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“That’s the most disgusting thing I’ve ever seen!”

“Argh, stop it already! It’s not what you think.” 

“Your pants are covered in Vaseline,” then there was that jaw twitch, followed by a sneer. “Gross ... ”

I said nothing. Instead, I simply scooped up my remaining clothes and moved to a different washing machine. My cure for inner thigh friction burns from running had worked. No matter what, depraved thoughts ran through Anne’s head. More to the point, I had to remain calm.

My recent morning runs had shed visible layers off of my university mid-drift. She never complained about the late-night biscuit raids or tortilla fights we used to have. Not until near the end, when Anne had highlighted all this with a hefty pinch of my developing paunch. This had nothing to do with our break-up either. That was a separate issue. But all the same, I took her attempt at telling me I had put on some weight as a way that might mean I could win her back. She did like the good things in life, so I took that to mean me too.

Back then, such actions and comments were private. As they should be. These days, she revelled in every opportunity to take a dig at me in public. The two blokes in the laundromat looking up from their phones to see my reaction to her constant jibes could attest to that.

There was no doubting it. Anne really seemed to hate me at the moment. She spent our days together, forcing this point to fruition.

Almost as if she was trying to make me agree. Which I couldn’t. Aside from giving up on our, admittedly struggling, relationship, which I wasn’t, we had one last physical bond keeping us together. As a mature adult, she should put aside her petty thoughts and make the best of things.

“We’re meant to be saving money.” Anne ranted as she threw her jeans inside the machine. She left the door open as if to invite me back over to her side of the laundromat.

My thoughts meandered to anxiety and justification. If I didn’t go over, I’d be blamed for breaking our travel budget and using two machines. If I did go over, I’d be subjected to another onslaught of verbal retribution. 

“You’re not putting those things in with my load either.” 

We were no longer mixing our underwear then. 

Twenty-four hours until our flight to Bangkok and she was throwing a fit over my undergarments. Again, the whole Vaseline thing was to stop friction burns. Granted, it was messy, but it did work. I had at least four abs showing these days. In the right light. At the right angle.  

What if I snuck them into the machine? She’d never know. Then I noticed the dial was pointing to ‘Cool Wash’. My mum had always insisted on a sixty-degree wash. She said it killed anything living in  clothes that shouldn’t be there, and it got the grease out of everything.

I gave it my best shot to convince Anne.

“Are you serious? We’re not going to have a chance to have a proper clothes wash for months. And, you’re running a cool wash?”

The inner-nerd in me shuddered that at twenty-two I was obsessing about laundry. It also meant a dent in masculine pride. However, this fact would redeem itself if it got on her nerves a little. A minor victory she wouldn’t even know about. The lads in the corner had lost interest.

Anne’s freckled jawline clenched up. Then pulsated a little. I’m not sure if it was her heartbeat that made it do that or a nervous twitch. But it meant I’d hit a nerve of some kind one way or another.

“Don’t be such a Muppet, Jonny. They have laundry services in Thailand, you know?”

“Yea? So why does everybody who comes back from there look like they’ve not had a good wash in months then?”

“It’s a fucking holiday,” she spat back. “People aren’t worried about their washing!”

“We’re backpacking,” I retorted.

“What?”

“There’s a difference.” There was too. “We’re going for a four-month overland trip across South East Asia. Not a two-week family holiday. There’s a difference.”

Anne turned her palms up in exasperation. “Yeah right, that’s why you spent sixty quid on bloody super wrinkle-free, smell-free shirts. You’re a real backpacker, aren’t you!”

“They don’t need a dryer to dry,” I replied in defence.

“It’s 90 bloody degrees in Thailand. Everything dries!”

I stuffed one of my branded Teflon coated shirts into the machine. At least the colour wouldn’t run. Not like her designer scarf a few weeks back that destroyed my last white shirt. Cranking the machine up to 60 degrees, I slammed the lid shut in defiance.

“Twat,” snapped Anne. “You forgot the washing gel!” Her face went from frustration to utter disappointment.

My own jaw clenched as the machine gurgled and the door clicked tight. I fumbled with the dispenser drawer and squirted in some gel. I never knew if this was the same thing as putting it into the little cup that went inside the machine. Either way, I looked desperate. Anne stared a hole right through me with those green eyes that I once thought were so mystical.

Everyone who knew her considered me a full level under hers in terms of looks. Or, as was often pointed out, ‘she’s way above your league'. I didn’t know which way of putting it was better for my battered confidence levels. But these levels did perk up after our first night together.

Who wouldn’t want to be seen with Anne? Or more to the point actually be in a relationship with her. She was pretty much an ‘it’ girl in the making. The faint freckles around her eyes made her look more innocent than she actually was. Her shoulder length dark brown hair was conditioned for a maximum bounce when we went out. Back at my flat, she has always pulled it into a tight ponytail that either highlighted her determined attitude or gave her a slightly strict, but sexy, school teacher look. The latter was her career choice. Bottom line? She was gorgeous, stylish, and hot. On the negative side, she wanted to be a socialite, she did have a temper, and she didn’t want us to be an official couple. Well, we can’t have everything. 

On the flip side, I was Mr Sensible who planned everything out, I had worked my way through Uni, and I had my own flat. Negatives?  I really hadn’t been outside London, I’d only had one girlfriend before Anne, and I will admit that my mum has been the most influential woman in my life, until Anne. That’s why I wanted the world to know about us, but never told a soul. Maybe that's what was wrong with our relationship? We never told anyone about us. It had made things difficult.

I should have known better. I had volunteered at a student support group after seeing so many freshers struggling with ‘issues’ after entering the big world of tertiary education. Most of the problems were financial, exam, and relationship related. Some of the relationship stuff was rather hard going for young people to deal with. And in some cases pretty bizarre to hear how they managed to create such emotional entanglements in the first place. That said, after hearing so many stories about messed up events in people’s lives, you’d think I would have learned something. Instead, we were told to listen, be supportive, help, but don’t interfere and don't ask personal questions. There should have been a session for volunteers on ‘don’t make the same mistakes as the people your listening too'.

Speaking of which, apparently, I was also the one that messed up our relationship. Worse yet. I was still madly in love with her. Well, maybe not madly. But I was still hoping all this was just a phase we were going through.

“What are you staring at, Jonny?” Anne’s jaw was pulsating on both sides now. “Am I really going to have to put up with this for the next three months on our,” she held up her fingers to mime quotation marks, “trip of a lifetime.”

This will all blow over. I was sure of it. 

It had to.

Tomorrow we were flying to Thailand.


Chapter 1 
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Bangkok immigration looked like a giant, sterile VD clinic. Queues of humanity from all corners of the globe were all lining up up to be processed. A wonderful welcome to the land of a thousand smiles. Not that I wanted the little pudgy Thai men in their seriously too tight uniforms smiling at me for any reason other than to say move on. For the record, they didn’t even say that. It was just a swift head nod to get moving along the queue.

After our ‘processing’, it was all quite easy. We knew where we were going. Kao San Road. An iconic road in the centre of Bangkok made famous by years of international travellers that stayed there on their way through South East Asia. It was also the only proper place in Bangkok that travellers hung out at, according to my research.

“Which way then?” asked Anne, looking around the arrivals area.

Anne, who had kept her nose in a book for most of the flight, was at least looking at me for directions now we had arrived.

I stared at the map on my phone. The words ‘Connection Error’ were running across the centre of the screen. Knowing where you are going is a lot easier when you’re not standing in a sea of humanity, with no Wi-Fi, and two green-eyes boring holes into your soul. I had a simple way out of this.

“I think we should take a taxi ...”

“What?” barked Anne. “I thought you had all this figured out. Knew the exact routes of everywhere we’re staying at down to the last bus stop?” She finished with a defiant stance. “No taxis, we’re on a budget, remember?” 

“It’s our first day here. I thought we’d take it easy.” A blatant lie. My phone couldn’t connect to any network to give me answers. And while the free Wi-Fi connection had a signal, there was no actual internet connection. I could only remember something about taking the train to ... shwarhoburi or something. 

“You’re paying if we are taking a taxi.”

“There’s a bus,” I retorted. “I remember there’s a bus.”

“Where?”

“To Kao San Ro...”

“I know that ... where does the bus leave from?”

My backpack’s left strap slipped off my shoulder and slapped to the ground, sending a small Thai lady jumping back. She scowled at me with disdain. Again, a charming welcome to Thailand.

“There’s a tourist counter over there,” snapped Anne, storming over to a glass cubicle covered in 'Amazing Thailand' posters.

I stood stranded on the island that was our gleaming new backpacks in the middle of Bangkok’s arrivals area. All four backpacks were new and filled to maximum capacity. One contained at least one-third of Anne’s wardrobe. The other contained my clothes plus Anne’s makeup kit, hairdryer, and whatever else she deemed essential. Then two daypacks. Mine was at least full of my own essentials of my laptop, mobile backup that my mum had given me in case of emergencies, guidebook printouts, and allergy medicine that once again my mum had given me. Anne’s daypack contained ... Well, more make-up, I’m guessing. I'm not sure, really, as she wouldn’t tell me. She came back just as I’d put my bags on and was wondering how her bag could only weigh twenty kilos, as it was a struggle to lift it.

“There,” Anne said, pointing to a big red X on a glossy map she now possessed. “A shuttle bus leaves from here every hour. Not hard.”

“Where’s ‘here?’” I said, reaching out for the map.

“Here!” The map was shaken at me, then pushed into her daypack.

“Where’s my map?”

“Get your own.”

I looked over at the tourist information desk as Anne stormed off down one of the shiny, generic corridors. I was being deserted already. All this just to get her back. I was an idiot to think this trip would work. I had to try, though. Things used to be so good between us. We were best friends. She was my first love. Well, again, there's that word. I think it was love. There was no one else before. Well, nothing serious. Anne and I had a serious relationship. Granted, it was clandestine. But all the same, we'd had a great time together, once. If that’s not worth fighting for, I don’t know what is. 

✳✳✳

They crammed the shuttle bus full of tourists, locals and various random teenagers, all staring at phones. I stared at mine. It still had no internet connection. Were they all just faking it, too? Anne was sitting at the far end, reading the glossy tourist brochure and refusing to make eye contact with me. I’d elected to stay by our bags near the main luggage rack. It was a clear demotion from chief navigator, but a lack of Wi-Fi was clearly not my fault. 

We hurtled through Bangkok, I think. I couldn’t see anything except for people in the bus who blocked the view. This was not good for navigation. All the same, Anne did have a window seat. Not that she seemed inclined to help. I remained calm and thought about what I’d read about the bus trip. It would leave as at the top of Kao San Road on its last stop. It couldn’t go wrong. And it didn’t. After forty-five minutes the bus stopped and the driver shouted out ‘Kao San’ twice.

The doors swung open and a mass of people both exited the bus and swarmed around the doorway outside. Various hands reached out towards the luggage rack. I gripped tightly onto our bags’ straps with both hands. The straps cut into my fingers as something quite horrible washed over my body and into my lungs. Thick hot humid pungent Thai air.

With Anne finally taking her bags from me without so much as a thank you, we exited the bus.

“You wan’ rooooom?”

“Come, take rooooom?”

People surrounded us. Some had no teeth. Some had glossy white teeth. Every one of them was shouting. And then there was the heat. It was unlike anything I’d ever experienced, other than a sauna. A huge mouldy, unwashed sauna heated with coals of turd and toilet water. It stuck to my skin instantly.

The myriad of locals holding up handwritten hotel signs and glossy brochures all waved frantically at us as we tried to move to the footpath. I felt like prey. They pointed at us repeatedly, then back to the brochures badly spelt highlights and blurry reproduced photographs of rooms with enormous beds. The noise was equally bewildering. A cacophony of broken English and Thai that repeated something about “Saw a Dee” or something inaudible. It was horrible and nothing like the guidebook printouts said it would be like.

Anne ploughed her way over to the doorway of a 7-11 corner store with one tout in tow. She was staring at the glossy map from the airport brochure as if I didn’t exist. The store door slid open automatically and made a unique bing-bong sound. A waft of cool air blew out before the door slid shut and I was consumed by hot, unwashed sauna air again.

“You English, right?”

A small boy with a torn t-shirt looked up at me with a wide grin.

“I like marmalade an’ toast!” he beamed in a strange Oliver Twist style of English.

“English, rrriiight?” he repeated with an all knowing grin.

“Yea,” I blurted, pulling my backpack on whilst clutching at my daypack in fear of little hands going into it.

“London? Birrrrminghammm? Issssliiingon?”

“No, Oxford?” I said, looking past the boy. There was an old Thai lady behind him staring holes into my head by the side of the road. She didn’t look happy to see us behind her table of what looked like lottery tickets.

The 7-11 door slid open again. Bing Bong. The cool air was an instant relief for all of 4 seconds before the door slid shut again.

“Rowing, you like to row, mate? Beat Cambridge again, did you, mate?”

“How ... what?” I couldn’t quite comprehend how the small Thai boy could (a) speak with a cockney accent and still mispronounce things. (b) knew about Oxford rowing. (c) why he was telling me all this.

“Jonny??”

It was Anne. She was glaring over at me from beside the old lady’s table. I moved closer to her, only to get a look of death from the old lady.

“CHAW CHAW MY HINNI!” squawked the old lady as she pointed angrily at me. Was she cursing me? I’d only just arrived.

Bing-Bong went the door.

I moved away from the old lady’s pointing finger and stood over a metal grill on the footpath. Impossibly, it was bellowing out a constant stream of hot air. Only this heat had the sickly odor of moist sewer. Was the entire city like this? One giant bellow of fetid heat!

Bing-Bong.

A customer entered the 7-11. I was now too far away to feel the blast of cold air. The old lady started shouting about me to another old lady further down the road. The sewer heat smell changed to something rancid as it thundered up from the metal grill beneath me. None of this was in the guidebook. None of it.

“Missssta, I help,” the young boy began tugging at my daypack.

“No!” I grabbed it back. “It’s got my laptop in there.”

I honestly regretted blurting that out. I took a mental note never to do it again.

“Yea sure,” nodded the boy. “You want a room with Wi-Fi and double bed with you girlfriend.”

“Jonny, come on!” scowled Anne as she stomped across the footpath.

Shaking my head at the boy, I hugged my bags tighter and followed Anne across the road past a throng of Australians in tank tops. It was a bizarre sight. They were all wearing an assortment of wild afro style wigs whilst most carried small cans of beer in each hand. Where the hell was I?

Kao San Road. The most popular backpacker hang-out in all of South East Asia. Well, at least one road was Kao San. There were several roads at the intersection where we were crossing, but I couldn’t quite see any street signs pointing to the actual Kao San Road. Again, none of this was in the guidebook. All I knew was that I was now feeling decidedly ill from the hideous smells engulfing me and the amount of sweat I was producing just from a short walk.

“Jonny,” glared Anne once we’d crossed over. “Do you know where this Cherry Inn is exactly, or not?”

I dropped my day pack onto my feet. “I need a drink.”

“For fuck’s sake Jonny, let’s get to the hostel first!”

“It’s off Soi 11 ... I think,” from what I remember from the online booking form, anyway. Not that they had any street signs in Bangkok to make it easier.

“Cherry’s bad matey, no Wi-Fi?”

Anne stared down at the small boy who’d followed us over. Then she looked up at me and shook her head disapprovingly.

“It’s okay,” she said, looking at the boy with one of her forced smiles. Beads of humid, enforced sweat formed on her brow. “We’ve a reservation there.”

The boy turned his smile upside down in a theatrical gesture. “No good, no Wi-Fi. An’ is a full one hour ago. Lots walk-in customer.”

“What? It’s full?” I blurted.

“Yea, I show you Sao La Lodge. Good price.”

I looked at Anne. She looked back at me with less contempt and with a hint of confusion.

“Young man,” she said with a stern, but kind smile. “Are you quite sure?”

The boy put his hands on his hips and pushed out his cheeks with air. Anne laughed, and the boy broke out into a big smile.

“You are a nice lady,” he said matter-of-factly.

“Why thank you,” replied Anne. “It’s nice to have a proper gentleman around here who knows his way around.”

“It’s a good place,” beamed the boy. “Honest.”

Bing-Bong.

The 7-11 across the road never shut up. Why was the noise even necessary? Did the staff really need a noise to know when someone walked in? Or just walked by outside close enough to set the sensor off? Could they not adjust it slightly?

The old lady was no longer glaring at me. My shirt had now changed from light green to dark green. I physically felt like the remaining liquid inside me had evaporated. Strangely, sweating made no difference to how hot I felt. In fact, it made me feel worse. Everything I wore was now sticking to me and making me feel like a hot, soggy toilet roll. How could people live like this? This was not normal. Not normal at all. None of this was in the guidebook photocopies. We needed to get out of here, fast.

“No harm in looking at his place?” I suggested in desperation.

“Not far,” the boy started again. “Just around corner, good Wi-Fi. Very clean. Very Niiccce. Commmeeee on.”

“We can just take a look?” I urged. “Surely they had to have air-conditioning? We could just sit in reception and plan out what to do.”

Anne shrugged. That meant yes.

Maybe, just maybe, if I could get this right, all would be well with the world again. And maybe Anne would forgive me.


Chapter 2
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Past and Present
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“I’ll never listen to you again ... EVER!”

The small boy had stitched us up... Still, I don’t know why Anne was complaining so much. It’s not as though we were staying in an utter dump. It’s just that the original place we booked was nicer. All the same, Anne insisted, we went to the original guesthouse we had booked. It was only two streets away. As it turned out, they were not booked out like the boy had said. Unfortunately, according to the receptionist, we could not get a refund because we never checked in. Or more to the point, we would not get a refund as we’d checked in somewhere else.

Anne sat on what would have been our guesthouse’s doorstep. Hands on cheeks, she looked out into the quiet side street. I sat down beside her, hoping to show some sort of mutual respect for getting done over by a boy of at least ten. She purposely shuffled over to the far edge. There seemed to be no way to win her back. So much had changed between us so quickly. So much so that I was still having a hard time piecing it all together.

In my final year of University I joined a study group with Charles, one of my best mates, and Anne’s big brother. We desperately needed pre-written papers for our finals. The group also had a great discount club for just about anything a student could want.

Ten percent discounts to the Icon cinema on Wednesdays. Free up sizes at a popular deli. Friday night half price drinks at Elliot’s. And, an end of Uni interest free ‘Freedom Flight’ promotion. It was a great idea. Put in a monthly cash subscription towards a select destination at the end of the school year. If you saved enough, you could get a substantial discount on a return flight to India, Thailand, Greece or some crime ridden beach in Mexico. We signed up, but Charles had been offered an internship at some solicitors firm so he offered the subscription to Anne. For me, it meant an easy way to save and something to look forward to as I still hadn’t a clue what to do with an arts degree.

It was during all this I met Anne, properly. I’d met her a few times at Charles’ house growing up. She was one of those dreary nose-in-the-book types of younger sisters. Half braless hippie, half bookworm.

That all changed last summer when Anne burst out of her hippy world and lay glistening in golden tanning lotion on Charles’ back lawn. She had dumped the hippie ways and become a ‘socialite’. That’s also when I got my first warning from Charles.

“Touch it, and you’re dead.”

I gave a shocked dismissive look and then pealed myself away from the window overlooking the back garden.

“I know what type of post-pubescent wanker you are,” he continued. “Both mentally, and between your sheets at night.”

“Piss off Charles, it’s bloody Anne. Ms. Harry bleedin’ Potter lovin’ Anne.”

He gave me one of those looks and that was the last we spoke about it. A Cuban theme night at Elliot’s with mojitos on tap would help me forget his warnings. Wrapped up in a blur of minted rum, I remember stalking Anne from afar while wearing a rainbow coloured poncho. I didn’t have a clue if Cubans wore ponchos, but it was all I could muster up.

Anne didn’t get the Cuban vibe either. It didn’t matter. She was wearing one of those straw Panama hats. A neon pink half-cut t-shirt. Boot cut jeans with big black cowgirl boots to match. This was no longer Hogwarts. I was like a lamb to the slaughter.

There’s something about the untouchable and unobtainable that appealed to me. That and the raw power of fresh-smelling mint fuelled alcohol at two a.m. Anne seemed to be on the same wavelength. Though I did briefly wonder if she had the ulterior motive of rebelling against her overprotective brother. There was once a time he beat the hell out of a guy who dumped her for another girl at the last minute before her secondary school graduation bash. As for me, all I remember was a brief discussion on how easy it was to remove a poncho compared to a neo pink t-shirt. And the sheer feeling of sobering panic the next morning.

“He can never find out ...”

I remember the pain in my eyes like they’d been used as nails by mint crushing hammers. Anne was lying next to me. Her arms stretched upwards and crossed succinctly above her head as if handcuffed. The panic left instantly in a sea of surging testosterone.

“Get off!”

My head returned to its pounding with reckless abandon as Anne pushed me back. Did I still smell of rum? Perhaps she was suffering, too.

Take it easy, Jonny.

Slow down.

I was in that semi-drunk next morning dream-like haze. Nothing really sunk in.

“Gawd ... what was I thinking?” she sat up pulling the bedsheet with her.

“Relax,” I cooed. Both to Anne and myself. “It’s my apartment. We’re fine here.”

Anne wrinkled her nose and I could see the tension ease from her shoulders.

“How?” she started, but then rephrased her question. “How’d you afford your own place, anyway?”

I don’t know what triggered my mind, but I knew this was an important question. Or more to the point, the answer was important. I went with the quasi-truth.

“Well, my parents,” I began, but then noticed a small frown on Anne’s face appearing. I needed to be more independent.

“My parents,” I started again. If she could, so could I. “They gave me a choice. A car, apartment deposit, or lump sum. That was the deal for going to a university away from home.”

“Oh, so you own it!”

“No,” I laughed. “I'm renting. But the deposit was good enough to get my own place rather than sharing.”

“Really?”

“Yep, all mine. They thought it would help me to study better and all that.”

“It is handy, I suppose.”

“What do you mean?”

“To have your own place while at Uni,” replied Anne with a little bit of a congratulatory nod. “I mean, not many people have their ‘own’ place at university.”

She was right. I knew it. My parents knew it. We all knew it. All the same, I did have to work to pay the rent, too. But that didn’t seem like the right thing to say here. It seemed I impressed Anne by having my own place. In hindsight, it was a mistake to capitalise on this. But my hormones told me otherwise.

“Yea, I can have all the privacy I want.” I smiled. “Invite who I want over whenever I want and all that.”

“So you can,” said Anne, hiding a slight smile.“I always wanted you Anne,” my hormones were taking over again. “Always. You’re amazingly beautiful. So perfect.”

Her face changed. That small hidden smile turned into a lip-bitten smile. She lifted up the single sheet and rolled over onto me.

“You’re so wicked Jonny ...”

And that was that. If Charles ever found out, I’d be pulverised. Our friendship would be ruined. My parents would never help me out like this again. And I’d be blamed for ‘corrupting’ Anne. We both knew this wasn’t the case. Yet, somehow, we both found it a turn on. The Charles finding out part, not the pulverising part. The corrupting Anne thing too. Well, at least in my case. Even if it was a fantasy. In truth, it was probably the other way around.

✳✳✳

It was hard to believe we spent an entire summer making secret rendezvous and avoided all eye contact when around Charles. If only he saw what she was like today. On second thoughts, having Charles see any of this would not be good for my health.

“Maybe a drink?” I suggested.

Anything to break the silence and the fact we were sitting in, at least, 50 degrees worth of heat with an added 200% of suffocating Thai humidity.

Nothing. Not even a shuffle or jaw clench.

I stared out at the little quiet street. Streams of tatty black cables ran along the mishmash of corrugated tin-roofed buildings. Nothing was uniform here. Even the unpainted concrete walls were different shades of grey. The terraced houses all looked so random. Some had odd extensions, walls, gates, railings, and roofing added on at a whim’s notice. And, by the looks of it, built by a person with no idea what structural integrity meant.

The Thais themselves were an odd bunch. Sometimes full of smiles. Usually, a smile only occurred when you were handing over a wad of cash to them. Otherwise, they were scowling at you from a distance. The smilers were often dressed in nice fresh looking clothes. The scowlers in saggy clothes that looked like Oxfam handouts.

I noted Thai men seemed to have problems growing beards. I’d never noticed this before in my entire life. Or at least once in people over the age of eighteen. In fact, come to think of it, Thai men didn’t even have light stubble. A hairline moustache was quite common. The type you’d see on a third former back home. What the Thais had, that nobody else had, were a few people with very long wiry hair growing from a mole or the end of a chin. Gender didn’t seem to matter in this case either. The older the Thai, the more chance the man or woman would sport at least one wiry foot long hair on their face. It wasn’t flattering either. It made me feel obsessive compulsive and want to yank the hairs out and go ‘there, that’s better now, isn’t it?’

Thais didn’t seem to like tourists around here either. We were definitely cash cows to them. Unless you were handing them money, they wanted nothing to do with you. So much for Asian friendliness. I was here half a day already and just knew it wasn’t for me. It would have been better if I’d booked the Greek flight. But no, Anne liked the idea of a trip to Asia. Europe just seemed more fun, safe and easy. We would have been nearer to home too. The thought of my mum’s home cooked dinner suddenly pulled across my stomach. Jet lag meant we’d missed out on a dinner or was it a breakfast?

“Maybe some food?” I suggested. “We’ve not eaten properly since yesterday. Let’s say we try out some of this Thai food everyone rants on about?”

Anne didn’t budge.

“My treat.”

Nothing.

“We can come back here tomorrow?” I said, getting just a little fed up with the pouting.

She turned to me, looking quite exacerbated.

“I’m going back for a shower. I’ll eat later.”

“But I’m hungry.”

“Then go eat! I’m going back.”

“How will we meet up later?”

Anne didn’t answer. And for the second time, she walked away from me in Bangkok without even a hint of responsibility. We were meant to stick together when travelling abroad. It was written in big bold writing on all guidebooks. It was dangerous to travel solo in places like Thailand. Anything could happen. Charles would beat me to death if anything ever happened to her. It was his golden rule ‘no harm shall come to Anne.’ I’d broken it by sleeping with her. Trampled on it by dating here. Yet all the same, this was different. We were no longer in Blighty. Of all places and scenarios, we should be looking out for each other here. Hence, she was doing this.

Watching Anne walk away, I thought about calling out once more. Then, just as I was about to swallow my pride, I realized I had no clue how to get back to our new guesthouse. Heck, I couldn’t even pronounce the name of it properly. I had to follow her like a stalker. If questioned, I would say I didn’t want her to walk home alone. That was an appropriate answer that solved two problems. Yet it didn’t solve my hunger problem. Nor how this holiday was ending up.
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Enter the Dragon
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It seemed most of Bangkok’s free Wi-Fi had a signal. But, no actual internet connection. It was a similar situation at our new guesthouse. Leaving Anne to shower, I gobbled up some oat bars I’d stashed in my bag and took my first walk down Kao San Road by myself in search of an actual working internet connection to call my parents. I also needed to let Charles know everything was going fantastically well with our trip. Yes, it was all lies, but nobody wanted to know anything else.

In truth, as you may have guessed, Bangkok has not impressed me so far at all. There was a distinct lack of temples, praying monks, and serenity. It all seemed to be replaced by outdoor bars that wouldn’t feel out of place along a London bar district. 7-11 stores. And drunk tourists. Why do guidebooks put photos of temples and beaches all over their books when the first thing you see are drunken tourists at a bar? They weren’t typical tourists either. They were like a cross between drunk soccer fans on a stag night at some street party in Soho. The not so expensive part of Soho, if that still exists.

On the quieter side of things, overweight tattooed white men in soccer shirts lounged with iced beer while skinny, pretty local girls sat beside them. In some cases, not so pretty, but still very skinny. I’ll redo my Soho example. They were like drunken soccer louts taking part in a bar scene from Apocalypse Now. Yes, that was a closer match.

The obsessive humidity gave it all a distinctive tropical feel, but without the palm trees. In fact, there didn’t seem to be any trees or vegetation around. Also, unlike in London, I couldn’t walk past a bar without at least three Thais coming up to me with multiple brochures in hand. Each one offering much the same thing.

“Massssage sir?” asked a girl in a tight red dress.

“No, thanks.”

“You wan Massssage ...” asked another, wearing far too much make-up for this heat.

“No thanks, I’m good.”

“Free drinnnnk sir, you want to come??” beckoned a rather attractive Thai girl who somehow came across like she wanted to devour me with her eyes alone.

“Maybe later,” I smiled back.

She looked me up and down, then dismissed me with a raise of her eyebrow before turning away on her heels. My mind wandered for a second before a strange underweight Thai man waved at me like he was my long-lost best friend.

“What you need, friend?”

“Just looking for internet”.

“Yes sirrrr, free WiFyyyy.”

I stopped and looked at the underweight man in his forties as he tried to hand me a drinks menu. “You have Wi-Fi?”

“Yes sir,” he said, smiling to reveal a solitary front tooth along with the remanents of yellowing stubs of teeth. “We have WiFyyyy. Free with the beer too. Come sit.”

Guided by my Wi-Fi promising toothless long-lost friend, we entered his neon lit beer garden. Again, despite being a tropical country, the potted plants around the outside of the bar looked decidedly plastic. The man took the lead; it was only now I noticed he was swinging his hips like only a super model could. It was odd, and I wasn’t sure if he was a few shots short of a tequila bottle or just unexpectedly effeminate. We stopped by a table that overlooked the road. As I sat down, he waved his hand up and down as if showcasing a new car. Flamboyant wasn’t the word. I cringed into my seat, hoping nobody thought I really was his long-lost friend.
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