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He’s already got his crown on, but the beautician’s having trouble with his pants.

The crown is a hoop of black, white and gold rope. It sits on his ears like a giant quoit, his bonce poking up out of it, the sunburn prickling.

The beauty salon woman kneels in front of him with his pants in her hands. They look more like a tonne bag than a pair of trousers. She’s doing something to the crotch, widening the leg holes.

“Yai maak maak!”

Des has a feeling ‘yai’ means ‘fat’. He doesn’t mind. Twenty-one stone, you can’t argue with ‘yai’.

He feels like a prat, but, standing there in a brocade sash, a Yul Brynner tunic and his underpants. Calvin Kline, but still.

Oy’s insisted he wear the traditional Siamese wedding kit. She’s set her heart on a village ceremony. For some reason she won’t countenance the registry office.

He’s even supposed to carry a sword, a fucking scimitar in a filigree scabbard, but you got to draw the line somewhere.

He looks at his watch.

Seven a.m. and it’s already baking hot. Back in Romford it’ll be just after midnight, cold as fuck, Frank at the Albert drawing the curtains for a lock-in, letting the smokers in from Siberia.

Thailand’s going to take a bit of getting used to.

The beauty salon’s packed. Oy’s family. The market women. A pair of lady boys leafing through fashion magazines. The lottery ticket vendor. Everyone gawking at him and Oy getting dressed. Oy jacked up in a barber’s chair, him standing there in his Y-fronts.

“Yai gern bpai!”

Pin ups flutter round the walls in the hot breeze from the fan. Thai honeys modelling skin whitening cream. Pop singers and kick boxers. A young David Beckham giving his all for Gillette.

“Yai gern bpai kaang raeng maak maak!”

A smell of barbecued chilli slips in through the bead curtain and rubs itself against a cloud of hairspray.

The thing is, back at the house, he’s got a genuine Armani suit he scored off a geezer in the Prince Albert, Romford, just ninety sobs for a set of two thousand pound threads, only needed letting out. In his Armani he’s ‘Big Des’, not ‘Fat Des’, but Oy’s veto-d the suit too, on top of the registry office. Oy wants to go the whole hog. She reckons a traditional Thai wedding is more ‘twin two gether’ than doing things legal.

He’s got nothing against ‘twin two gether’, he’s never been a great believer in legality himself, except there’s a difference between a scam and the end of the world, between illegit and suicidal.

Seven a.m. and he’s already shitting himself, Tony not being here, Tony not turning up yet with the cash from the truck. Forty-five grand’s worth of six-axle forty-tonne DAF X3, not even a year old, his only remaining asset on God’s green earth, he’s fucked if he’s handing over twenty-two percent to the VAT man when it’s all he’s got left to see him through except handing over twenty-two percent’s not as bad as losing everything. He should never have let Tony talk him into selling the truck on the shadow economy, to Fat Phil of all people, and bring the money over in cash, sterling, the exchange rate being so bad at the moment. Thirty-nine thousand pounds sterling, it’s better than a kick in the slats, it’s just that he could have got forty-five if he hadn’t kept putting off and putting off selling the truck, that’s what you get for becoming emotionally attached to forty tons of Dutch automative engineering. Tony aint gonna let him down. Tony’ll be here alright. He’s just taking his freaking time. He can’t have got held up at Suvarnabhumi. If customs nabbed him he would have heard by now. The limit for bringing cash into the country’s ten grand, not thirty-nine, but Tony’ll be alright. Tony’s so loud, he stands out in a queue so much larger than life, his Union Jack board-shorts, his Louis Vuitton bumbag so clearly repro, customs always mistake him for a potless sex tourist more than a money-launderer.

For a moment he almost wishes he was back in the Albert.

Five past seven in the morning in Thailand—it’ll still be Saturday night in Romford. Five past midnight in the Prince Albert, doors bolted, curtains drawn, the karaoke turned up loud, a Saturday night lock-in approaching lift-off. Giggsy. Leroi. Brookside Steve. Tony. Everyone speaking English. Well. Giggsy’s a jock, but he manages to make himself understood. Brookside Steve, up on the pool table, doing his Michael Bublé impression. Tony ballooned, talking bullshit as usual. Leroi complaining about the unions. They’re a great crowd of blokes. It’s a pity none of the fuckers are here this morning to see him get married. They all had invites. Particularly Tony. Tony should be here by now. When you’ve got a best mate like Tony, who needs enemies?

“Mai dii! Mai dii!Mai DI-IIIIIII!”

It’s Oy. She’s screaming at the girl stenciling her nails. The girl looks scared.

“MAI DI-IIIIIIIIIIIIII!”

Mai dii must mean 'crap'. One of her stencils has come out crooked. Oy looks like she wants to claw the girl’s eyes out, but her nails are still wet.

Des grins up at the Manchester United poser. The Best A Man Can Get? Mate, you aint never seen Oy.

Five foot nothing of Thai angel in a red and gold off the shoulder sheath. Six foot two if you count her bouffant hair-do and the high heels waiting at the door. Oy’s worth being a prat for. She makes being let down by your mates A okay.

She’s got a block of green polystyrene, like they put in vases to hold the flowers up, pinned to the top of her head. A girl is combing her long black hair up over the polystyrene and tucking it in at the top. Oy’s hair is so thick and shiny you wouldn’t’ve thought it needs bulking out but Oy takes everything to the limit. The beautician’s pinning a curtain of gold leaves and gold beads into the top of her bouffant, the leaves tinkling all the way down her neck, the beads running round on her bare shoulder like kiddies running wild on a silky beach.

The card in the telephone kiosk in Romford Road where he first saw her called Oy a ‘Thai Angel’. That telephone box never said a truer word.

“MAI DI-III!! MAI DI-III!”

She seems a bit wound up. Not just her nails. Everything. Like getting married is getting on top of her. You would have thought the things she’s seen— Bangkok to Hong Kong, Hong Kong to Romford Sauna— getting hitched would be a doddle. Not that you can blame her getting wound up. You only get married once, especially a full-on traditional Thai shebang and as full-on traditional Thai shebangs go Oy’s organised a beauty. There’s three hundred people already eating and drinking back at the house, friends of Oy’s, family members from Pattaya and Ko Samui plus all the local village people. The neighbour’s yard’s been turned into an out-door kitchen. They’ve borrowed a load of tables and chairs from the temple, a feast with complementary bottle of 245, the local whiskey, laid on at every table. A VIP tent for the village dignitaries. Enough pork and fish to feed the five thousand. A truckload of Singha. And a karaoke to rival the John Peel stage at Glastonbury. Everything she does, Oy takes it to the limit. It’s why he’s got eighty quid left till Tony turns up with the cash.

There’s a smell of acetone. Three women are gathered around Oy’s ring finger. The stencil’s a white palm tree on a red background. They’re discussing how to get the palm tree straight.

“Mai di-iii! Mai di-iii!”

It’s no wonder really Oy’s a bit uptight. Him not speaking Thai, she had to organise the whole shindig by herself. All he had to do was pay for it. It’s no wonder she’s tense. She’s only twenty six. It’s her first shot at marriage. She has no previous experience, not like he’s had. He’s already been through the horror of getting married to Jan to stand him in good stead. Twenty years ago, almost to the day, but your major fuck-ups stay with you. It was Tony helped get that marriage off to a bad start too. The cunt should have turned up by now.

A burst of Thai rap music. ‘Gangsta’s Paradise’, more glockenspiel than Glock. Thai rappers, man, they’re so frigging nice.

It’s Oy’s phone. Her mobiles vibrating around amongst the jars of cream and cotton wool.

She picks up.

“... Mii kwaam sook... sook ah paap khaang raeng... jao... jao...”

She jabbers nineteen to the dozen and thrusts the phone in his face.

“Is Gigi, honey. Hong Kong. Say happy happy!”

She’s had calls this morning from Tokyo, Dubai, Sweden. Oy has mates working in all five continents. She could set up an international call girl agency the friends she’s got scattered around the globe.

“Say hello Gigi, honey.”

The phone gets jammed in his face with an accompanying rush off her nail polish.

He experiences a sudden reluctance to take the thing. He doesn’t want to talk to Gigi. He feels bad. Even holding the freaking thing gives him a bad feeling, not guilt exactly, just this ominous sense that opening your wife-to-be’s phone on the eve of your wedding, while she was in the shower last night, already damns you to something worse than retribution, even if there’s nothing damning on her voicemail, especially if there’s nothing damning on her voicemail. He says:

“Hello, Gigi.”

Some bird rabbiting away in Kowloon.

“Thank you. Thank you very much, Gigi.”

Gigi speaks even less English than Oy.

“Yes. Happy happy.”

Oy’s phone has a diamanté-studded case. The phone cost five hundred quid, but it looks like something you’d give a toddler for Christmas. He felt bad last night, taking the opportunity while she was in the shower to go through her voicemail. He shouldn't have done it. Checking your bride's messages the night before your wedding is unlucky. It’s not just unlucky, it’s wrong. It could have got things off to a bad start. He trusts Oy. He trusts Oy one hundred percent. He doesn’t need to listen to her voice messages. Fuck knows why he did it. He knows why he did it.

Lucky. Lucky, the Turk. Turkish Lucky, boss of Romford Sauna. The Romford Sauna, where he met Oy. He’s not jealous of Turkish Lucky, you can’t be rationally jealous of a psychopathic sauna owner, especially when you don’t even know them, haven’t even met them, but you can still worry. There’s nothing between Oy and Turkish Lucky. Oy’s friends all worked at Romford Sauna at some stage or other, not just Oy, which means they all slept with Lucky, knowing what sauna bosses are like. He’s not about to start worrying whether Oy ever slept with Lucky or not now. That way leads to madness. He’s not even going to blame Lucky personally for fucking his staff. If he ran a sauna he’d probably do the same. It’s not even a problem if Oy and Lucky had a scene together, not just right-of-the-first-night and all that Medieval stuff, what you’d actually call a relationship. Women are allowed to fancy psychopaths if they want to. Not much is known about Lucky—he’s never even seen the geezer— Lucky may well have a perfectly charming personality and the stories about beatings and rape and girls being forced to have unprotected sex with dodgy punters might be a bit one-sided. It’s one of the downsides of drinking at the Albert, a lot of your mates are Sauna customers too. If Oy had a scene with Lucky, more than just your sauna boss’s prerogative with a pretty woman, that’s all finished now. Oy’s honest that way. She needs money... she makes you happy.... you happily give her money. Oy’s not the business type, especially business with a toe-rag like Lucky, beats a woman if she doesn’t want to do it bareback with some guy’s prepared to pay top dollar to give her HIV. Oy’s had her test. She’s okay. She passed her straight-as-a-die test too, that time in Brighton. Her ‘twin-together’ examination. No man likes to feel he appeals to a bird who fancies psychos but when it comes to having a big heart Oy’s A okay. He should never have listened to her messages. There were a few English speakers on her voicemail, all of them blokes, ex punters licking their wounds, Bertrand, Hank, Raji, but no Lucky, thank Christ. No messages from Lucky, the Turk. He still felt bad, but, dipping into her phone.

“Lo-ooor!”

The beautician puts the last stitch in his trouser gussets and snips the thread with her teeth. She holds out the pants for him to step into. A tonne bag with dragons embroidered on the legs.

“Lor maak maak.”

Oy smiles in the mirror.

“Nung Yao say you handsome man, honey.”

Nung Yao’s taking the piss.

The pants don’t actually have what you’d call legs. They’re more a bulk bag with two holes in the bottom. It’s like stepping into an open parachute. Once you’ve got your legs through the holes the pants get wrapped around you royal Thai style. He grins at Oy in the mirror.

“At least I won’t split the fuckers.”

Oy nods.

“Dunk! Bangkok!”

He points.

“Me trousers!”

“Chai,” says Oy. “Bangkok. Dunk.”

Oy doesn’t know ‘trousers’. She doesn’t know ‘at least’. She doesn’t know ‘split’. She must’ve thought he said ‘hit’. The only word she’ll have been sure of was ‘fucker’. She knows ‘fucker’. It’s an affectionate term for Tony. ‘Dunk’s’ ‘drunk’... she’s saying Tony isn’t here because he’s in Bangkok drunk in a bar somewhere and he wants to clump him for being late.

“Dunk. Bangkok. Pob pom wit girl.”

Cold sweat prickles his chest.

She’s probably right.

Oy only knows thirty words of English. Thirty monosyllables, and she’s put it in a nutshell. Tony’s drunk in Bangkok with a girl with thirty nine thousand pounds of his money, all his money, in his bum bag.

Oy smiles at him in the mirror.

“Dunk Bangkok. No come.”

He’s glad he never told her about Tony bringing the money over. Thirty nine grand. It’s all he has left.

“Nah. Tony’ll make it.”

Him and Tony go way back. A hundred percent, Tony’s gonna make it. Tony wouldn’t let him down. Not today. He’d trust Tony with his life. Thirty nine grand isn’t a lot to set up a new life in a new country with, especially with the exchange rate tanking. What Tony said is right. An eight grand hit for VAT could have meant the difference between opening a business here in Mae Suai or going down the gurgler. There’s always been a bond of trust between him and Tony, from the time they met, on a beach in Brittany, Tony put his life in his hands that day, and lived to tell the story. Now he’s put his life in Tony’s hands. It’s what mates are for.

Sinuous fingers are digging under his beer gut. It’s Nung Yao. She’s fastening the drawstrings round his waist. The two strings only just meet at the front.

“Lor maak maak.”

‘Handsome’? She’s having a laugh.

“SAM—OO—AI!”

An arc of filigree-d tin slashes the bead curtain open from top to bottom. A scabbard clatters against a basin. A small brown body shoots between the fridge and the fan.

“BLOOOOS LEEEEE!”

There’s a flash of silver. Everyone ducks.

A wiry six-year-old with mud on his best shorts and big bright eyes leaps into the salon, swiping at baddies with Des’s sword.

The crowd jumps on him.

“Mai daai! Mai daai!”

Half a dozen people wrestle the nipper to the floor, try to get the sword away from him. A woman clips him round the ear. Someone offers him a bar of chocolate.

“Mai daai! Mai daai!”

The nipper—it’s Oy’s son, Gai—surrenders the scimitar with a big cheeky grin.

He’s a tough little kid, son of an ex customer of Oy’s she shacked up with for a while in Bangkok, a Middle Eastern bloke— Gai’s almond Chiang Rai almond eyes flash Mediterranean mischief.

The nipper tears the chocolate open, smears it round his face and starts whinging. He’s over-tired. He needs a kip. He was up watching the all-night cooking and attending the pre-nuptial karaoke.

The chocolate melts in his fist. He’s getting it all over his clothes.

Oy’s Mum belts him. He starts crying.

Geng cuddles him. Thais, man. They’ve never heard of parenting.

Gai slithers out of Geng’s arms. He wants his mother. He dashes over to Oy’s chair. He’s emotional. He wants to cuddle his mother. She’s getting married to someone from overseas who isn’t his real Dad. He clambers up the arm of the chair, and nearly mullahs her bouffant.

Oy shrieks and has a swipe at him would have taken his head off if she’d connected.

Gai starts crying even worse.

“Oi! Gai!”

The big dark wet eyes look up at him.

He pumps his fist at the ceiling.

“Ars... en...aaal... up you Gooners...!”

Gai stops crying. He has beautiful eyes shine. They’re still full of tears, but now the tears have a wicked glint.

A chocolate-y fist punches the air.

“Sel...see!”

The little bastard’s a Blues supporter!

Gai slides down and runs over and grins up at him defiantly and chants:

“... There onlee one... Mesut Ozil...!”

“Oi! None of that!” He pumps his fist and chants: “There’s only one... Franky Lampard...”

Gai rocks with laughter.

“... Nor... nor...there onlee one... Mesut Ozil...”

“Oi! Behave yourself!”

The nipper’s wetting himself.

“... With he bag of sweet... and he cheekee little smile...”

“... Frank Lampard is a...!”

“... Nor... nor... nor... Mesut Ozil is fuck ing... pee dee file...”

He shouldn’t have really taught him that word but it just goes to show what a load of crap genes are. Him and Gai clicked from the first moment they met, just a month ago, him a ‘farang’, can’t speak a word of Thai, and Gai some ex-customer’s nipper, never even heard the name ‘Des’, and they get on like a house on fire— and there’s Adrian, his son, his own flesh and blood, he bought the new Arsenal kit for every season, shorts and shirt, took him to all the home games from the age of four, bought him a season ticket for his twenty first... and where did Adrian's season ticket go? Straight up his fucking nose! He sent Adrian an invite for today too, the airline ticket tucked inside the invitation card, return fare to Chiang Rai to see his Dad get married. Is Adrian here this morning? Is he fuck!

At least his father took the trouble to offer some explanation as to why he’s not here today:

‘I’m not flying seven thousand miles to give you away to a brasser, Desmond.’

It’s not a question of being given away. He’s perfectly capable of giving himself away. You'd think your old man would be happy to see his son finally set up, after twenty years of grief, especially with a woman as beautiful as Oy. Dad’s always had an eye for the women. Walter ‘Whale Boy’ Burns, ex Welterweight Champion of Great Britain, Romford’s answer to Romeo, has no right to talk about brassers. His ticket is no doubt shining on the ring finger of one of the kitchen staff in his care home at this very minute. ‘I never thought a son of mine would have to pay for it.’

It shouldn’t hurt, not when your father’s the broken down wreck of a bastard of a human being. It doesn’t hurt. You pay for everything you get in this life.

At least Sharon won’t’ve sold her ticket. He might get his money back on that one. His daughter isn’t here this morning either, but Sharon would never have cashed in her airfare in a million years. She’s too untogether, for a start. Sharon can hardly keep herself clean or remember to eat, let alone cash in an airline ticket. She’s always lacked confidence. The only one in the family with brains, and Sharon's never believed in herself. Wins a scholarship to Oxford, to study cognitive psychology— he got this bad feeling in his stomach the minute she told him she’d chosen psychology. God knows what cognitive’s got to do with anything— and fucking Oxford’s finished her off. It’s the only real reason he feels uneasy about being here today at all and not back in England. He’s the one Sharon always turns to when she has problems, and her bastard lecturer, Hilaire Parker, Doctor Hilaire Parker, is the biggest problem Sharon’s ever had.

“Sel-see! Sel...” Gai’s laughing so much he can hardly get the words out. "... See!”

He punches his fist at the ceiling.

“Up you Gooners!”

Gai goes for him, fists flying, a proper Shed boy.

“Smack him bum!” cries Oy. “Des! Control your son!”

It creases him up, that ‘your son’ does. Gai’s been ‘your son’ from the first night he took her out to dinner in London. She must have sensed then that he’d make a good father, against all the odds, and that he and Gai would get on. It was as if, buying her a Chinese in Bethnal Green Road he’d fathered a six-year-old in Mae Suai before the bill arrived. He doesn’t mind. It’s not a problem. In a way, Oy’s right. Him and Gai click. They’ve got on real good, from the moment they met. Sometimes he’s the only one who can handle the bolshie nipper. The scientists reckon it’s all down to genes. It isn’t. Gai needs a Dad, and he's chosen him. It’s cool, even if the little bastard is a Blues supporter.

“Stop him mouth, Des. Give one hundred!”

“Eh?”

“Give one hundred!”

“One hundred what?”

“Baht. Go buy ice cream. Stop him naughty.”

He experiences a prickle of panic. He’s got about four thousand baht in cash left, in the pocket of his jeans lying on the bench with his shirt and baseball cap, and nothing in the bank. He still hasn’t got the hang of the exchange rate. Four thousand baht, that’s about... eighty quid. He can afford an ice cream.

He picks up his jeans out of the pile of clothes on the chair, and roots around in the left front pocket.

Keys. A roll of damp banknotes. A few coins, not even a pound’s worth. A gold bracelet to give to Oy during the ceremony. His mobile. Mum’s wedding ring.

He pulls out his wedge.

A couple of autumn brown thousand baht notes. A lot of reddish hundreds and blue fifties. Even more green twenties, regal green, worth under fifty p. Three and a half thousand baht if he’s lucky. It’s all he has till Tony gets here.

Dunk. Bangkok. No coming.

His perspiration turns chilly in the breeze from the fan.

Pob pom wit girl.

She’s right. Sex. It’s always been Tony’s Achilles heel. Well. Tony’s got loads of Achilles heels but birds are the big one. Tony’s sparko in a hotel room in Sukhumvit, a Thai honey slipping back into her hot pants, taking a quick look in the Louis Vuitton bum bag on the bedside table.

“Here you go, mate.”

He peels off a hundred baht note and gives it to Gai. A hundred baht— just under two quid. It seems a lot for an ice cream.

Worrying only makes things worse, but he has a second root round in his jeans’ left front pocket.

Mum’s wedding ring is so light it could easily have fallen out of his pocket and got lost in all the shiny black hair on the floor.

Mum’s ring!

He hauls out the contents of his pocket.

It’s gone!

His mother’s wedding ring!

He stares down at tiles and the tides of shorn locks. Mum’s ring’s so light he didn’t even hear it drop out onto the floor! He’s lost his mother’s wedding ring!

He empties his other pocket. Keys. Wedge. His phone. Coins. Oy’s bracelet that he’s supposed to give to her some time during the ceremony.

Oy’s freaking bracelet!

It sits in the palm of his hand, big and weighty and flashy. You drop that thing on the floor you’d hear the clatter in London. You couldn’t miss Oy’s even bracelet in an ocean of hair. Fifteen-hundred quid’s worth of Thai gold, all fretwork and baubles, thick as your finger and...

Phew!

... Mum’s ring, snagged on the bracelet’s showy hook.

He frees the skimpy marriage band and squeezes it between his fingertips—the difference says it all— Oy’s mega bracelt and the frail nine carat ring Mum wore through thick and thin while Dad was blowing all their money on tarts, the gold pale and starved looking, almost weightless, like Mum herself looked towards the end when the gin got hold of her. One thing’s for sure— Mum would have been here today to see him get hitched if his bastard father hadn’t put her in an early grave. Wild horses wouldn't have stopped Mum from being here this morning.

He slips the wedding band onto his key-ring. He’s not letting it out of his sight till he gives it to Oy tonight.

It doesn’t feel right, the frail little ring grinding around with all his keys, but the pockets of his tonne bag are shallow and there’s some thieving bastards in Thailand. At least Mum’s ring’ll be safe till he gives it to Oy during the ceremony, whenever that is. He’s still not even exactly sure what the order of play is. Maybe Buddhists don’t exchange rings. Oy hasn’t bought one for him. It doesn’t matter, but. He’ll find a moment amidst the kowtowing and hullabaloo, a moment that feels right, and give her Mum’s ring, show Mum she’s marrying a real man this time.

Worrying only makes things worse, but it’s time to take the bull by the horns. If Tony doesn’t get here in the next few hours he’s fucked. If Tony’s in Bangkok with a bird he’s fucked already.

He takes his phone out. Tony’s number’s stacked up in his call register about twenty five times, the menu of no answers he’s been trying all morning.

“Who you phone?”

She’s onto him in a flash. The beautician doing her eyes nearly graffitis her cheekbone.

“Tony. He said he’d ring when he got to Bangkok.”

The girl’s trying to apply blue eyeshadow but it’s hard with Oy’s eyes following his every movement like a hawk. 

“Tony dunk.”

“Yeah. Okay. Maybe, but.

'... ah... oh... yes... oh, yes... yes...please, yes...'

Tony’s ringtone’s a bird having an orgasm, getting wilder the longer you hang on. It’s funny the first time he hear it.

‘... oh, yes... yes... OH... ARGHH... OH YE-EEEEEEES...’

The bird switches to voicemail.

‘... You've reached Tony Obertelli’s mailbox. Sorry. Tony’s busy at the moment. Please leave a message after the tone...’

“WHERE THE FUCK ARE YOU, TONY?”

“Tony no answer?”

She can hear something’s up. He should have told her about Tony selling the truck. He ought to have mentioned that Tony was bringing the money over.

Des finds Phil’s number in his contacts. Fat Phil might know what’s happened to Tony. Tony sold the truck to Phil.

“Who you ring?”

Oy’s winking at him! No she’s not. She’s got one eye closed for the beautician to work on her eyelid but the other eye’s looking straight at him.

“Phil. Phil might know where Tony is.”

“You think?”

She changes eyes.

Phil would've seen Tony the night before Tony flew, when he gave Tony the cash. Phil, with his credit problems, had trouble scraping together the thirty nine grand. It was a last minute hand over. There’s a chance Tony might have mentioned to Phil whether he was flying straight up to Chiang Rai or spending a night in Bangkok.

“Why Phil know ‘bout Tony?”

Oy gets paranoid easily, but this morning she seems even quicker on the trigger than usual.

He should have mentioned that he's lost the house. He ought to have told her that the truck was all he had left. A forty tonne, six axle DAF X3, less than a year old.  Even second hand, and no VAT certificate, the truck was worth forty five thousand pounds even if Phil could only manage thirty nine. Thirty nine grand is still a lot of money.

“England be middle night. Phil be sleep.”

She’s right. Des looks at his watch. It’s one in the morning in Harold Hill. It’s a bit late to be ringing Phil’s house. Phil’s missus has bad legs. She goes to bed early. Phil’s boy is fifteen, but Phil’s strict about Richard getting his kip for football. Phil’s pretty sure to be asleep himself if he’s just done a long haul in his new truck.

“Is late. Phil be sleeping.”

“Look! I'm ringin' Phil! Is that alright with you?”

“I just say.”

Jesus Christ Almighty.

“I've talked to Gigi in Hong Kong. Lulu in Amsterdam. Wendy in fucking Dubai. I wanta speak to Phil!”

“Okay. Keep hair in.”

He hasn’t got any hair. She doesn’t understand. It’s the first time in twenty two years he hasn’t owned a truck. It’s a bit like having one of your legs cut off. You forget about it for a while, then it suddenly hits you when you try to walk. A forty tonne, six axle DAF X3, the greatest truck ever built. Three days, London to Athens, and it’s like never leaving home. BIG DES across the top of the windscreen. His Arsenal pennant hanging from the mirror. Tony wanted to weld the old joke number plate from the Ford on the front, but the DAF was too beautiful a truck for immature shit like that.

“England be middle night. Fat Phil be sleep.”

He ignores her and presses DIAL.

It’s a mistake, getting too attached to a truck. If he’d sold the DAF at auction, with all the proper paperwork, three months ago when they first decided to come and live in Thailand, he could have got forty five grand for it, easy, but he kept putting off selling it and putting off selling it, unable to let go. The auctioneers were threatening to charge him VAT on account of the dodgy certificate, plus their percentage, but it was sentiment pure and simple, the unwillingness to let go, that made him listen to Tony’s idea about selling the DAF to Fat Phil for cash and bringing the cash over and waiting till Britain was out of the EU and the exchange rate goes back up. The exchange rate dropped ten baht to the pound after the referendum. Des is all for an independent Britain. He voted leave. But Tony’s right. Ten baht to the pound is nearly nine grand in English money he’d have been losing. Tony was right, but it was still sentiment, not Tony, that held him back this last month—Oy ordering stuff for the wedding, the two of them making plans for the future, import the Bantam through Burma, open a pub in the village, a proper Romford boozer, the Bantam on tap, that the tourists in the tour coaches would go for, as well as the Thais—unable to bite the bullet and put the DAF up for auction, putting it off and putting it off, not because of the VAT but because he loved that fucking truck, man, putting off the auctioneers till it was way too late, just a couple of days before they flew, and he had to leave Tony in charge of flogging the truck to Fat Phil for readies.

“Hello?”

It’s a man’s voice. Not Phil. Phil’s brother, the one who talks posh, well after midnight in Harold Hill.

“Is Phil there?” says Des. “It's Des. Des Burns.”

It isn’t Phil’s fault, or Tony’s, he sold the truck too cheap. It’s his. Letting emotion get in the way of practical decision-making. Phil could only afford thirty nine in cash, and Tony was right about the sales tax and import duty. Des can’t help wondering but, whether, when Phil has the BIG DES taken off the windscreen, he’ll replace it with FAT PHIL, or stay with something sensible. It’s hard knowing there’ll a Tottenham pennant hanging from the mirror.

The man on the other end of the line hasn’t said anything.

“It’s Des. Big Des. Sorry to call so late. I was just wondering. Is Phil awake?”

“Phil’s dead, Des.”

“Eh?”

“We’ve just brought him home from the hospital. Maureen didn’t like the thought...” The brother’s voice breaks up. “... Of Phil lying there on his tod at the funeral parlour...”

He mustn’t’ve got the hang of the brakes. The DAF— that’s been so good to Des, all those long hauls to Athens— it’s killed Fat Phil, first trip.

“I’m...”

“Who’d want to kill Phil, Des? Phil never hurt nobody!”

“Kill?”

“Who kill?”

Oy’s eyes are wide open, both of them. The salon’s dead silent.

“Nothing,” says Des. “No one.”

Phil’s brother, a grown man, is struggling not to weep.

“Three of 'em. Gave Phil a shoeing, Des. Bloke tried to help him n they gave him a kicking too.”

“Jesus.”

“Gave Phil a shoeing n torched the truck.”

“The truck?”

“Phil was dead before the ambulance even got there.”

“Jesus Christ... I’m...” Fat Phil never hurt nobody. He didn't have any enemies. The man was a diamond. Everybody liked Phil, even with him being a Spurs supporter. “They torched the truck?”

“Truck's a write off. Phil never even had time to insure it.”

It doesn't make sense. A DAF X3. Even if they'd just stolen it. Only a maniac would torch a beautiful truck like the DAF, just a year old.

“Police are looking for Tony,” says Phil's brother. “Do you know where he is?”

“No,” says Des. “No, I don't.”

The fan blows hot ice at his face. Freezing gusts prickle his sunburn.

Tony. His mate. The best mate a man could hope to have. If these psychos, who killed Phil, got to Tony before he flew...

“Jesus. I’m sorry, mate. Give Maureen my...”

He feels terrible, worrying about money when Phil’s dead... it’s horrible he was even thinking bad things about Tony... when Tony might be dead too... and he’s skint...

“Who kill?”

The lady boys have stopped leafing. Oy’s mother has stopped fussing. Even Gai is quiet.

“NOTHING! Look. Give Maureen my best wishes, mate. I’m.”

“Yeah. I will, Des. You take care. Thanks for ringin’.”

The line goes dead.

“Who die?”

“Phil. Guy Tony sold the truck to.”

“Why Tony selling truck?”

“Nothing. I don’t want to talk about it.”

It’s only money. Money’s not important. You can’t worry about money when a mate’s just been. It doesn’t bear thinking about. Tony too? Kicked to death for being his mate, his best mate? For trying to help him out with money? Dead before the ambulance even got there? And all he can worry about is his money’s gone? Eighty quid left, and that’s it? They burned his truck? Phil dead for buying it? He’s stupid. So freaking stupid! What the fuck will they have done to Tony, carrying all that money? And all he can worry about is what he’s going to tell Oy? He can work. He can still drive a truck. It isn’t the end of the world. He should have told Oy about selling the truck but as long as there’s money to be spent Oy doesn’t worry where it comes from. The draw-string pinches his beer gut. Nung Yao’s knotted it too tight. It isn’t a beer gut. It’s a hundredweight of some terrible sickness feeling dragging him under.

“Why Tony selling truck?” 

Women! Don’t want to know while everything’s sailing along sweet. One hint of catastrophe and it’s blood in the water, a fucking feeding frenzy, all the juicy details. He can feel her already wondering— Bernard, Hank, Ranji, so much helpless longing in their congratulatory messages, that yearning in their voices, desperate to look after her, love her, give her a good life and she chose him? Twenty-one stone, bald as a badger and eighty quid to see him to see him through. The hottest woman God ever made, or Buddha, and she chose a friendless, family-less out of work truck driver with eighty quid to his name? He’s ill. His head doesn’t feel right. The weight’s taking him under. At least with the thirty nine grand he could have strung things out for a year or so, done something, opened a pub, now she’s going to see the man he is full and all at once, on her wedding day, in her sheath and sash and gold leaved bouffant, more beautiful than any Thai princess of legend. Bernard, Hank, Ranji, the others, any one of them could give her a better life and there’s three hundred people back at the house waiting to see her get hitched to him? In his crown and dragon pants? All she wants is to be looked after and there’s a thousand guys, a million, can see her alright better than him. Bernard, Hank, Ranji, Sammy! Sammy’s voicemail was the worst of the lot. Who sings to a woman on her phone the night before she gets hitched? That song in particular? His favourite song. ‘The First Cut Is The Deepest.’ ‘Your Sammy’, the caller called himself. Not Rod Stewart. Not Cat Stephens. ‘Your Sammy.’ Sammy would have given Oy all of his heart except someone has torn it apart. Sammy sounded like a fruitcake. He left it no doubt who the ‘someone’ who’s torn his heart apart is. But if Oy wants, he’ll try to love again’. Again? Twelve hours before she gets married? It was a long voice message. Sammy sang the song right through. It felt like hours, worrying Oy was going to come out of the shower and her how Sammy still wants Oy by his side, to help him dry the tears that he’s cried. A complete fucking rendition. She’s getting hitched in the morning, but if she wants, Sammy’ll try to love again. ‘The First Cut Is The Deepest’, one of his all-time favourite songs, just not the way Sammy sang it.

Her eyes are finished. Liner, shadow, mascara, liquid brown depths, Asia’s answer to Bambi.

“Don’t must sad, honey.”

He guesses she’s right. Don’t must sad.

The manageress jacks the barber’s chair down, and Oy steps out, the finished product.

“Marry two day. Must happy happy.”

She gets the balance of her bouffant right. Gold leaves cascade from the shiny black hair-do and tinkle round her ears, graze her bare shoulders, little gold beads running around on a shoulder-blade like them seaside games where you got to tilt ball bearings into holes.

“Suuai!”

“Suuai!”

“Suuai maak maak!”

‘Suuai’s’ one word Des does know—beautiful! You hear it a lot when Oy’s doing her thing.

He takes a deep breath, gets himself as comfortable as he can in his let-out pants. The dragons are tight. The drawstrings don’t feel like they’ll stand up to a day on the piss, or this hundredweight stinging sensation either. He straightens his crown.

“Sammy lor!”

“Sammy lor mak mak!”

“Eh?”

“Sammy lor, chork dii!”

What the fuck?

Sammy?

“Who?” He looks at Oy. “SAMMY?”

“Sammy, honey.”

“EH?”

“Sammy very handsome man.”

Now’s the fucking time to tell him!

He holds her eyes.

“Who the fuck’s this ‘Sammy’ geezer?”

She’ll know he’s been through her voicemail, but he no longer cares.

Oy laughs. Even the non-English speakers are cracking up.

“‘SammEEEEE’, honey.’” She gives the Sammy plenty of ‘EEEEE’ like Sammy on her phone did. “‘Sammeeeee’ be Thai, Dessie. Speak Thai, is ‘husband’. ‘Sammeeeee’ be you!”

“Oh. I see.”

He’s not sure he does see. A Thai word? ‘Husband’ with a long ‘EEEEE’? ‘The First Cut Is The Deepest’ starts sounding even more off with a long ‘EEEEE’.

Oy steps into her six inch heels, takes the elevator up to his shoulder.

“Honey!”

“No,” says Des. “No way.”

“Honey. Must!”

“Not the fucking sword!”

“Must, Dessie. Is Thai style. Must marry ploperly.”

‘Ploperly’ is the registry office. ‘Ploperly’ is a formal and fully legal ceremony in front of an authorised celebrant, dressing up like the King and fucking I because she’s already got a Sammy, with a long ‘EEEEE’.

Oy hands him his scimitar. It’s a pity Gai never just stole it.

Des gets the sword through the loop in his sash. He checks in the pocket of his tonne bag. His roll of Thai banknotes, eighty quid in English money if he’s lucky. The gold bracelet for the ceremony. His keyring. Mum’s ring fastened safely on it, the meagre little band still there, jammed amongst his keys. His mother’s wedding ring. Nine carat. The smallest diamond Ernest Jones ever sold. All they could afford till the old man won the split decision against Frankie Binns in the East London qualifiers, and got a shot at the British Heavyweight Title.

Mum would have been here this morning if Walter ‘Whale Boy’ Burns hadn’t put her in an early grave. Mum would have been here today, dead cert, if Romford’s answer to Romeo hadn’t killed her with his scrubbers. That’s one thing Des knows with one hundred percent certainty: Mum would have been here this morning, come hell nor high water, to see him in his sash and crown.
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CHAPTER TWO
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They step out of the beauty salon into a wall of heat.

“Go ATM?”

It’s a question you hear a lot in Thailand.

The bank is opposite the beauty salon, just across the road, a large tiled building with glass doors, fortunately not open yet.

“Later.”

He’s checked. There’s fuck-all in his account. In fact there’s less than fuck-all. His account is thirty quid overdrawn in expectation of a long future in the cash economy.

“Get marry. Must have money.”

“It’s okay. I got.”

It isn’t a lie. He does have money. Thirty nine grand. It just isn’t in the bank. It’s in Tony’s bum bag. If Tony isn’t dead, that is. He’s got more important things to think about than money.

Luckily there’s about half a dozen people lined up at the cash machine. He points:

“There’s a queue.”

“Can getting in side.”

“Iniside’s shut.”

Oy’s murder in banks. She goes straight to the head of the queue. Summons managers, snaps her fingers at supervisors. Throws a wobbly if she’s made to wait.

Des draws his scimitar, Pirates Of The Caribbean style. He waves it around in the air like Jack Sparrow.

“They’ll think I’m boarding their galleon.”

No one laughs. No one knows ‘boarding’, no one knows ‘galleon’. He has a feeling they wouldn’t laugh even if they did know.

“I expect Tony’ll be here any minute.”

“Why you all way say Tony?”

He looks at her.

“I aint going to the bank. Alright?”

You can’t always opt for the quiet life. Sometimes a man has to pull rank.

Oy and her Mum manoeuvre their hair-dos into the back seat of the 4 x 4, her Dad driving, Gai, Geng and a dozen more family members packed onto the tray.

Des shoves his sword under the front passenger seat, climbs in and they’re off.

They roll down the main drag.

Eight o’clock in the morning, and the street’s already roasting. Tangled electricity cables sag above the road, yellow paper lanterns hanging down from the wires ready for the next power cut.

The shops are dim and uncluttered—they look more like caves than shops— the merchandise standing around in heaps accustomising itself to the five watt fluorescent tubes.

They pass the school. The police station. They cruise by a large official-looking building with a lawn out the front, the council building, where the registry office is. It’s Saturday, but there’s already a queue, waiting for the office to open. Martin the cabbie got hitched to Dang in a registry office, in Phuket. He said it only took a few minutes. But then maybe Dang didn’t already have a Sammy.

They pull out onto the highway and head for the village.

The 4 x 4 crosses the little iron bridge the Japs built over the river in nineteen forty one, on their way to Burma.

Des rolls his window down.

A gust of burning bamboo batters his nostrils. A whiff of stagnant mud. A hit from a roadside barbecue.  If they could get smells onto travel brochures, every tourist on earth would come to Thailand, the gaff smells so good.

Beyond the farms, in the smoke haze from the forest fires, the mountains look unstable, more like tree-covered boulders stood on end than real mountains.

Teams of people are out in the fields peeling garlic under beach umbrellas.

On a hilltop, a temple jedi flashes bright yellow— that shiny yellow spire gets to him every time he passes it— five hundred quids’ worth of gold paint! Oy’s down-payment on her next reincarnation, a thank you present to the Buddha from Soho, London, thank you Buddha maak maak for not letting I get shot that crazy night me carry gun in Wardour Street for Lucky. The old Buddha, man. He don’t care where the money comes from. As long as he can pretend the paint’s real gold.
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