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Tale Ten: One Day in Bangkok



Hot Summer Night
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I had been dozing off in my basement flat in Rotterdam’s Lieve Vershuiastraat, a small side street close to the vibrant night-life street known as the Nieuwe Binnenweg which extended its reach of cafes, restaurants, ‘coffeeshops’, bars, discos and various other entertainment establishments over two kilometres south-west from the city centre. It was a sultry summer’s night, and although it had been dark for over two hours, I could feel that the air outside the open door that led out to my small and fragrant garden was still warm even at this late hour. I glanced at the wall clock; 11.30, and that left me with no more time than it took to take a shower and go to bed. I was on the early shift at the glass factory the next day, and that meant I had to get to the nearby satellite town of Scheidam, about six kilometres or a 15 minute tram ride away, before six o’clock. I yawned, rose lethargically from the sofa, and was walking towards the bathroom when the doorbell rang.

Had someone accidentally rung the wrong doorbell, I asked myself? Perhaps it was just kids playing around, ringing random doorbells then running away? It rang again. With a sigh of resignation, I decided to respond to it and mentally prepared myself to tell whoever it was, sorry, I had no time for, or interest in, whatever it was they wanted to tell me about. I walked upstairs and opened the door.

I was faced with the familiar sight of Sean's prematurely thinning ginger hair and his broad, unreservedly amiable smile. "Al, glad to see you’re at home! Can I come in?"

Without waiting for an answer, the perfunctory forward gesture of his right hand which had accompanied his question quickly evolved into a full-body forward motion. He stepped up from the street and into the hallway of the house, walked right passed me towards the stairs that led down to my basement flat, and only turned around before descending, as if to check that I was coming along.

"Well, Sean, I’m on the early shift tomorrow, you know, so I was about to-"

"I’m sorry to bother you, like," Sean explained in his distinctive County Cork brogue, his palms upward in an expansive shrug that seemed to imply this was something beyond his control, "but, you know, there’s something I just have to talk to you about..."

I sighed inwardly. What could it be at this hour? I followed him down the stairs and into my flat. I took the armchair and let Sean take the whole sofa, which he did, first spreading expansively, then after a pause hauling his feet up onto the sofa as well. I chuckled. I couldn’t help feeling like a psychoanalyst when I looked at him lying on the sofa and asked him what all this "something I just have to talk to you about" was?

"I don’t really know, Al" he replied with a shake of his head, then glanced directly at me before bursting out in laughter. Sean was obviously aware of how ridiculous he sounded, and had also picked up on how we resembled the stereotyped image of a psychoanalyst and patient, with him lying on the sofa and me asking the questions.

"Well, I have to tell you," I said, adopting a slightly Germanic tone, "that you are suffering from confusion and befuddlement. I recommend that you return to your home immediately and go to sleep. Please feel free to bang your head on the wall if you cannot sleep; eventually you will certainly pass out in this way..." 

A moment later, Sean swung his legs off the sofa, adopting a sitting position and a more serious demeanour. "Alright," he said, "It’s like this: have you ever had that feeling when somebody calls you on the phone, and you know who it is, even before you pick the phone up?"

I nodded. I was certain I had.

"That’s exactly how I felt when you called me earlier today: I just knew it was you!"

I sighed yet again. "Well, I wouldn’t attach too much importance to that, Sean."

"I think it means I have to talk to you about something that’s been on my mind for the past few days. It’s young Tone; I don’t think he’s serious about Australia any more. I think he’s losing interest fast."

"Young Tone" was Tony, a 19-year-old Dubliner who had come over with Sean and another friend named Jimmy to seek work in the Netherlands some months earlier. He was the youngest of the group, the other two being in their mid-20s, like myself. 

Originally, after the four of us had met while doing factory packing work for an uitzendbureau, or temporary work agency, we had shared a squat not far from Rotterdam's extensive complex of docks known as Europoort, where we had also worked cash-in-hand for a couple of weeks unloading dry goods for distribution. Sean and Tony had later moved out of that squat into one that they felt was better, which they shared with several Dutch squatters, while I had moved into my paid-for basement flat. With a regular income from my uitzendbureau-arranged factory work, I was more than willing to pay for accommodation, and more than pleased with the deal I had. I knew that it wouldn’t be easy to leave my comfortable little basement pad; I would miss it when I left. But Australia had become our mission, our shared vision, our dream; the destination the three of us were absolutely determined to reach, and were all - I assumed - working hard to save the money for.

Thailand was just going to be a stop along the way.

After hearing a few of my travel stories, Sean and Tony had decided that they couldn't just fly to Australia without seeing some of Asia first. There were no direct, non-stop flights to the other side of the planet anyway; a stop somewhere in Asia was unavoidable, so Thailand was our tentative halfway house, even though in the end we would all travel separately.

"Let's go for a quick drink, Al" Sean suggested, as if that would solve the presumably complex question of Tony's supposed lack of commitment to our Australia plans.

"It's nearly midnight, and like I told you, I'm working tomorrow. It's OK for you! "

"Just a quickie, I guarantee! I'm parched, and I've been sweating like a pig all evening. This has to have been the hottest day of summer so far..."

"No more than two, maximum!" he added.

I laughed out loud. I had heard that before, and on more than one occasion. But now, I too was beginning to feel restless. I felt now that even if Sean went on his way immediately, I wouldn't be able to go to sleep anyway. "Alright. Let's go."

We walked to the Dizzy Jazz Café, a nearby bar with a dance floor which sometimes hosted live bands. It was still very lively at this late hour.
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Serendipity Strikes Again
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As I walked up to the bar, I noticed an attractive dark-haired girl sitting alone nursing a cocktail of some sort. I winked at Sean, and made a slight nod in the girl’s direction. The implied suggestion that he should try to ‘chat her up’ was a kind of in-joke, and nothing more. After more than four months of celibacy in Rotterdam, both of us knew that for whatever reason or reasons we simply were not attractive to Dutch girls, and had long given up any notions of finding local girlfriends. That was what made the issue with Tony all the more significant; Sean was concerned that since he had successfully ‘hooked up’ with some girl in The Hague, he was no longer anywhere to be found each day as soon as they finished work. 

Sean left me with a wide berth in terms of my subsequent actions but a narrow one in terms of physical space. He had taken my gesture at its worthless face value; he was certainly not interested in anything more than what he had first suggested: a quick beer as a nightcap to quell his restlessness. 

What Sean didn’t know was that for me, the celibacy of recent months was nothing new; I hadn’t had any kind of intimate relationship with any member of the opposite sex for over two and a half years, since I had split up with my former girlfriend, Diane. If truth be told, I had long lost any interest in having any such relationships, either. Nor had I turned gay! My hard travels in India and subsequently overland back to Europe had pushed all such things out of my mind, and by the time I had settled into my work routine at the glass factory in the Netherlands, I found that I preferred it that way. I occasionally put on a perfunctory show of interest in the opposite sex, but in truth the last thing I wanted was anything that may have a detrimental effect on my determination to reach Australia and start a new life there.
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