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[image: ]




A warm sunray touched Josh’s cheek. Within moments its work was done. Reaching up he rubbed his eyes before opening them.

Island sunlight slipped through bamboo walls, illuminating the beach hut’s floor with white dots. Josh looked over to a half emptied backpack. The clothes strewn around it shared a mottled collection of morning sunbeams. Soon the hut looked as if peppered with bullets. Josh’s body felt like it had.

On the hut’s single bed Josh sank back into its pillow. His eyes closed for a brief second even though he knew sleep would not come. He had to search for respite elsewhere. A glance to the floor beside gave no relief. The two water bottles found there were empty, their contents drunk and left discarded.

A combination of aching head, limb and dehydration caused a groan.

Resting his feet on white sheets kicked away during the night Josh looked up to a hut’s dark rafters. His hangover was too intense to wonder what fantastical insect creatures lived within those darkened recesses.

Flashbacks of the previous evening pierced through the heat and humidity. A remembered jaunt on the back of one of Koh Samui’s taxi bikes flitted in and out of recollections made. As did smiling barmaids, drinks, loud music and dancing.

There was no particular order to events recalled, just a soup of given moments within a night of laughter and drinking in foreign climes. There was however another fragment to forgotten times, vague recollections which held with them a more sinister tone.

There was an edge to memories now escaping him. An uncertainty which brought with it an unwanted anxiety.

For a second time Josh checked the two water bottles at his side. They were still devoid of wanted sustenance.

Laying back again he wondered if unclear remembrances were true. Only a hangover gave evidence of his nighttime activities. Josh reasoned that any inkling of supposed ominous goings on were of pure imagination.

Another stare up to a dark ceiling of supposed monsters gave rise to another attempt of sleep.

A loud knock on the hut’s door snapped Josh back from any wishes of slumber.

For a moment he considered if this was room service. His ideas were soon cast aside. A ten dollar a night beach hut in Koh Samui’s northeastern town of Bophut didn’t come with room service.

Josh’s present accommodation was a backpacker’s rite of passage. It was as much a tradition as attending a full moon party on Samui’s neighbouring island of Koh Phangan, or watching a show on one of Bangkok’s more slumberous back streets. Josh had done both. On each occasion he had never encountered any room service.

Another hard rap played across the hut’s flimsy door. The walls shook with every knock.

“You there?” A Thai voice called.

With great effort Josh stood. Reaching for his bed’s creased sheet he wrapped it around his waist and shuffled across the hut. Opening the door he squinted in a rush of sunlight. The woman before him lowered knuckles poised to knock again.

“You have to leave,” she said.

“But I’ve paid for another night,” Josh said. This was true. His plans were to stay at least another five days before moving on. To where he did not know.

“No, you leave now,” the woman repeated.

Before Josh could protest she leant to him and whispered.

“They come for you,” she told him. “They come to get you.”

In an instant forgotten memories resurfaced with frightening purity. The woman saw Josh’s realisations.

“Yes,” she smiled. “Now you remember. Quick you must go. Now.”

Blurred images of overthrown tables and the yells of others took focus as once elusive memories became clear.

An ache appeared across Josh’s side. His hand trailed across tender ribs as further recollections came.

An argument over a bar bill. An irate bar owner. The utmost wrath of scantily clad ladies once filled with enticement. A scuffle and furniture thrown.

Josh recalled jumping onto the back of a taxi bike and shouts of anger fading away as his ride raced into the night.

“They come for you. Leave now.”

The woman walked away. She didn’t want any trouble. Koh Samui was a small island. The last thing she needed was to be accused of harbouring a foreigner who could not hold his drink. She turned to Josh and spoke for a final time.

“A ferry leave in twenty minute. The one who hunt you arrive in fifteen.”

This was enough for Josh to get the message.

Closing the door behind him he began to pack, his hangover masked momentarily by the adrenalin pumping through him.
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Dawn light began to take dominance away from night. Sitting on steps found between carriages Josh stared out across over passing rice fields. Those lush green shoots became a blur as the train continued its path northwards.

With one hand steadying himself in fear of falling Josh greeted the rush of air produced by the train’s racing pace.

There was no way he would be allowed to sit here in his western homelands. It wouldn’t even have been an option. It was this freedom which had first surprised him on his arrival to South East Asia. That rules can be bent when an individual took responsibility for their own actions.

Staring down at bare feet resting on a bottom step, rail track stones equaled a rice field’s haze. Josh looked out onto central Thai countryside once again. In a few hours he would arrive in Chiang Mai, Thailand’s second largest city. Bangkok had not been far enough away for Josh. He had needed as much distance as possible from a Thai island escaped from.

Golden glittering rooftops caught his attention.

Any thoughts on his escape from Samui left as a temple’s solitary stance took prominence. Continuing to glisten in the day’s building light the temple’s red tiled rooftop and gold edging rose out of a rice field’s crop.

Josh had seen many temples on his trip so far. Not once had he become ‘templed out’. Still he had continued visiting them. In the three weeks since his arrival from the UK he had been in and out of temples with beachfront views and surrounded by palm trees.

As the temple of red and gold passed from view it was replaced by more rice soon to be reaped. Josh considered his fascination with temples encountered.

Before he could explore his thoughts his mind became distracted. Gone was any want to wonder of sacred places seen. In place came events which had brought him to travel through the night to Thailand’s northern city.

Josh had successfully beaten his twenty minute deadline, but only just. The ferry was ready with engines running as he had sprinted down Maenam Pier on Koh Samui’s northern most point. Soon he was surrounded by other western backpackers bound for the port of Surat Thani on the Thai mainland. Josh’s hopes lay in that he would be camouflaged by those of his own kind if an angry bar owner had reached the ferry before him.

His hopes proved true.

After a four hour ferry ride came a nine hour bus ride to Bangkok. A 9.30pm arrival into the capital saw to a hurried weave through Bangkok’s ever present rush hour traffic by taxi motorbike to Hua Lamphung train station.

It seemed the travel gods were on Josh’s side.

Buying the last sleeper ticket to Chiang Mai, Josh was safely in his bunk by the train’s 10:30pm departure.

Chiang Mai now lay just a morning away. By lunch time he would be at his new destination. One he hoped lacking any remembered barroom brawls and quick escapes.

Looking back onto passing fields an evolving dawn continued to brighten all it touched.

Another temple was passed by. As was another after that. The temples seen on Koh Samui were no different than here in Thailand’s more northern reaches.

Josh considered if his want to visit Chiang Mai had been fueled by knowing of its abundance of temples and shrines. For now he settled on his reason being to escape from troubles caused. Predicaments influenced by cheap alcohol and naive perceived notions of freedom.

Watching another temple pass by Josh realised he was just over a quarter of the way through his journey.

For a moment his thoughts filled with the one who had instigated his arrival to Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi Airport. Visioning the apartment they had once shared he thought of how she now shared it with another. He tried unsuccessfully to push such thoughts away.

Josh shook his head and looked out to fields beginning to lose dawn’s luster. He would like to think his leaving had been a mutual choice. A decision made between two adults. This had defiantly not been the case.

It was her place anyway, he tried to console himself to memories of finding his belongings in a black bag outside his former home’s front door. A door which had refused his key. At the time he couldn’t understand why she had changed the locks.

It all came apparent when arriving to his older sister and her husband’s spare room. There unpacking what little he possessed his sibling had told him a new love held the keys to his ex’s kingdom.

His sister’s sanctuary held a finite time. Although not spoken of, Josh was aware the novelty of being under the same roof as her younger brother again would soon wear off. A life decision had to be made. He was soon to be the wrong side of early thirties.

Work had been slow. The calls for a self-employed painter and decorator were seldom. It was always the way this time of year, when potential clients were more intent on holidays and so leaving their homes instead of decorating them.

From experience he knew work would pick up in a few months. Josh had no worries there. The question was how was he going to spend those few months?

A late night chat with an elder sister had initiated steps towards packing a bag and leaving for sunnier times for a full eight weeks. Bangkok had been his first destination. Josh had devoured the city’s delights from the get go.

Tiring of humidity enhanced hangovers sated only by fresh bouts of evening drinking he had travelled south eastwards by land and boat to the Thai island paradise of Koh Samui.

Now he was heading north, a full four hundred and sixty miles from the capital which had seen to his first taste of South East Asia.

Leaving passing scenery of rice crops and temples Josh returned to his bunk, where after twenty-six hours of continual travel his body succumbed to sleep once more.

The sound of thrashing rain accompanied Josh’s arrival at Chiang Mai train station. With his backpack slung over one shoulder he left its platform and called out to an awaiting Tuk Tuk.

With a smile its driver beckoned Josh to take a seat behind him.
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Chiang Mai’s rains returned at the same time on each of the next two days of Josh’s stay. Even though these outbursts had been brief, he was astounded how much water had fallen from the heavens on each occasion.

Josh’s first taste of South East Asian monsoons did not hamper his Chiang Mai explorations. From walking between a night market’s vibrant stalls selling all manner of goods to becoming lost within a city’s ancient walls, Josh settled into the ease of life around him.

In the evenings he would visit an old city’s southern walls and the food market which would appear there each night. Beside the moat encircling Chiang Mai’s ancient quarters he would sample dishes prepared within minutes before him.

With stir fried rice noodles, peanuts, scrambled eggs and bean sprouts giving a first taste of Pad Thai, Thailand’s northern dish of Som Tam provided new flavours in the guise of a fresh green papaya salad, garlic, tomatoes, lime juice and goong ‘shrimp’, all with an added smattering of chili peppers not meant for the faint hearted.

Khao-soy became Josh’s favourite, where soft egg noodles are covered with a yellow coconut curry topped by fried crispy noodles. Spicy, sweet and creamy, northern Thailand’s signature meal was readily eaten nightly.

A third night in Chiang Mai saw a return to old ways. Drink was consumed with vigour within the city’s central collection of bars. The following morning and most of the afternoon was lost to Josh. A mixture of sleep and hungover consciousness filled those missing hours. It would not be until early evening that Josh released himself from his hotel bed and attempted to walk the rest of his hangover away.

Staying within Chiang Mai’s Old City, Josh walked aimlessly along its quiet roads. Streets now roamed would be coated in darkness within an hours’ time. It was something Josh liked about South East Asia. The day always came to an abrupt end between 6pm and 6.30pm here. This helped Josh gain his bearings, to know where he was. He found comfort knowing the day was over and night now reigned.

He also looked forward to an approaching magic hour. An hour when Thailand glowed in rich golden sunlight before dusk and an inevitable night took hold.

Walking by tall white walls Josh reached large gates held wide open. A temple lay beyond those gates. Josh stepped forward into a leaf covered courtyard.

Two novice monks wrapped in orange robes laughed as they tried to sweep offending leaves up. Both stopped in their chore and stared over at Josh. His nod towards them initiated more giggles beneath newly shaved scalps before the novices returned to their work without care for their home’s new western guest.

The temple of Wat Chedi Luang did not entice Josh at first. Walking past its entrance of sweeping steps complete with Naga Dragon banisters he made for the ancient stupa standing tall behind white washed temple walls.

Josh came to a stop at the red crisscross brickwork pathway surrounding the stupa. The stupa’s three brick tiers were crowned by remnants of an ancient temple damaged by a centuries old earthquake. A set of grey stone steps marked a halfway point along the stupa’s southern side. Sculptured seven-headed Naga Dragons stood either side of the stairway leading up to an empty alcove. This was to be the case on the stupa’s subsequent west, north and east sides Josh was to walk.

Josh’s first footsteps along the stupa’s south side brought a calm unaccustomed to. The hangover which had accompanied him since waking began to fade on passing by a southern stairway of snarling dragons.

Reaching the stupa’s first corner Josh looked to three stone elephants holding stance from their second tier.

Looking out to the south the three elephants of tusk and trunk emerged halfway out of the wall. A fourth elephant straddled the stupa’s southwest corner. Taking that corner a fifth elephant stood alone looking down onto those walking its western side.

Josh passed by a teakwood shrine delicately carved with chiseled curls and flowing curves in a northern Thai Lanna style. A portly Buddha statue sat beside the shrine with a smile blessing all those who walked by.

Another corner was taken and Josh began to walk the stupa’s northern side. Tall trees of lush green leaf overlooked Chedi Luang’s stupa. Behind those trees were the temple’s monk quarters where bright orange robes hung on balconies stretching across the building.

Beneath one of the trees a stone table and bench held two occupants, a monk and a western girl. Above them a hand written sign read ‘Monk Chat’. Josh had heard of Chedi Luang’s offer to talk with its monks. This gave opportunity for a visitor to learn of Buddhist ways, with a monk gaining a free English lesson in return.

The monk nodded hello. Josh nodded back to the one of orange robe and shaved scalp. The girl he sat with greeted Josh with a broad smile. Her smile was returned. Guessing her to be the same age as he, Josh looked to the girl’s red hair and then to the pretty green eyes held wide above a continued smile.

Josh left the two and continued to walk a stupa’s northern side. He knew the signs. He knew what kind of smile he had received from the red headed stranger, and what would entail. No, this journey was a solo one. It was a journey for him to heal, away from any romantic connotations which may arise with a stranger met.

After walking the stupa’s eastern side Josh found himself back where he had started. Knowing it was seen as a good omen to circle a stupa three times in a clockwork direction Josh did so. Twice more he met with a redhead’s smile. Twice more he walked on alone.

His encircling complete Josh walked to Chedi Luang’s temple entrance. Discarding his footwear he climbed the stairs leading up to open temple doors. Stepping forward his footfalls met with cool teak wood flooring.

Warn red rugs lay dotted across the temple. Josh sat on one at the temple’s far left hand corner. With sunlight falling through tall open windows at his side he looked to the three tall golden Buddhas standing at the temple’s far wall. An overwhelming sense of calm and contentment came to Josh in those moments.

With warm sunrays flowing across him, Josh closed his eyes and fell into a peace never experienced before.
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Another sharp corner was rounded in what seemed a never ending accent of twists and turns.

Steering his hired scooter with ease Josh took each corner as it came. It felt good to be back in the open air.

Josh’s fourth day had been a washout with morning monsoon rains continuing into the afternoon and well into the night without abating. Having already wasted a day due to a self-inflicted hangover he wasn’t prepared to miss any more precious time.

The events of his visit to Chedi Luang had prompted his journey now to Chiang Mai’s hillside temple of Wat Phra That Doi Suthep. Josh’s hopes lay in finding calm there. The same sense of peace found sitting on Chedi Luang’s red warn temple rugs.

Another corner was successfully made and Josh opened up his scooter’s throttle on a rare straight now ridden.

His destination was close. Only a few more corners lay ahead before arriving at the temple of golden rooftops. Rooftops he had watched sparkling within distant hillside jungle forest from Chiang Mai’s Old City quarters. 

Slowing down to enjoy his ride between green trees to his left and sheer drops to his right, Josh’s thoughts maneuvered between a temple’s pull and to his brief encounter beside an ancient stupa’s northern face.
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