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    1.




    I’m not going to tell you my whole life’s story. I’m not going to tell you why I was there. It’s not that important and, to be honest, you’ve probably heard it all before: you know, middle-aged man comes to Thailand, has fun, gets ripped off, that kind of crap. It’s pretty banal and I’m no Charles Dickens and anyway, it’s all been written about before - you can read all about that banal stuff on the internet, or in some crumby book that looks as though it spends its days hanging out in some toilet. Most of the books I’ve read about Thailand are all about the prostitutes or the ladyboys or about being ripped off by some little backwoods girl and her family. Most of it is bullshit anyway, so I’m not going to tell you about all that bullshit. And anyway, you know, all that stuff bores the hell out of me and, if I told you everything that happened to me, there’s a few people that would be pretty upset. My parents for a start. They’d have a frigging fit if they knew what I’d been up to. I mean, they’re okay and everything but I wouldn’t want to upset them. I wouldn’t want them to be disappointed or anything. I’ll just tell you about what happened these past few months, just before I came back here and found out what had happened. That’s all I told Stu and he’s my best friend. I’d tell him anything usually. Stu comes over from time to time to visit and eat. He eats me out of house and home every time he comes. He’s always eaten a lot ever since I’ve known him and I’ve known him for over twenty years. Great guy but eats way too much. He’s got a wife and a job and a house and two cars and everything. He worked hard and now he’s got the lot. He’s even got an old Porsche in his garage which he says he’s going to restore but I don’t think he will. Anyway, Stu comes by sometimes and I told him all about what happened.




    It started the day I left Pichinuthitpittaya High School for Girls. PP, as everyone calls it because the full name is too frigging long, is a school in Udon Thani, North East of Thailand. If you haven’t heard of it, it’s one of only a few all-girl schools in the country and it’s pretty classy. I mean that the girls who attend are mostly classy. They come from pretty classy families and they send their little angels to PP to learn how to be perfect ladies for society. The sign outside the school shows some supermodel type student bowing down in front of the school gates. Like she’s all humble and respectful and gentle and such. That’s the image outside the school. Inside it was a bit different. There were four thousand girls when I was there, ranging from eleven to eighteen years old, and I didn’t see one who was humble and respectful and gentle. They all had their hair cut short, like in a bob – that was one of the rules – and they all wore the same uniform: black skirt, white blouse, short ankle socks, plain black shoes. Four thousand girls who all looked the same except for their sizes. The youngest, the first year girls, all wore uniforms that were too big for them because, I guess, their parents didn’t want to waste any money, and the oldest, the sixth year girls, all wore uniforms that were too small. Only the third and fourth year girls looked about the right size. It was pretty comical to see them at morning assembly. The school devoted itself to teaching the girls how to be the perfect wife and mother. They didn’t learn much else. A little English, of course. That was why there were four foreigners there. We were supposed to teach them how to speak English, but I guess we failed.




    Anyway, it was the final day of sports week – a Wednesday I think, but I can’t be certain – and the girls were all dressed up like cheerleaders and spent the day dancing and singing: ‘We Will Rock You’. It was crazy. Sports day but with no sports. Except for basketball. They loved playing basketball. The last game between the houses was the big one. That year blue and yellow had made it to the final play-off and everyone, except the teachers, was there to see it. The teachers didn’t attend because it was too frigging hot and they didn’t want their skin turning the brown of the peasant farmers. PP didn’t have an indoor basketball court. Didn’t matter about the girls who had to attend since most of them had parents who were farmers anyway. I remember around four o’clock that afternoon I stood under the shade of the foreign languages building on the second floor and watched the game. I was too far away to see the faces of the players but I could hear the screams and chants of the spectators. They were baying at the tops of their voices and the consensus seemed to be that everyone was supporting the blues. You could see the cheerleaders waving their pom-poms from there and you could see the two teams running around in the hot sun like it was minus twenty or something.




    As I said, there weren’t any teachers around. They were all off hiding in their air conditioned staff rooms or offices. It would have been nice of the teachers to show their support even if all they did was stand under an umbrella or something. They could have worn long sleeved jackets or something. It would have been nice if they’d shown just a bit of support. There was one teacher who usually attended the school activities but she wasn’t there that day because she wasn’t feeling well. She was an okay kind of person. I liked her but she didn’t speak much English and so it was difficult to strike up a conversation that was more than ‘hello’ and ‘how are you’. She had a nice smile though. Mukda Chompuan her name was. She was kind of old and suffered from cancer. She had told some of the teachers, the ones that gossiped a lot, that she was going to die that year. They all disagreed and said she’d go on for years, but I reckon old Mukda had it right. I’d sat down to lunch with her a few times in the past. She had stringy black hair and her skin was yellowed and saggy but I guess that might have been from the cancer treatment. Not many of the other teachers spoke with her. They were too superstitious and thought they’d catch whatever she had. They really were superstitious about everything. I’d told them once that if they didn’t take down the Christmas decorations on the twelfth day, evil spirits would be attracted to the school. You should have seen the way they ran around making sure every bit of tinsel was removed. You would have laughed fit to bust, I’m not joking.




    There was another teacher I liked at PP but I didn’t get to see her much. She could speak English as well. I saw her from time to time and you could tell she was a high class woman. She carried herself that way, you know, confident and casual, as though she owned the world. She was really good-looking as well. I mean, not exactly beautiful but very attractive, and with a body men would fight over. In lots of ways she reminded me of my wife. She had the same style about her – as though she knew what you were thinking but didn’t let on that she knew. She was way out of my league, she really was, but I liked her just the same. She didn’t have much to do with me, of course. Tikya her name was. People just called her Tik. She was a widow because her husband had been killed in a car accident some years before. Her father was a retired governor, or something, and everyone respected that. They knew she had good breeding and, more importantly, a lot of money. Everyone at that school respected money. Tik wasn’t watching the basketball either.




    The reason I was standing on the second floor walkway of the languages building instead of down by the game was that I’d just got back from the yearly English camp down at Rayong. It was meant to be a fun break for the kids who could afford it – when they could play in the sea and go snorkelling and stuff. The school advertised it as an English camp because all the activities were supposed to be in English. The real reason was so they could send the foreign teachers to take care of the kids. The Thai teachers didn’t like the beach. About forty kids, mostly first and second year rich kids, and two teachers, me and a guy from America called Ray Mosely, had been bundled into an old bus the evening before and had headed for the coast. The journey through the night had been long and boring and to make matters worse I’d forgotten to bring the hotel confirmation slip. When we arrived early in the morning and went to what I guessed was the right hotel, they didn’t have any rooms and, to be honest, I wasn’t too sure I’d got the right place anyway. We’d spent the early morning sitting on the sand with the kids complaining that it was too hot and that their skin was turning black. It wasn’t all my fault though. I’d tried calling Saranya on my cell phone but she never answered. Saranya was the head of the English department but she hardly spoke any English and never answered her phone to a foreigner. In the end we got off the beach, headed for a service station to clean up and travelled back to the school. The kids and Mosely wouldn’t so much as look at me on the journey home. I didn’t care too much because for one thing, none of the kids could speak English and for another, I didn’t get on too well with Mosely. It was pretty comical really, it really was.




    The other reason I was there was to go and see old Mukda. She was sat in the staff room wrapped in an old blanket waiting to die. I don’t know why she even bothered to come to the school anymore but then that was up to her. Maybe her life at home was even more boring. I wanted to say goodbye to her before I left. I figured I wouldn’t ever see her again and I wanted to say thank you to her for the way she’d let me sit next to her at lunch and for the way she smiled. She knew I wouldn’t be coming back to PP. They all knew, but acted as though they didn’t.




    Oh, yeah, I should tell you, the school wasn’t going to renew my contract. I’d been there for almost eighteen months but they told me they weren’t going to need me again. Saranya reckoned I wasn’t up to the job, that I kept calling in sick and that I didn’t care too much if the kids learned English or not. She said I wasn’t applying myself and the department really wanted me to apply myself. She’d given me several warnings about it but I hadn’t changed, she said. They changed foreign teachers a lot at PP, they really did, for one reason or another. I figured I’d done well lasting as long as I had. Most of the foreign teachers didn’t last that long.




    I stood there watching the game for a little longer. I guessed I wouldn’t miss that school, old PP, but I wanted to have some kind of memory of the place. From where I stood I could see pretty much all of it. The morning assembly ground, the basketball court where the kids were screaming, the Olympic sized swimming pool – which didn’t get used much – over to the left and the academic buildings standing behind. I remembered the classrooms. The squeals of the ceiling paddle fans as they tried to cool fifty kids in a class, the dusty old blackboards that were so worn it was difficult to make a chalk mark and the endless, monotonous hours of listening to students try to make English sounds from mouths only used to Thai. I tried to think of something good, I really did, but most of the supposedly fun memories were superficial. The times when all the teachers got together for some school gala, or when there was an outing to Chiang Mai or Bangkok, were all pretty superficial. There hadn’t been much fun to be had on those outings. Forced bonhomie isn’t very pleasant and the Thai teachers hadn’t wanted to speak English. We foreigners just sat and watched as the school staff cavorted around with fixed plastic grins on their faces, dancing and singing as though they were high on speed or acid or something like that. It was so superficial because they didn’t drink any alcohol or smoke any weed. They acted like little kids in a playground pretending to have fun so their friends would think they were grand people. Superficiality is a drag.




    Then it came to me. The one time I had been really happy at PP. There had been this student, a girl named Appen, and she had made me happy one day. I’d been sitting in the staff room with the air conditioning on and she’d come in and knelt on the floor beside my desk. They do that here, it’s about being humble or respectful in front of their teachers – frigging annoying to be honest. She looked up at me and said something in Thai. I didn’t have a clue what she was talking about and said so. The next thing, right, is that she starts speaking English, asking me why I hadn’t come to her class to teach. I looked up at the clock and realised I was already forty minutes late. The lessons only lasted an hour so I told her I didn’t have the time to walk all the way over to her class and then back again. She laughed. I mean she really laughed. She had a beautiful laugh. She told me that she didn’t mind and that her friends didn’t understand anything I said to them anyway. I asked her how she had learned English and she told me her father had been a foreigner. He’d left when she was about five years old but she’d learned enough of the language to remember it. We just sat there and talked. I missed my next lesson, and so did she, but we didn’t care. We just sat there and talked for maybe the whole day. I felt better remembering Appen. She had finished school at the end of last semester and gone to work down south, I think. That was where most of the locals went to earn a living. Before she left she brought me a pressed flower. A small white flower pressed between two pieces of tissue. I didn’t know the name of the flower but I kept it on the dresser beside my bed. After thinking about Appen and that day we sat and spoke, I felt ready to see old Mukda. It was good to have a happy memory of the place. I try to have at least one happy memory of places I leave. It’s a good way to know you’re leaving.




    The staff room was on the fourth floor and I just about flew up those concrete steps. I didn’t know why but suddenly I was filled with a desire to get the hell out of that depressing concrete building. I wanted to see Mukda though. I wanted to say goodbye. The truth was that I had until the end of the month to fulfil my contract and Saranya had given me some dopey students that hadn’t learned anything all year to teach on top of my normal workload. It was supposed to be a remedial class but it was more like a punishment for them - and for me. On the first day I managed to convince them that they weren’t going to have any fun or learn anything new and they hadn’t shown up since. I didn’t tell the head in case she found something else for me to do. The students didn’t say anything either. They knew a good thing when they saw it. When I reached the top of the steps I had to stop to catch my breath. The heat of the day coupled with all the cigarettes I smoked made my breath come in rasping gasps. I was pretty fit though. Compared to some of the staff – who never ran up the concrete steps because it was undignified for a teacher to run – compared to some of them, I was pretty fit. I’m not quite so fit nowadays, of course. I still smoke though, even though I’m not supposed to.
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    As soon as I got my breath back, I opened the door to the staff room and felt the chill air envelop me. That was kind of surreal, the way the air felt so cold. It was like the opposite of all I’d been conditioned to expect. I never got used to that feeling of being inside out. Old Mukda was sat off in the corner wrapped in a blanket to keep warm. The chill air got to her as she got weaker. As I walked across the bare wooden floorboards she smiled at me. That was a bit of a shock because I thought she was sleeping – or something worse. She had the whitest teeth.




    ‘How are you today, Mukda,’ I said, as I pulled up a chair and sat next to her.




    She smelled kind of bad but not in an obvious way. It wasn’t like she smelled like a toilet or anything, just that she smelled old and, I guess, decayed. The blanket she had around her didn’t look particularly clean and I figured it was kind of a struggle for her to take a shower. Also, she had the smell of medicine about her, like antiseptic or menthol, something like that anyway. There were piles of student books on the desk near her and I kind of figured she’d been trying to mark a few. Maybe they were just for show, though. I kind of regretted being there, and then I regretted thinking that I regretted being there. Again I wondered why she bothered coming to the school. I mean she wasn’t actually teaching anymore – she hadn’t taught her classes for the last six or seven months – but maybe this was where she felt at home. She’d been a teacher forever and was certainly one of the oldest at PP so maybe there was something holding her together there. Maybe, if she didn’t come, she’d die sooner rather than later. I wondered why she wanted to prolong it. She said something in Thai but even if she’d answered in English I wouldn’t have understood because she talked so quietly, so softly, that I hardly heard her. She smiled again but it wasn’t as bright as before. She looked tired and weary as though it was the effort of living that was killing her rather than the cancer. I sat there and told her the story of the English camp. She didn’t understand any of what I said but I figured she’d like to have someone talk to her. I almost held her hand but didn’t. In the end, when I finished telling her about the Rayong fiasco, I just sat there beside her. It was kind of uncomfortable sitting there with her – a bit like sitting with my wife. I was just about to make an excuse which old Mukda wouldn’t have understood, when the door opened and Tik sauntered in with that confident walk she had. She looked across at me sitting with old Mukda and came over.




    ‘Hello, Andrew. What are you doing?’ she said. It was like an accusation that question. Like she thought I was doing something I shouldn’t be doing. It wasn’t easy answering her because, in the first place, she looked so frigging confident and sexy and, secondly, she looked like she knew what I was thinking. She was wearing a tight fitting black skirt, a light blue blouse, black heels and, as I thought at the time, next to nothing else. Her hair was tied up at the back and she looked like every sexy teacher I’d ever fantasised about all wrapped up into one.




    ‘Saying goodbye,’ I said, almost apologetically.




    ‘Why?’ she said.




    That ‘why’ sounded almost genuine but I doubt if it was. She must have known at the time why I was leaving or else she meant ‘why’ was I saying goodbye to Mukda.




    ‘I’m leaving,’ I said. ‘I wanted to say goodbye, that’s all.’




    She looked at me then. She just stood there looking down at me for a few moments and I felt like a schoolboy caught in the act. Then she must have decided something because she pulled a chair over to the other side of Mukda and sat down.




    ‘What do you want to say?’ she said.




    That threw me. I mean it was okay to say goodbye to Mukda because she didn’t understand anything I said to her anyway, but to have to actually talk in front of someone who understood English was a bit daunting – especially someone like Tik. She sat looking at me with that air of confidence, with the slightest of smiles, like she knew she had me snared.




    ‘I want to say thank you to her,’ I said.




    Without taking her eyes off me, Tik spoke in Thai to Mukda who mumbled a reply.




    ‘Mukda asks thank you for what?’ Tik said.




    ‘Thank you for sitting next to me at lunch, thank you for the smiles,’ I said.




    To be honest I was feeling really stupid at that point in time. I mean, it wasn’t easy having a sexy woman like Tik stare at you while you tried to speak to an old decaying one. Tik moved forward slightly in her chair and her skirt rode up her legs a little way. It wasn’t like she was revealing much but even a couple of inches of those legs got me feeling hot under the collar despite the chill of the air conditioner. She spoke again to Mukda.




    ‘Mukda says that she didn’t sit next to you, you sat next to her, and she says she smiles at everyone. It would be rude not to smile.’




    Suddenly the smell of the old woman, the chill air and the sight of Tik’s legs got to me. I felt trapped, claustrophobic, all I wanted to do was to leave. I was sorry I’d come. It was one thing to talk to old Mukda but not so easy having Tik around. She had a way about her, a style that made me feel awkward and clumsy. She leant forward in her chair slightly as though expecting an answer and I could see down the front of her blouse. I tried not to look but that’s easier said than done when the woman is sat right in front of you.




    ‘Well, I just wanted to say good bye, you know,’ I said. ‘Ask how she is, that sort of thing.’




    Tik leant forward even more to talk to Mukda. I could see almost all the way down to her frigging naval. She wore a black bra and even that was pretty revealing. I felt pretty sleazy looking down her blouse like that and glancing at her legs. I tried not to look, I really did, but that would be like trying not to look at some supermodel film star if they walked into your living room. You wouldn’t want to stare but you wouldn’t be able to stop yourself. Tik seemed unaware of how uncomfortable she was making me and, even though the air was almost frigging frigid, I felt perspiration form on my upper lip.




    ‘Mukda wants to know what Saranya said to you,’ Tik said.




    ‘Oh, about how the school didn’t need me next year, that sort of thing. She was pretty cool about it, though. I mean, she didn’t say anything bad or anything. She just said that I wasn’t applying myself.’




    ‘But now we need to find another teacher,’ Tik said, without speaking to the old woman.




    ‘Yeah, I guess you do,’ I said.




    ‘Why didn’t you like it here?’




    ‘I did, I really did,’ I said. ‘I love the students. They’re so lovely and willing to learn, you know, and the teachers are so friendly and nice.’




    Friendly, my ass. There wasn’t a friendly face in the whole frigging school and as for the students, they were about as willing to learn as fish were willing to fly. It was all superficial.




    ‘Why didn’t you work harder?’ Tik said, after she’d spoken briefly with Mukda.




    I wanted to just stand up and walk out right there and then. Just stand up, without saying a word, and just walk back out into the warmth of the day. I didn’t though. I just sat there feeling awkward and glancing at Tik’s thighs every now and again. It wasn’t like I wanted to, it was just that my eyes were naturally looking in that direction. Every time I looked up at her face to speak I couldn’t help but see down her blouse as well. I figured that was what kept me sitting next to Mukda in a cold room where I felt hot and uncomfortable. I really regretted coming to see the old woman then, I mean, I didn’t know her that well and she sure as hell didn’t know me. You start to wonder why you do things after you’ve done them.




    ‘Well, I thought I was working well. I just got bored, I guess,’ I said.




    ‘Mukda says that work is the only thing that separates us from the animals, the only thing that makes us human,’ Tik said.




    ‘Yes, sure, I know it is,’ I said, nodding.




    I nod sometimes when I want to look as though I’m being serious about something, you know, like nodding sagely, that sort of thing. It was bullshit, though. Work makes us human? Ants worked their frigging socks off. I didn’t have a clue what the old woman was talking about.




    ‘She says that to work, to do the best you can do, brings you more happiness than anything else in the world.’




    Good for old Mukda, I thought, looking at Tik’s thighs. She’d slid around in her chair some and now even more of her legs were on show. Right then, all of a sudden, I thought about Mukda’s thighs. I pictured her decaying old thighs lying beneath that dirty old blanket. I imagined her naked under there and the image disgusted me until, once more, I felt the urge to leave. The sight of Tik’s thighs, of her breasts, was no longer quite so captivating and I felt even more uncomfortable. Even less able to deal with the situation. Mukda mumbled something more to Tik.




    ‘Do you have a wife?’ Tik said. She had a smile on her face when she asked me that question.




    ‘No, not anymore,’ I said. ‘My wife died two years ago.’




    I knew I shouldn’t have said that but I wanted to shock her, get some revenge for the way she was taunting me with her body. She didn’t seem particularly bothered, though. She just spoke to old Mukda.




    ‘Mukda says you should get another.’




    ‘Yeah, well, maybe I should but it isn’t easy, you know, finding someone to replace someone who you loved and cherished.’




    I sat back a little in my chair as though to distance myself from them – it’s an old body language trick I learned before – and waited to see if Tik would lean even further forward to get closer. If she did she would have fallen off her frigging chair but she didn’t – she just stayed in the same position. From my slightly higher angle I could see more of her breasts but less of her thighs. I sort of wished she’d cover up her breasts. I tried not to think about Mukda being naked under that old blanket. I leant forward again and rested my arms on my knees. Tik and Mukda were talking together when suddenly the old woman started laughing. It was kind of disgusting because you could hear the fluids on her chest all bubbling and gurgling and she sort of coughed as she laughed. That was kind of awful. Tik didn’t seem concerned.




    ‘Mukda says you should find a young woman to keep you on the ground,’ she said.




    ‘What does that mean?’




    ‘In Thailand we say that a young woman will keep an old man tired and stop him floating away with dreams of his youth.’




    That was a bit offensive in a way. I mean, I wasn’t that young anymore but I wasn’t that old either. Forty-four isn’t very old. My hair had receded a little and was a bit grey in places but I was still slim and fairly fit, apart from the smoking, of course.




    ‘Tell Mukda I’m not that old,’ I said. ‘I’m not in any danger of floating away just yet.’




    ‘It’s a saying in Thailand, Andrew. There is no need to take offence,’ Tik said.




    ‘Oh, I’m not taking offence. Don’t think that,’ I said. ‘I was just responding, you know.’




    To be perfectly honest I’d stopped paying much attention to what they were saying anyway. It was pretty weird but I was thinking about something else. I was thinking about when I went scuba diving this one time. I was wondering about the trigger fish that attacked if you swam too near the coral where they nested and fed. I was wondering if they were a protected species, if they were in danger of being wiped out, you know. I was wondering if they always attacked you if you went near or was it just at certain times of the year, like in mating season or something. Those trigger fish were pretty aggressive when you were swimming with them. They’d bite you if you weren’t careful and they had some teeth on them – big front teeth that they used to break off chunks of coral. One bite would probably take off your whole frigging finger.




    ‘Where will you go?’ Tik said, interrupting my train of thought. It was kind of annoying how she did that.




    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I figure on getting another job some place. Try again, you know.’




    ‘I understand you’ve had a lot of jobs in Udon,’ she said. ‘You were dismissed from Pattanakarn and Saint Joseph’s.’




    ‘I wasn’t dismissed from Saint Joseph’s,’ I said. ‘I didn’t exactly get given the sack, as such, I just sort of left.’




    ‘Why?’ Tik said, and all the time she was repeating everything I said to Mukda. The old woman had stopped her cackling and just sat there with her eyes flicking back and forth between Tik and me. There was a small trickle of spittle running down the side of her chin. I wanted to wipe it away but didn’t.




    ‘Well, it’s a long story, you know. It’s pretty complicated.’ I wasn’t in the mood to talk about what happened at Saint Joseph’s. She wouldn’t have understood anyway. One of the reasons I left Saint Joseph’s was the superficiality of it all. I mean, it was one of those religious bible-bashing kind of schools but it was so full of hypocrisy you wouldn’t believe it. There was this one time when the sisters were having some kind of holy day and no one was allowed to talk. It was something to do with religion and was supposed to make the students more reflective about themselves. The sisters were like the brown shirts the Nazis had before the Gestapo, the ones who reported their own parents if they broke the rules, and they fell like the wrath of God upon any student who spoke during that day. Then, when they were in the teacher’s staff room, they all yakked away like a gaggle of old geese. It was just so superficial. I hated that frigging school. The sisters all wore these long smocks. You couldn’t have seen a bit of thigh if you’d looked with a frigging microscope.




    Tik spoke then but I didn’t hear her at first. I was still fantasising about the sisters at Saint Joseph’s. ‘Sorry, Tik. What?’




    ‘Are you sad about leaving here? Mukda wants to know,’ she said.




    ‘Yeah, I’m sad. Of course I’m sad. Not too sad, though. I guess it hasn’t sunk in yet, you know. I guess I’ll be sadder later, when it does sink in,’ I said.




    ‘Do you care about anything, Andrew?’ she said.




    ‘Of course I care about things, Tik, I really do,’ I said. ‘But not too much, you know. It doesn’t do any good to care too much about anything.’ I stood up then. I really didn’t want to be there any longer what with Tik’s body making me feel like a sleaze and old Mukda’s dribbling and decaying. ‘I’m sorry but I have to be going. I’ve got loads of things to sort out and pack up.’




    ‘I’ll walk out with you,’ Tik said. ‘Mukda needs to get ready to leave. Her sister will come for her soon.’




    Mukda looked up at me and smiled. I guessed she would have done the same for anyone. I knew I’d never see the old woman again so I said my goodbyes, wished her well, hoped she’d feel better soon and walked away as quickly as I could without seeming to rush. Even so, Tik had to walk fast to keep up.




    ‘Where are you going to go?’ Tik said, as we stepped outside into the warmth of the early evening. The sounds of cheering had stopped so I guessed the game was over. Despite the air conditioning it felt cooler in the open air than it had in the staff room and less claustrophobic.




    ‘When?’ I said. I didn’t know if she meant, like, right there and then or in the future.




    ‘Now,’ she said. We both stopped walking and stood on the walkway overlooking the school grounds.




    ‘Back to my room, I guess,’ I said.




    There was this crumby old building right at the back of the school where the foreign teachers had their rooms. It was a run down dump with toilets that seldom worked and the rooms only had paddle fans instead of air conditioners, but I didn’t mind too much because it was free. You’d think they’d take some pride in the old building, though, I mean, we were still humans – although after Mukda’s little speech about the animals I wasn’t quite so sure how they viewed us anymore.




    ‘Would you like a coffee?’ Tik said.




    ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Where would you like to go?’




    I didn’t want a coffee at that time, I really didn’t, but I figured it would be kind of rude to refuse her invitation.




    ‘There’s a coffee shop opposite the school, we’ll go there,’ she said, and started to walk off.




    I followed her along the walkway watching the way she moved. Her back was dead straight, like she had been to a finishing school where they taught you how to walk while balancing an egg on your head. She had a slim waist that flared out to her hips and then narrowed again beneath her beautifully formed backside. I took a few quick paces to reach her side and we walked down the concrete steps together. When we reached the coffee shop she decided we should sit outside because the sun was almost gone. After the waitress had delivered our coffees she turned her attention on me. I felt a bit better about being with her now that we were out in the public eye. As though reading my thoughts, she spoke.




    ‘Do you feel better now?’




    ‘Yeah, I sure do,’ I said. ‘That room was a bit chilly for my liking.’




    ‘Really? I thought you were getting a little warm at one point.’




    I reached for my coffee and took a sip to cover my embarrassment. The coffee was so frigging hot it burnt my lips and I almost dropped the cup as I pulled it away from my mouth. I hate it when that happens. I mean, why’d they serve the coffee that hot anyway?




    ‘Sorry about that,’ I said, taking a tissue from the dispenser and dabbing at my mouth.




    We sat there for a few minutes just letting our coffee cool. To be honest I didn’t know what to say to her. In the past she hadn’t even looked in my direction and yet now I was here drinking coffee with her after spending the last twenty minutes looking down her blouse.




    ‘Do you have a girlfriend here in Thailand?’ she said, suddenly.




    ‘No, I don’t,’ I said, and wondered where this was going.




    ‘Why not?’ she said.




    I hate it when someone asks me that question. I mean, what the frigging hell are they asking for, you know. Like, was she asking just out of curiosity or was she offering herself as a potential candidate? The trouble is with that question is if you answer ‘no’ then they wonder why not – what’s wrong with you – and if you answer ‘yes’ then maybe they think you’re not available. You don’t get a second chance from a ‘yes’ answer and yet if you answer ‘no’ then they think you’re a frigging loser or something.




    ‘Why are you asking?’ I said.




    ‘I’m just curious,’ she said, smiling. ‘I just wanted to know why it was so easy for you to lose your job without any worry or concern. You don’t seem to care much about your future and I just wanted to know why.’




    She looked at me like she was some kind of all-knowing seer or something, like she could repair my damaged soul or rectify some flaw in my character. I really hate it when someone thinks they can fix you.




    ‘Okay, well, no I don’t have a girlfriend. I haven’t found a woman who I want to stay with, yet.’ I said.




    ‘But there are so many women available in Thailand,’ she said, placing her elbows on the table and resting her chin in her hands. ‘What kind of women do you like?’




    ‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘I don’t think there’s a particular kind of woman I like. I like all sorts of different women.’ That’s another question you can’t answer. I mean, men like all sorts of women. Sometimes you like a blond and other times you like a brunette.




    Just then her phone started to ring. It played a tune, like a pop song or something. It’s pretty pathetic to have your phone play a song when it rings. She opened her bag and took it out. She looked at it for a few seconds and then started typing in a text message. That really annoys me. It’s like a third person has joined you but you haven’t been introduced. I wanted to leave then. I wanted to go back to my crumby room, take a shower and sit alone to think or read a book.




    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said putting the phone away. ‘A friend.’




    ‘Yeah, that’s great,’ I said. ‘Friends are great. Look, I don’t mean to be rude or anything but I really do have to go. I have loads to do.’




    ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘I have to be going too. Thanks for the coffee.’




    She smiled and looked really beautiful in the fading light. She was way out of my league. Don’t get me wrong, I really liked her, I did, but there wouldn’t be any point in asking her out to dinner or somewhere. She’d have said no.




    After paying for the coffee and saying goodbye to Tik I wandered back through the school grounds to my crumby room. I really did want to take a shower and relax. The school was quiet now that all the students had packed up and left. The place wasn’t so bad once the students had gone home. There were one or two still wandering around but I was careful not to acknowledge their presence. I really didn’t want to get into any pidgin English conversations.


  




  

    3.




    It was nice to get back to my room after I left old Mukda and Tik because I hadn’t felt too comfortable with them around. It’s good to be alone sometimes. I stripped down and wrapped a towel around my waist so I could walk down the corridor to take a shower. The rooms were laid out on the second floor and there was one bathroom for every floor. It was a bit of a pain because you had to walk along the corridor in a towel and you never knew if the bathroom was going to be clean, but it was kind of okay too. That day the bathroom wasn’t too bad. Some days it would be filthy, you know, if one of the other guys hadn’t cleaned up after himself. I hate that kind of thing. You should always clean up after yourself. Sometimes, whoever used it wouldn’t even flush the toilet properly or sometimes would leave stains on the porcelain. That was just disgusting. There was supposed to be a cleaner who came in once a week to take care of the place but you never knew if she was going to come or not. That day it was okay and clean and everything and I took a cold shower.
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