, it knew which way to
go and took you UP or DOWN.

The restaurant
had chosen purple as its primary colour. Crisp white covers,
cutlery and wine glasses lay waiting for action – with purple
napkins folded into fan-tails. We chose a window setting with a
view of the Chao Phraya river and watched the illuminated
floating-restaurants roll up to the pier below, collect their
diners and cruise up river, into the darkness.

“Nice if you
don’t get sea-sick!” Danni smiled.

“But if your
date gets mad, you can’t piss off and leave her,” Selena added.

“Which is why
we’re here,” Danni grinned. “Thai or European?” She was holding a
menu and checking through the dishes.

“Thai, please,”
I replied. “European I can get at home.”

“Then we dine
in style,” Selena promised and called one of the waiters to our
table. I’ve no idea what she asked for, but it sounded complicated.
“You like Thai beer?”

I remembered
the can of Singha from my mini bar. “I could take another.”

“Good – make it
three.”

First the beer,
then the dishes: a steaming bowl of seaweed soup, large domes of
boiled rice, steamed mushrooms and a fluffy yellow omelette. “And
this is the sea bass,” Danni told me as the waiter removed the
cover from an oval dish. “Eat in any order,” she said. “Call it
pick-&-mix.”

“It looks
sensational,” was all I could say. It looked good, it smelled
delicious and it tasted absolutely wonderful. “Needs a photograph,”
and extracted my neat little Canon IXUS from my trouser pocket.

“How sweet!”
said Danni.

“What a cute
little flasher,” came the Aussie from across the table.

“Ladies –
please,” I begged. “Just a quickie before we eat.”

“Either/or – or
both together?” Danni wanted to know.

“In the river
if you don’t behave,” I said and clicked the button.

 


Once we had
finished all that we could manage of the meal, we headed back
towards the hotel. At the 7-11, Danni lead the way inside. “Can’t
have you going hungry,” she said.

Inside, the
7-11 was just like any other corner Co-op: milk, bread, soft
drinks, packets of crisps – nothing out of the ordinary, except
that most had local packaging.

I needed a bar
of soap. On the wash-or-wipe-it shelf, I found this bright green
wrapper with flowers and three parrots. They’d called it Parrot
Botanicals. It smelled delightful – but you could have sniffed
all night and never thought of anything botanical. “Soap?” I
asked.

Danni nodded,
dropped it in our basket and then added half-a-dozen cans of fizzy
drinks and three packets of sliced bread in plastic wrappers. She
showed me the label: “Government Certified,” she said. “Safe
to eat.”

“Comforting,”
said and pulled out my wallet.

Danni waved it
away. “No, no, no,” she said. “All in the same bed here – you can
buy the lunch tomorrow.” With that, she gave the checkout girl two
hundred baht and put our picnic in a plastic 7-11 bag for me to
carry back to my room. Together, we walked back to the hotel,
collected our keys and used the lift.

The Australian
contingent was in 410 - two rooms further down the corridor.
“Breakfast – 9am, no later – right?” Danni called from her
doorway.

“Right,” I
agreed.

“Sleep well,”
Danni smiled.

“Close your
eyes and dream of England!” cried an Aussie voice.

“Close your
eyes and dream of Kodi,” called Danni as she closed their door.

*****
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Sleep? First
night in Thailand; seven hours behind the clock? Whatever made me
think I even had a chance?

My television
had thirty channels. These included BBC World News, an Australian
station, something in German, good old EuroSport, a variety of quiz
shows and soaps in any number of South-East Asian languages. I
tried them all, one by one – but none could generate enough of a
yawn-count to shut me down.

However, on the
positive side, the Government Certified sandwiches were an
entertainment in themselves. One (in bright yellow cellophane), was
buttered bread with sugar: well worth a second go. Another had a
picture of a happy little prawn on its wrapper and as the bread
inside was spread with something pink, the cute little logo was
probably a clue to its content.

Question: which
process had been Government Certified - the smiling prawn or
the tasty pink spread? I wasn’t really concerned. At 3am, anything
is welcome with an ice-cold Singha.

The
air-conditioner didn’t help. ON - I couldn’t stand the noise; OFF -
the room became so steamy-hot that any degree of rest was totally
out of the question. And as it only took three twist-&-turn
manoeuvres on that rock-hard bed to make the sheet into the perfect
knotted rope, I made a mental note of the process, just in case
there was a fire and I had to escape.

My mind began
to make a list of all the things I had to do – like sending
postcards, buying souvenirs and coming-home presents. Then it moved
along to requesting help from someone who could speak the language.
Now, although Danni seemed to have a handle on the basics, the
fantasies that flutter like demented budgies in the minds of those
(like me) who’ve been denied their proper sleep since the crack of
dawn on Saturday morning, began to involve the delightful Kodi. In
this one, she was wearing a lime-green dress. Her long dark hair
fell on her shoulders; she was smiling, happy to be with me. We
were in a market; she was showing me an emerald ring…

As I fumbled in
my pocket for the money, so my bedside phone went off and woke me
up. It was half-past nine on Tuesday morning.

“You want
breakfast, Mr Billy?” It was Kodi.

“Sounds like
fun,” I said, trying to engage my brain.

“Stop at ten,”
she warned - and that was it: final offer.

 


According to
the Tourist Information notice behind my bedroom door,
breakfast would be served in the coffee shop between the hours of
7am and 10am. My fault – I should have read it sooner. As I stepped
out of the lift, my late-for-breakfast error produced an accusing
stare from a portrait of Napoleon on his prancing horse.

“British
breakfast-eater!” the Emperor glared. One could only wonder how
he’d got to Thailand, who had hung him by the lift - and why?

It was 09:55
when I arrived at the Reception desk. “Good morning, Kodi,” I said
politely as I passed her.

She looked up.
“You sleep well?” she asked.

“Wonderful
dreams!” I told her - but as she didn’t ask me, I didn’t go into
detail. “Have my friends come down?”

“You mean Mrs
Danni and the tall one?”

“That’s them,”
I confirmed.

“Not yet – you
want me ring them?”

And for
preference, chain them to a wall. “Yes please,” I said.

“Sit anywhere,”
said Kodi. “We make you happy.”

Now you don’t
get that in ASDA. The coffee shop was right beside Reception. It
was delightfully cool and smelled of freshly-roasted coffee. Six
round cedar-wood tables stretched in a line from the street window
to the large round dining table in the distance. Because it was
darker down at the dining end, we coffee-drinkers preferred to sit
as near to the window (and as close to the magnificent selection of
fresh-cream cakes) as possible.

I went for a
table with a clear view of the Reception area. From here, I could
watch for Danni and Selena – and enjoy an uninterrupted view of
Kodi at the same time. To be honest, this cute little Oriental
beauty was beginning to grow on me.

At the coffee
bar, Mira kept a dozen types of beans in colour-coded jars. The
light-blue label had the darkest beans. Now, according to Michelle
(my favourite local-Tesco supervisor), dark means
strong and gives a richer flavour. Who am I to argue with
the voice of wisdom? So I pointed at the light-blue label:
“Please?”

Mira picked up
the jar, carefully counted the appropriate number of beans into her
blender, let it zip for the right number of seconds and then added
a measured quantity of water. Once she had decided that the mixture
was correct, she heated the contents to the appropriate temperature
and then carefully poured the steaming liquid into a
willow-patterned cup. While this was going on, another waitress
placed a small silver tray with a jug of fresh milk and a bowl of
brown crystal sugar on my right.

Once the
etceteras were in place, Mira came out from behind her counter,
placed the cup in front of me, stepped back, gave a wai and
returned to her place behind the counter. It was all as neat,
precise and seamless as your proverbial well-oiled Swiss
chronometer. And it wasn’t just for me – she did the same routine
for everybody.

 


Item 1 on the
list so carefully prepared at half-past-two (or thereabouts) that
self-same morning said ‘postcards’.

“Kodi,” I began
(oh, yes – a deliberate excuse to chat her up), “I need
postcards and some stamps.” But if I was hoping she would offer to
go and buy them for me, then I was out of luck.

“Shop in
street,” she sniffed. “Stamp in post office,” and she pointed in
the general direction. “Only five hundred metres.” End of
lesson.

“Thank you,
Kodi.” OK, I thought, if that’s the way you want it, I will buy my
own postcards – and you can forget the emerald ring.

Inside, it was
pleasantly cool. Outside, it was hot, very hot – and very noisy
from the never-ending waves of taxis, buses, tuk-tuks,
motor-cycles, cars and anything else on wheels intent on beating
Michael Schumacher to the traffic lights.

There was one
thing in my favour. New Road is one-way street - and as I waited
outside the hotel, everything was coming from my right. I was in
the blazing sunlight, but as the pavement opposite was in shade, my
first objective was to get there. I developed a plan:

Step 1: wait
for the trough between the waves of traffic –

Step 2: aim for
the yellow window blind across the way - and -

Step 3: scamper
like a frightened rabbit.

It worked –
twice: there and back. Within ten minutes, I had found my postcards
and was back in the hotel. As the shop had been only too willing to
sell me the right stamps for Europe, the post office could wait
until a cooler morning. Thank you, Kodi – but not today.

I went back to
my table in the coffee shop, asked Mira for an ice-cold orange
juice and started writing my postcards.

Now I can’t
honestly say there was much originality in my postcard-writing.
They all followed the same basic template: So far, so good –
very hot – food delicious – having a terrific time and they
were addressed to Sara and Victoria (and to Frank, of course) - one
or two selected neighbours – and better not forget the golf
club.

Just as I
scribbled X’s Billy on the last of the cards, Danni came
into Reception. Today, she was in a bright orange dress with purple
sunflowers. Selena – right behind her – was in emerald green satin.
I was quite looking forward to a day in their company.

“Want a
coffee?” I was in black joggers and a yellow T-shirt.

“Great idea!”
Selena shimmied over to my table and picked up my postcards. “Who’s
Victoria?” she wanted to know.

“A friend from
the dog club,” I told her.

“Bound to be
married” and she waved the postcard under Danni’s nose. “See how it
starts: Victoria and ends without XXXs?”

“Dead
giveaway,” Danni agreed.

“She helps me
train my Mikki,” I said in self-defence.

“I just bet she
does!” Selena laughed. “Anyway, we have to see Bangkok before lunch
– and Peter is going to drive us.”

“Peter?”

“A Thai,” said
Danni. “It’s not his name - it’s what we call him.”

Selena
explained: “He works in Bangkok and we do business.”

“What kind of
business?” Always best to ask. This far east of Stirling, anything
is possible.

“Jewellery,”
said Danni. “I design - Peter makes - Lennie sells.”

“Can I see
it?”

“Down boy –
take a breath!” Selena laughed. “Maybe tomorrow.”

At this rate,
tomorrow could last all week. I asked Mira for three more coffees
and while she made them, Danni told me about the jewellery
business. They came here to buy material – like silver and
semi-precious stones – and then asked Peter to create the
bracelets, brooches, necklaces and earrings from Danni’s designs.
Once everyone was happy, Selena sold them through tourist outlets
all the way to Hawaii.

“Profitable?” I
had to ask.

“Keeps the cat
in crunchies,” Selena smiled.

 


I’m not exactly
sure where Peter drove us. Later that evening, I tried to work it
out from the Travel & Shopping map that Kodi sold me.
(“Forty baht,” she had said as she held out her adorable little
hand to take the money.) I knew were we’d started and I knew
where we’d ended up. But in between, we went through Chinatown, the
gold district, a part of Bangkok that only sold wicker-work and an
area that seemed dedicated to the old-fashioned skills of
panel-beating.

In one part of
the city, enormous vertical signs with Chinese characters in red
and gold flanked each side of the street and virtually obscured the
buildings. Along this route, it was gold, gold and even more
gold.

“Who buys all
this?” I wondered. We were stuck in traffic and I was gazing at a
window that was showing off its glittering cascade of golden chains
in every size from ultra-fine to the proverbial belt of
sovereigns.

“It’s a part of
our culture,” Peter explained. I guessed he was in his early
thirties, perhaps. A dazzling white shirt and well-pressed
light-grey trousers suggested he was here to impress his business
partners. I was in the front with him; Pinky and Perky were in the
back. “If a man wants to marry a woman,” Peter continued, “he buys
her a present – usually, something gold.”

“Does it work?”
I asked.

“If she accepts
it,” Danni told me.

“And then what
happens?”

“Silly bitch
marries him!” Selena laughed.

“What’s wrong
with a happy ending?” I asked.

“She should
have waited for the bonus ball,” said Danni.

I thought about
this golden will-you-marry-me idea. “Sounds too simple –
wouldn’t work back home.”

“Dead right,”
said Danni. “UK’s too sad - conform or you’re out.”

The traffic
moved; the waterfall of golden chains rolled out of sight. “We
believe in total freedom,” Selena added, flicking her eyes towards
Danni.

If the gesture
had a meaning, then I missed it. “No arguments on that score,
sweetheart,” I agreed. A beautiful day, delightful company and I
saw no point in starting a disagreement. I just kept soaking up the
scenery.

Wherever there
was space, pavement traders had set up stalls for dresses,
T-shirts, jeans and shoes. Judging by the delicious aromas that
seeped into Peter’s car, food was plentiful: noodles, chicken, duck
– and any amount of fruit. And from the bottles and cans on the
soft-drink barrows, Coca-Cola was running neck-&-neck with
water in the give-me-something-quick-I’m-dying stakes.

What really got
me was the noise: car horns, traffic whistles and the tuk-tuk
clatter of the two-stroke engines swirled around us like a swarm of
hornets. Glen Rowan is a country village; I’m not used to the blare
of the city – but the shoppers and the kerbside traders didn’t seem
to notice it. Why should they? After all, they were responsible for
most of it.

When I glanced
up the side streets, every other business seemed to be a pavement
café. Parasol umbrellas stretched away into the distance until they
disappeared in clouds of charcoal smoke. Red lanterns everywhere –
decorating stalls or hanging in swathes across the alleys.

“From Chinese
New Year,” Danni explained.

“When was
that?”

“About a month
ago,” he said. “Big celebration. Everybody eat a lot!”

It sounded good
to me. “I’ll remember that for next year,” I promised.

 


Eventually, we
came to this junction, sat for half a minute while the red light
counted-down from 30 to zero. Then we turned away from the
get-there-one-day traffic and moved into a quieter part of
the city. Instead of Chinese banners and kerb-side markets, we had
big wide streets with white stone monuments and any number of
portraits of their Royal Family. Here, the traffic flowed more
smoothly, the air seemed cleaner and the sky looked bluer.

We passed the
United Nations building, a former palace, several
magnificently-decorated temples and the Democracy Monument, all in
quick succession.

I was getting
hungry - but it wasn’t my call.

“Seen enough?”
Danni asked me.

“Not at all –
it’s why I’m here.” Always best to be polite.

“Well, I’m
dying,” came Selena’s voice. “Gotta throat like a brewer’s
arse.”

 


We parked near
the Grand Palace. Here, normal traffic had been muscled-out by
taxis that came in all the colours of the rainbow: green and
yellow, blue and red, purple. As always, there were plenty of the
rattling tuk-tuks.

“All for
tourists,” Peter remarked and walked us down this little alley to a
pavement café. It was run by two young girls in lime green shirts
and shorts. “Is OK - very clean,” he assured us.

We sat on
plastic stools at an aluminium picnic table. Peter ordered
egg-fried-rice with prawns all round. One of the lime-green girls
bought us bottled water and when Peter said something in return,
she brought us four bottles of cola and four glasses of crushed
ice.

I wondered
about the ice. If they were so concerned with bottled water, what
did they use to make the ice? I didn’t really want to ask. The day
was hot, my throat was like a brillo pad and all I wanted was a
cold, refreshing drink. I told myself that a faint heart never sank
a six-foot putt, poured my cola into the ice, swirled it round a
couple of times, closed my eyes – and thoroughly enjoyed it. I am
also happy to report that the egg-fried-rice with prawns didn’t do
me any harm, either.

Danni set off
on a fishing expedition. “What you think of Kodi?”

Not again. I
wasn’t sure what she was expecting me to say. So when in doubt,
stick to the guidelines issued by St Patrick in his First Epistle
to the Leprechauns: never be too clever in a bunker. “She
seems nice enough,” I replied.

“She’s hot and
willing,” Selena offered.

“And she’s
available,” Danni added.

“Think about
it,” Selena continued. “Why not Kodi?”

Was this a
wind-up? “Because I’ve only spoken to her twice.” It was a time to
be careful. Say too much: repent at leisure. When a woman’s name
gets thrown into a conversation, the chances of her becoming the
offer-of-the-month are way above the odds as quoted by William
Hill. So I gave my neither-one-way-or-the-other smile. “Once to say
hello - and once to say goodbye,” I answered.

“Well,”
suggested Danni, “next time, say a little bit more.”

Oh come on –
please - I’m too young for all this nonsense. However, as I’m
paying for the lunch, I have the right to whistle for a time-out.
“As a matter of curiosity,” I asked, “how old is she?” Not that it
really mattered.

“At a guess,
twenty-eight – maybe twenty-nine,” Selena suggested.

Really?
Something deep and dark recalled a theory that claimed the ideal
ratio between a man and a woman should be half his age + 2% (or
something fairly close.) So if my memory was right, then Kodi
wasn’t out of bounds. “And she doesn’t mind me talking to her?”

“Loves it!”
Danni told me. “No-one else is interested.”

“Why not?”

“Who wants a
receptionist in a town of red hot fanny?” Selena observed.

It should have
been obvious. “Fair point,” I agreed.

“So try her on
for size,” Selena suggested. “It’s open house in Thailand.”

I’m sure she
was only teasing me - but I nodded. “I’ll let you know what
happens.”

We finished our
cokes and I paid the bill.

“Let’s go,”
said Selena.

“Where now?” I
asked.

“Wat
Pho,” said Danni. “This, you have to see.”

She was right -
but the jump from Kodi to the large bronze penis was the kind of
transition that would be hard to follow, even in a Channel 4
documentary. Surrounded by trees and bushes, it was standing on a
plinth, pointing upward like an Atlas rocket. Danni was hopping up
and down to tell me what they used it for.

Wat Pho
is where they keep the Reclining Buddha. We had strolled
though shady, tree-lined courtyards, admired the spire-like
chedi that grew in stalagmite formations in just about every
part of the temple grounds. We had walked through highly-decorated
gateways. We’d enjoyed the cool refreshing breeze around the
tree-lined waterfall - and in one of the cloisters, we had watched
a woman as she worked away on a finely-woven piece of tapestry.

“Repairing the
fabric,” Peter told me.

I was
fascinated. One by one, she sewed the petal-shaped pieces of gold
into the flower patterns of the tapestry. It was a job that needed
skill and patience.

Beside one of
the temples, we came across a sloping wooden rack with orange
roofing tiles laid out in nice neat rows. To me, the tiles were
shield-shaped – squared at the top but rounded from about
two-thirds down.

“You want to be
remembered?” Selena asked.

By you or by
Kodi? “How much?” Always best to ask.

“Twenty baht,”
said Danni. “Write your name on a tile, place it in that box – and
one day, you’ll be up there on the temple roof.”

Who could
resist such an opportunity? And all for about 30p in real
money.

I signed my
tile as William, Danni opted for Danielle and Selena
wrote Cheers from Oz. But as the nett result was 60 baht
towards the roofing fund, I don’t suppose anybody really
minded.

“Now take your
shoes off, please,” said Danni.

I did as she
said and followed our little party into this long, dark building.
At first, I wasn’t sure what I was seeing. Then these two panels
came into focus. They were enormous – and covered with religious
images. To me, they looked like mother-of-pearl on ebony. Then, as
my eyes grew into the light, I realised that they were feet – an
enormous pair of feet.

“The
Reclining Buddha,” Danni announced proudly, “and his feet
show the many symbols of Enlightenment.”

I’d heard of it
– seen pictures of it - but until I stood beside it, shivered in
its golden aura, humbled by the presence of the spirit - I had
never understood its true magnificence. From where I stood, gazing
along the golden form of this gigantic body, the head seemed half a
football pitch away. You had to stand there to believe it.

“Thank you,” I
whispered. “It’s amazing.”

“Forty-six
meters long – and it touches the roof,” said Peter.

Along one side,
a line of pewter bowls. “Donations?” I asked.

“One for every
year of your life,” Selena explained. “You’ll have to walk a couple
of hundred yards, old man - but I can toss mine in from here!”

She turned
away, bought four saucers of coins from a nearby stall and gave us
one each. “Push your Zimmer down the line and see how far you get,”
she said.

Now I have to
be honest. Up to somewhere close to pot number ten, my coins were
donated as they should have been – one-by-one. But from about
fifteen onwards, I started giving them back in twos of threes. But
by the time I’d got as far as thirty, they were being offered in
handfuls. By thirty-seven, I was done.

By now, we were
at the head, gazing up at the peaceful smile of the statue. “From
this position, Buddha entered the state of Nirvana,” Danni
told me, “and his individual existence came to an end.”

From the benign
expression of the statue’s face, I got the impression that
Nirvana wasn’t anything to be afraid of. In fact, it looked
a more appealing than the hell-fire and damnation that my Sunday
School teachers had promised if we didn’t stop talking and learn to
behave. I was beginning to get a taste for the Thai religion.

There was more
of it to come. At points along the length of the reclining body,
there were a number of altars, probably for private prayer. Mostly,
they were decorated with vases of flowers and gold images of the
Reclining Buddha. In one, I found a monk. He was wearing
saffron, sitting in a chair and waiting to be consulted. I noticed
that he was holding a handful of very thin twigs, almost like grass
stalks.

“What are those
for?” I asked.

“Give him
twenty baht - and he will bless you,” Danni explained.

I went forward,
stood before the monk and dropped the coins into an orange bucket.
“I have never seen anything so beautiful,” I tried - but if he
understood, I’ve no idea.

At first, he
didn’t speak. Instead, he smiled broadly, dipped the stalks of
grass in a bowl of water and gently flicked the drops across my
face and shirt. Then he took my right hand and tied a piece of
string around my wrist. Once he’d finished, he spoke a line of
prayer and wished me: “Good day!”

I gave him a
wai and went back to Danni and Selena.

“Now make a
wish,” Selena told me.

So I looked at
Selena and wished – very, very hard.

 


Minutes later,
I was back outside and in standing in front of the phallic altar –
a tree-lined cluster of rocks with a large bronze penis pointing
upwards – as they’re supposed to. I stared, couldn’t help it:
couldn’t tear my eyes away. I mean, imagine something like this in
Westminster Abbey… I ask you - readers of the Daily Mail
would have a fit! It could even generate a special edition of
Panorama.

As I moved
around to get a better angle on the subject, I noticed there were
two of them – one made of stone; the other, of bronze. The stone
version was a six-sided sculpture with a head like a minaret (Oh
Jesus – no! I promise to be good forever) - while the bronze
one was more realistic and had been etched with the face of an
Indian goddess.

“Explain?” I
asked.

“If a woman
wants to get pregnant, she comes to pray,” was Danni’s answer.

“Which works
best?” I asked. “Stone or bronze?”

“Couldn’t say,”
Danni grinned. “None of Peter’s wives have ever had to use
them.”

I gave her one
a bit of a sideways look. None of Peter’s wives? Is that
what she said? Was she having a laugh? I tried to read their faces
- but with Little Miss Muffet and her gorgeous Aussie spider, you
could never be sure.

*****

5Patpong

*****

At just on
seven, we met in Jo-Jo’s café for our evening meal. It was just the
three of us. Peter had returned to the bosom of his family (or
families). Tonight, Jo-Jo was wearing long black ski pants and a
white blouse. In her evening make-up – rose-pink lipstick and a
matching blusher – she looked quite attractive. Not for me, of
course - but she was making someone very happy.

Jo-Jo smiled a
“Welcome to my café!” and brought us three ice-cold bottles of
water.

There were
maybe half-a-dozen other people there, sitting around in ones and
twos. Although the background smell of noodles gave the place a
comfortable cooked-in feeling, the wafting flavour of the chicken
from a nearby table made me think of the kerbside barbecues we’d
passed at lunchtime. I sipped my water and read the menu. It was in
Thai and in English.

“What do you
fancy?” Danni asked.

There were so
many good-looking options. Over by the kitchen area, a line of
coloured pictures gave us an idea of how the dish would look. Even
though the chicken at the next table had awakened my appetite, the
Crispy Fried Duck looked even better – well, it did in the picture,
anyway. “Duck - with soup and a banana fritter,” I said, pointing
over to the illustration, “and don’t forget the rice.”

“Good choice”
and Danni gave our orders to Jo-Jo. “With Pepsis all round,” she
added.

“Iced?” It was
an English word that our lady boy hostess knew.

“Oh yes,” said
Danni.

For a moment or
two, we talked about the temple, buying the tile – and finding
wheelie bins, just like the ones all over Scotland - but I had to
ask the one burning question.

“Multiple
wives,” I began. “How does he ever manage?”

Danni smiled.
“This isn’t Europe. They don’t follow Christian morality,” she
pointed out. “Out here, tradition says a Buddhist may have a mia
noi...”

“That’s a
minor wife or shadow wife,” Selena translated.

“So long as he
can care for her,” Danni finished.

Care for? Were
we moving into the music hall world of innuendo? Care for –
physically? “Spell it out,” I begged her. “I’m just a country boy
at heart.”

“Care for –
financially,” Selena explained. “Peter’s father had four
wives.”

Now I was
impressed. “How did that work?” I was fascinated. Polygamy was
something I used to dream about in 3rd form algebra.

“Very well!”
Selena was enjoying herself. “They all lived together in a sort of
commune. He said it was like having several mothers and lots of
aunties.”

“Ever any
jealousy?” I asked

“Not that he
remembers,” said Selena.

“Sounds ideal,”
I agreed.

“In those days,
it was simple economics,” Danni continued. “Out in the country,
young girls could only work in the fields and look after the
animals. No cash, no hope – no nothing.” She paused for a moment
and sipped her Pepsi, “but with someone like Peter’s dad, they’d
have a home with food and clothing.”

“And it all
begins with little gold presents,” I said.

“Just be
careful who you give them to,” Danni grinned.

 


Patpong is
where the tourists like to go, especially at night. It has two main
attractions. First, you have the evening market. And it’s in among
that line of stalls and barrows that you can find (if you
believe the sales pitch), a genuine imitation Rolex watch for
about £5. Second, it’s a Red Light district – and it’s where
you will meet most of Bangkok’s bar girls (or lady-boys, if
that’s your preference). In Bangkok, it’s easy going. No-one
minds, no-one cares. It’s how they make a living. You pay your cash
and take your choice. It’s your decision.

Danni had a
word of warning before we dived into this world of sin and
satisfaction: “Keep your wallet safe.” she said.

“You bet,” I
agreed and tapped the zip-up pockets of my travelling jacket. Yes,
the evening was warm and sultry - but better to perspire at leisure
than to collapse in a muck-sweat over a missing wallet two bars
further down the lane.

Patpong was
noisy, brightly lit and very crowded. Above our heads, neon signs
in all the colours of the rainbow advertised every imaginable
product. Visa, Jina, 888 and Coca-Cola
were easy to understand – but those in Thai and Japanese could have
meant anything at all. I’ve no idea – they just looked bright and
cheerful.

“First, we’ll
check out the stalls,” Danni suggested and lead the way into the
mass of marketing humanity.

In Patpong,
there were five distinct types of trader. Mainly clothing stalls –
of which, there were as many as you wanted. These relied on the
pop-idol type of T-shirts – though at £2 for a David
Beckham, I wondered how much of the profit would ever reach his
bank account.

Then we had the
tourist trinkets: Buddhas, elephants, Indian gods – anything and
everything made from imitation gold, ebony and/or ivory. But at £2
each, they should have been safe to take through HM Customs. To be
fair, the tapestries of temple dancers, tuk-tuks racing through the
streets and elephants playing football were nice to look at, made
from the most radiant of silks – and modestly priced – would have
been highly-acceptable coming-home presents.

Next, the
weapons: cold-steel displays of all those mandatory knives, stars,
hatchets and the saw-toothed daggers that are essential to those
who practice Martial Arts – especially in films. It’s just that
when I see them lying side by side and waiting to be bought by
anyone for pennies, they don’t seem quite such fun.

After that, the
jewellery department! A little man in a West Ham football shirt was
selling watches. “Cartier!” he was calling. “Real Cartier –
diamonds – thousand baht!”

“He’s offering
for seven hundred,” I said and pointed back at another stall.

“He fake-fake,”
my man explained. “Mine real fake!” Then he went into heavy-selling
mode. “For you – special price,” he said. “Seven hundred.” So I
bought one – a real, genuine, imitation Cartier watch for a tenner!
That would please Sara.

And let’s not
overlook the food stalls. Charcoal stoves that grilled, boiled,
fried or just kept things warm. Tonight’s menu included (as it
usually did), chicken, duck, things on sticks, things with little
legs that looked like insects - and bowls of noodle soup.
Everything came fully prepared with lots of rice, of course - and
they had fruit of every shape, size and colour.

“Here – you
try!” A little woman in a flowery dress was offering me a slice of
water melon.

Someone else
wanted me to try a banana - and if you ever get a shot at real,
off-the-tree-no-waiting coconut milk, then make sure you get
your share. I’ve never tasted anything quite like it. Beats a
Bounty Bar into no-man’s land.

“Time for a
beer?” Danni asked.

“You bet,”
Selena agreed. “Come on, big boy – time to start your
education.”

Sounded hopeful
- but we’d hardly gone ten yards before two young girls in skimpy
kimonos stepped out of a doorway. From the flashing lights beyond
the curtain, it was probably a bar – with dancing?

“You wanna a
pussy-fart?” one asked in a passable mid-Atlantic accent.

Did I actually
hear what she said? “What’s she offering?” I asked.

“Nice old man
like you? No need to know!” Danni laughed. “You wouldn’t sleep for
weeks!” Then, to the kimono girls: “Maybe later,” and we pushed our
way through the curtain.

I found myself
this dark, square room that smelled of cheap perfume. Its only
lighting came from UV strobes. A raised catwalk ran through the
centre of the room and there were a couple of rows of tiered seats
on either side. Vertical bars from cat-floor to ceiling made it
look like a cage – and within the confines of that cage, a dozen or
more girls, dressed in white shirts and the briefest-possible
shorts, were gyrating slowly to the music. Now and then, a dancer
would go into a kind of a pole-dancing routine. Each of the girls
had a numbered disk attached to her wrist.

Danni chose our
front-row seats and signalled a waitress. “Three Singha,
please.”

We sat and
watched, sipped our beers – and watched some more. An older woman
with a pencil and a notepad seemed to be taking orders. Danni
explained: “These are bar girls.”

“Right,” I
agreed. All knowledge is useful.

“See that old
woman?” Selena explained. “She’s the mamasan - if you want
to speak to one of the girls, give her the number and she’ll
arrange it.”

“Just like
that?”

“Just like
that,” Selena smiled back. “Just watch,” and she waved at the old
woman. “My dad wants Number 17,” she said and pointed at me.

“Cheeky cat!” I
protested. “You know I have to be in bed by ten.”

“You will be,”
Danni replied. “She won’t keep you up all night.”

“Thirty seconds
would be an achievement,” Selena offered.

“If anybody
screams, it’ll me be.” I promised.

Apparently,
they could speak the European words that went with the business –
like trade jargon. By listening to the voices in the crowd, I
picked out German, Dutch and Swedish for starters. Last in line was
me, the English guy.

When the music
stopped, the girls came down from the catwalk and went to find the
punters who had booked them. Number 17 came down the line and stood
in front of me. “She looks OK - why her?” I asked. To be fair, they
all looked good – but Number 17 had something more.

“She comes
highly recommended,” Danni assured me.

Really? By the
Rough Boys Guide to Brothels? And just how far could I
afford to let this go? Number 17 was very attractive: tall and slim
with firm, round breasts and long black hair. One deep breath - and
as it tells me in my favourite self-teach golfing manual: close
your eyes and keep your rhythm. “You speak English?” I
asked.

“Manchester
United,” she replied.

Six connected
syllables – very promising! She was close, but not too close: not
yet. Her breasts were level with my eyes and I took a moment to
enjoy the UV strobes on dark brown nipples through the fabric of
her see-through shirt. Large and round, they were – like those the
enormous souvenir coins they used to issue every time Tony won a
vote in Parliament. I could hear them calling to me, absolutely
begging me to reach out and touch them. Would she charge me by the
erected inch or by the lingering caress?

“Chance it.”
Danni’s voice came through the ether from another planet.

My soul was
swimming in her deep brown eyes. Were we making contact? “You want
a drink?” It was a starting point. After all, as Ogden Nash had
told us all those years ago: Candy is dandy, but liquor is
quicker – so why not make it the opening bid?

Her reply was
short and very sweet. “You want fuck-fuck?” It was not so
in-your-face as it sounds. No, she was using a simple,
business-like approach as if offering a client a cup of coffee.

Where was all
the social foreplay? Back in Stirling, the standard rules of
getting-to-know-you can cost six Bacardi-Breezers and a thoroughly
wasted evening. But that’s the challenge: if one in ten says
yes, the next is only nine away. So I tried again. “Drink
first, fuck-fuck later?”

No 17 held up
five fingers: “Blow-job.” Then all ten: “Fuck-fuck.”

Beside me,
Danni was finding it hard to control her amusement. “She counts in
hundreds,” she said between her stifled giggles.

“So where do we
go from here?” I asked her.

“Out the back,
most likely!” Selena laughed. Then she placed her purse on the
table in clear view of everyone. “How much for all three?” she
asked and indicated that she and Danni wanted to join the
party.

From the look
on her face, the bar girl could hardly believe her luck - and I
truly believe she would have stripped off there and then. But Danni
stuck a 100 baht-note into the waistband of the skimpy shorts:
“Fuck-fuck someone else,” she told the girl. “You cost too
much.”

I paid for the
beers and we went back to the safety of the market.

*****

6Chao Phraya

*****

Next morning, I
was down for breakfast well before the ten o’clock deadline. Once
again, I hadn’t slept too well. I’d been worrying about an FA Cup
Tie that had involved Arsenal. To take my mind off the problem, I
had watched an episode of an Australian soap that covered the
adventures of a Harbour Rescue team. From time to time, gorgeous
girls were rescued from sinking boats by sun-bronzed officers call
Carl or Craig or Kevin – but the highlight of the story was a
high-speed boat chase along a magnificent coastline.

Once the last
of the stunningly gorgeous girls had been kissed back to life by
this incredibly good-looking young officer – with one sleeve torn
to the shoulder, of course - I changed over to a documentary on the
life of Dusty Springfield. But while Dusty was giving us Son of
a Preacher Man at storm force 10, my mobile went off. It was a
text message from Barbara: Mikki’s fine - sends his
love.

I replied:
Tks – all well - see you soon.

Nice one,
Barbara – you’ve earned yourself a pressie.

 


Next morning,
my first priority next morning was to hunt down the result of last
night’s FA Cup Tie. “Morning, Kodi – do you know who won?”

She was at her
desk, entering something terribly important into the hotel’s
computer. This morning, she was dressed in a good-to-look-at blouse
with butterfly buttons. I clapped my hands to see if they would fly
away.

She gave me a
sympathetic smile. “Good morning, Mr Billy – won what?”

Not now, little
angel, I had two like you at home. “Last night’s cup tie,” I said,
hoping that the result would be headline news in Thailand.

She gave me one
of her whatever-is-he-talking-about expressions. “You write
me down,” she said, handing me her notepad. “I ask.”

“Kodi, you’re a
sweetheart,” I said. On her pad, I wrote Sheffield/Arsenal –
score? and gave it back to her.

She read it
carefully. “This important?” she asked.

“It is to me.”
On the wall beside the PC screen, there was a picture of a child,
maybe two or three. It was dressed in pink. I pointed. “Lovely
little girl,” I said. “Is she yours?”

Kodi smiled
with amusement.” She my sister’s baby,” she said. “I no baby.”

“But I bet you
have a boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend?”
and she thought about the word for half a second. “No-no-no-no-no!”
She was quite insistent. “I had boyfriend for lot of years,”
she continued, “but not more.”

“Until the next
time...” I was winding her up.

“No-no-no - no
next time,” she protested. “I stay me!”

Before I could
push it further, Peter arrived. This morning’s wardrobe was a pink
shirt and dark grey trousers. As always, his jet-black hair had
been immaculately combed. “This is Kodi?” he asked, “the girl who
fancies you?”

Someone had
been talking out of turn. Time to change the subject. “I was asking
Kodi if she knew the score from last night’s FA Cup tie,” I
said.

“Nil-nil after
extra time – but Arsenal win on penalties,” Peter explained. “On
BBC World Service this morning.”

“Brilliant!” I
said, punching the air. Then turned to Kodi. “Write that down and
ask a maid to pin it on my pillow.”

“You like for
her to wait?”

On no, my love,
not you as well... Are they all sex mad? “Only if she’ll do my
washing.”

Kodi’s face lit
up. Washing was a word she knew. “You have laundry?” she
asked.

With one word,
Jack was free. “It’s in a 7-11 bag by the bed,” I told her.

Now we were in
business. “I see to it,” she promised.

 


After the
relative cool of the air-conditioned Reception area, the Bangkok
air was hot and humid and difficult to breathe - and the roar of
the traffic made it difficult to talk. But as the most beautiful
dark-skinned girls in the brightest possible clothing seemed to be
walking up and down our street, why complain?

“Danni and
Selena?” I asked.

“Gone to see
silver man,” Peter explained. “We meet them later.”

“Then I’m at
your mercy,” I agreed.

If Peter
understood, he didn’t comment. “You had breakfast?” he asked.

“Not yet,” I
told him.

“Then I take
you,” he said.

I followed:
along to the traffic lights - turn left - past the shop that made
leather belts – and down to the woman with her sewing machine. One
of these days, I would try this route for myself - and just keep
going to find out what waiting round the next corner.

“Come,” he
said, “we go see Jo-Jo,” and he lead me into the cool of her little
café.

Good-mornings,
handshakes, little bows were exchanged all round. We all seemed
very pleased to be meeting again so soon. Jo-Jo was in her usual
white and black – but this morning, I noticed that the legs of her
ski pants had been shortened. At least eighteen inches of
well-formed calf was on display. So what? His/her legs were none of
my concern.

“Coffee, please
– with toast and butter,” I ordered.

“Just coffee,”
said Peter – then leaned forward as if to speak in confidence. “It
is good with Kodi?” he wanted to know.

Never confess
and never apologise - or so the Army taught me. “Just making out,”
I said – but not in the American sense, you understand. With me,
making-out is the prelude to getting-friendly – which
is a very long way from closing-the-deal.

To me, this
business of closing-the-deal has been a life-long problem.
I’ve never been exactly certain how to time the all-important
shall-we question. In that Madison County film, Clint
Eastwood had it bouncing down the fairway, past the bunker and
right up to the fringes of the 18th green: “If you
want me to stop, you’d better tell me how,” he had whispered to
Meryl Streep. To beat him, she would have to fly her ball all the
way to the flag, stop it dead and sink the putt. No chance – and
the man in the poncho wins the hole. He had made look so
simple.

“I think she
likes you,” Peter was saying, jogging me back towards Kodi.

“Oh she’s nice
enough,” I conceded, “but I’m only here for a few more days.”

“So why waste
time?” Peter replied. “Next week will be too late.”
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