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    Introduction




    If, like myself, you are not a great lover of fiction and prefer the books you read to be factual, you might be interested to know that every single tale and anecdote in this novel is based on a real event.




    Essentially, Joe Bucket’s story is a factual account of a visa run from Pattaya to Sihanoukville which actually happened.




    Although at times I found it prudent to change the identities of some of the people and places mentioned in the narrative for obvious reasons, many of them still retain their real names and can be recognized by any visitor to Pattaya or Sihanoukville.




    All the conversations that appear in this story are also based on dialogues that really took place, apart from that of Louis the French gangster whose name, bar and appearance I was obliged to fabricate completely to avoid being murdered.




    So, although I present this book as a work of fiction, in reality it is closer to being a true story.




    Peter Jaggs, Pattaya


  




  

    Glossary




    Bawbaw (Cambodian): A type of soup




    Chai dee mak (Thai): Very good heart




    Farang (Thai): Westerner (used throughout the book for both Thai and Cambodian speakers to avoid any confusion)




    Flics (French underworld slang): Police




    Fort-a-bras (French underworld slang): Strong arm man




    Isaan (Thai): An area of Northeast Thailand




    Katoey (Thai): Lady-boy, transvestite




    Keeniaw (Thai): Miserly, tight-fisted




    Khao pad khai (Thai): Fried Rice with chicken




    Khor thot, mai roochak (Thai): Sorry, I don’t know (him/her/the answer)




    Krama (Cambodian): Cambodian garment usually worn around the waist




    Lambaak mak (Thai): (Many/great) difficulties




    Motodop (Cambodian): Motorcycle, usually a motorcycle taxi




    Soi (Thai): Street or road




    Songthaew (Thai): Pick-up truck used a a taxi (lit. two rows)




    Tambon (Thai): Merit making




    Teelac (Thai): Darling, my love


  




  

    Preface




    My name is Bucket. Joe Bucket. I’ve lived in Thailand for a long time now. I suppose there are plenty of self-righteous people out there who would label me as a sex-pat, but I reckon I’m just a regular guy enjoying early retirement in a country I’ve loved for years. If you have spent any time at all in Pattaya the chances are you will probably know me already, and if it’s your first time here, you are certainly going to see me around. Either way, I’m sure there is a very good chance you will recognize me before the end of my story.




    You can call me a sex-pat if you want to; I don’t mind. After all, I guess I’m exactly the sort of bloke some Bright Bollocks had in mind when he coined the ignominious phrase. I would be a liar if I said I didn’t love Thai women, and I happily admit I am not averse to shagging them either. I am also lucky enough to live in Pattaya, since a profitable but painful altercation with a rogue drill-pipe tong on a North Sea oil rig ended my working life. When I came out of the resulting coma in Aberdeen Hospital three weeks later I had a blinding headache, a left arm that would never really work properly again and an ambulance-chasing solicitor sitting beside my bed who told me he could fix things for me so I would never have to work again. He wasn’t bullshitting, and the resulting compensation he blagged for me enabled me to pack in all the rubbish jobs I was wasting time on for half the year in order to finance the remaining six months in Thailand. So here I am, and if that makes me a sex-pat, so be it. I’m happy and proud to be one.




    I made my first trip to Thailand over twenty-five years ago. There were three of us, a trio of Essex boys from a grotty little factory in Billericay that made those awful shopping trolleys old ladies pull around. Incredibly, we knew nothing of the racy reputation of the country and had come to take a look at the ancient temples of Ayuttaya and Sukhothai. Felix the punch operator was the instigator and arranged it all; he was a university drop-out and very interested in all that cultural stuff. Wayne the welder and I just wanted an exotic holiday in the sun to boast about down the pub—and we simply went along for the ride.




    And for three horny, sex-starved lads barely out of their teens out on the prowl in a country that was home to some of the most seductive and available women in the world, what a ride it turned out to be. I remember we went down Soi Cowboy that first night. We were lucky enough to meet a bunch of hard-bitten Aussie miners on vacation in the first gogo bar we went into who took pity on us and showed us the very beginnings of the ropes. They quickly became our heroes and the very next morning we got on the bus to Pattaya with them at Ekamai and travelled down to have a couple of days at the beach resort of Pattaya before we left for the ancient cities. We had come to Thailand for the factory’s two–week summer break, and I went home six months later when my bank account ran dry. We never made it to the historic temples and Felix and Wayne the welder were never seen again.




    After that first trip, my previously aimless life in England became much simpler. Suddenly, all I was interested in doing was accumulating enough money to spend as much time as possible in Thailand. The work I did was dirty, dangerous, distasteful or merely boring, but if the weekly wage slip meant I could accumulate the Thailand tokens required for another six months of sun and sex, I did any type of work happily. I would work at any shit job going for as long as I could stand being away from the country and the women that had woven such a spell over me, and as I was fit and strong and worked hard and would perform even the most unpleasant task with a grin, I never wanted for employment when I needed it. I was so cheerful doing these dead-end jobs sometimes people thought I was bit barmy, but why wouldn’t I have been smiling? I was off to Thailand for six months again soon, whilst all my unfortunate workmates were going to suffer another bitter winter in England. Postman, milkman, hod-carrier, petrol pump attendant, warehouseman, bakery delivery driver, fish smoker, jelly maker, spot-welder, farm labourer, computer technology proof-reader in Taiwan and barman and bog cleaner at the Baker’s Arms at Stock in Essex were just some of the jobs I did over the years to finance a craving for Thailand that was as strong as any narcotic could induce. Finally, a Pattaya drinking buddy known as Short-Time Sam fixed me up with a job as a roustabout on an oil rig where he was the toolpusher and I had a lucrative four years in the North Sea and made it up to derrickman before I ended up wearing that pipe tong as a hard hat.




    In the good old days before everyone started coming over here and jumping on the bandwagon I also made a good bit of extra money selling fake watches and Levi’s jeans that I bought in Thailand. The copy game was still fairly new back then, and there were loads of blokes back on the building sites and in the factories of England who would pay well for a glittering gold Rolex or pair of 501’s that looked exactly like the real thing. So what if they usually fell to bits within a month or two? After that it was football shirts. There was a lot of dosh to be made on the knock-off soccer kits for a while but you had to remember to take a good look at the merchandise before you bought it. Some guys didn’t, and I still remember the day Dozy Dave returned from a trip to a backstreet tailor and opened up his latest shipment of three hundred England football shirts that were bound for somewhere in Leeds during a long ago World Cup competition. Stitched proudly under the famous three lions emblem on every shirt was the prophetic word, ‘Endland’. Did Dozy Dave get his money back? Of course not.




    I had a great result the year Vietnam started welcoming tourists again and I went over there on a visa run and invested in two hundred old US Army Zippo cigarette lighters. They were all engraved with the coats of arms of different regiments and quirky slogans from the Vietnam war. The first lot I bought were genuine and everyone wanted one and I sold out within a month and made a small fortune. Then the copy boys in ‘Nam realized they were onto a good thing and started reproducing them and the bottom fell out of the market. I couldn’t give away the next two hundred fake lighters I bought the following year. Another time I took home five hundred of those crazy foam rats on yo-yo strings; the Thai guys sell them along the Beach Road outside the Royal Garden Plaza. I put on a silly hat with a rat stuck on top of it and wore a shiny jacket and stood in the middle of Basildon Town centre near that horrible fountain, pulling on a string all day to make the rats scurry around the pavement by my feet. In fact, to my surprise, the magic rats sold like hot cakes but I had to pack it in when a gang of irate mothers from a nearby council estate tracked me down and demanded their money back under threat of violence because the damn things kept tangling up and all the kids were crying their eyes out.




    When things got really tight I even had a go at smuggling those ridiculously cheap cigarettes they sell at the Cambodian border markets for a while, until Jim the Perv told me how he had been caught with a rucksack full of the dodgy gaspers. The immigration police banged Jim up in a filthy cell for an extremely worrying couple of hours until, unfathomably, they gave him back his bag of contraband cancer sticks and let him go. Despite the Perv’s escape, after that I didn’t much fancy the fag game any more.




    Throughout the last quarter of a century all the different jobs I did and all the crap I sold meant I never had too much trouble getting back to Thailand every year for a good lengthy trip. Over the years, my visits to Pattaya became longer and longer. By the time I received my compensation money Pattaya had completely undergone her metamorphosis from fishing village to major tourist destination and I found I was spending nearly all my time in the city.




    Pattaya. You will either love her or hate her. The polluted, traffic-choked, bar-lined streets soon have those tourists who value peace and order fleeing for the classier Thai resorts of Hua Hin, Phuket and Koh Samui. The real lovers of solitude will have already left for the relative tranquillity of Koh Chang, Koh Wai or Koh Phi Phi. Most of these people find it astonishing that there are so many of us who have fallen in love with the Eastern Seaboard and choose to stay here. They can’t understand that for those who have really been hit with the Pattaya stick, the soul of the city seeps into their very being like a highly enjoyable form of cancer for which there is no cure. Nobody really seems to know exactly what it is that impels so many farangs (Western visitors to Thailand) to return to a grimy, crowded city with a crappy beach time and time again until they finally end up staying there, but it is undeniable that Pattaya does boast a very impressive seduction rate. Until I went on the visa run that prompted me to write this book, I hadn’t been out of the city for half a decade.




    I wouldn’t want you to think Joe Bucket has always been such a Pattaya Potato, though. During my first ten years or so in Thailand I really used to get around. I’ve visited almost every province in the country as well as making extended visa run trips to The Philippines, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Vietnam, Laos and Singapore and one time I even had a spell working in Taiwan. However, although I enjoyed every one of these excursions immensely I’ve never found anywhere that has managed to pull me away from Pattaya for any length of time, so I guess I have to admit to being one of the guys who have fallen for her hidden charms hook, line and sinker.




    Throughout the years I’ve seen two generations of backpackers, travellers—and more recently, holidaymakers—sneer at guys like me and call us sex-tourists. For some reason many of them seem to think that just because Joe Bucket appreciates the beauty of Thai women and makes the most of what’s going on, he knows nothing more of the country other than that which nestles between the open legs of her bar-girls. It is strange how many people I have met here do seem to have all the answers, though. The only thing I’ve really learnt since I came is that no farang can ever really understand Thailand or her people however long they stay. Although many of us so-called sex-pats have spent decades here and can speak the language fluently and have a more intimate knowledge of the country and her people than any couple on a package tour or smart-arse student enjoying a University gap year is ever going to acquire, most days the Thais confuse the hell out of us too. Come to that, plenty of farangs I’ve met over the years have been pretty unfathomable as well; perhaps this just goes to show you never really know what’s going on in someone’s brain wherever they come from.




    When I made most of those trips up-country or down South I would be accompanied by my latest Thai bar-girlfriend, and visiting all their homes sure was a great way to see the country. In the early years, a never-ending, ever-changing parade of different Pattaya bar-girls very kindly took me all over Thailand. Some of you backpackers might be surprised to know Joe Bucket has stayed in a squatters shack in Samut Sakorn, nearly broken his back helping with the rice harvest in Roi-Et and hunted lizards and small birds with a catapult with the local kids in Buriram. He has had an evil ghost sucked out of his soul by a spirit doctor in Petchabun, lost money on cock and beetle fights in Surin and stood knee-deep in a muddy river looking for edible water beetles to jump on in Khampaeng Pet.




    But as the years rolled into decades, I am sad and sorry to say that I stopped making these jaunts out of Pattaya. Years of familiarity with Thailand inevitably turned my sense of adventure into lethargy and changed a reckless youngster into a middle-aged stick-in-the-bar. It wasn’t that the opportunities for visiting new places were lacking, but somehow I just didn’t seem be able to get my act together enough to go any more.




    One day I looked into the mirror in my apartment and noticed how flabby and tired-looking I was becoming. It was then I realized that, apart from the one day visa runs to Cambodia I had to make every three months, I hadn’t left Pattaya for five years. I wondered sadly where my spirit of adventure had gone to. It seemed the unthinkable had happened. I had turned myself into a Pattaya Potato.




    Then, by a strange twist of fate, I met a retired seaman called Ron who was stuck in a wheelchair. This salty old bloke managed to rekindle the spirit of adventure in me that I thought had gone forever. A dropped wallet, a bottle of rum, an evening of sailor’s tales and a rash promise later and suddenly I was back on the road, enjoying the kind of episodes I hadn’t experienced for fifteen years. I was alive again, and for this I’ll always be grateful to the old man. The ancient mariner managed to get the Pattaya Potato off his arse again, and that re-awakening is really what this book is all about. Joe Bucket’s visa run.


  




  

    Chapter One




    It all began on a humid, rain-spattered November day in Pattaya. A sky full of heavy dark clouds that were pregnant with a coming storm that was moving in ominously from over the wind-ruffled sea, and the grim, overcast aura that seemed to hang over the city suited the bad mood I was in perfectly. I was standing in a small queue outside a money-changer’s kiosk along the Central Road at the time; the one next to the narrow alley where that tiny, pony-tailed Thai man who looks like he knows something you don’t has his stall. The ancient dealer, who hasn’t changed a jot in twenty-five years, sells amulets that he claims can keep you in good health or make you rich, stop knives and bullets and protect you from your enemies or bring you success in love. Whilst waiting in the tepid drizzle, I contemplated how it might have been a good idea for me to have invested in one of the old merchant’s magic pendants several weeks earlier myself. On reflection though, I doubted that even the most powerful of the talismans would have changed anything because after a quarter of a century in Thailand I should have known by now what was going to happen even without the aid of a lucky charm.




    The sad truth is, only an Isaan bar-girl can change her character almost overnight as much as my latest girlfriend had done. That shy, sweet new girl to Pattaya who had caught my eye as she hid in the corner away from the grasping hands of horny holidaymakers and who was so scared she could hardly speak had, as I had seen so many times over the years, very quickly turned into the biggest whining, money-begging pain in the arse on the Eastern Seaboard. “That’s gratitude for you,” I grumbled to myself, although I knew I only had myself to blame.




    Four weeks ago, the cute little bar-girl had been so scared and inexperienced that her hand shook and she couldn’t meet my eye as she poured out my first beer of the night. I had found Jai in one of the less salubrious (and that’s saying something) establishments in Soi Six that cater to the legions of farang punters whose idea of a good time is getting drunk whilst having the most sensitive part of their anatomy fondled by girls who might well be attractive if it wasn’t too dark to see what they looked like. Undeniably, Soi Six does suit a certain mood, and I happily admit to having been one of the street’s most frequent visitors over the years. However, even the most fanatical of Soi Six addicts would have to admit that the ambience of the bar-strip is hardly subtle, and plainly this was bothering the new girl. No doubt Jai had heard a little of what Pattaya was about on the Isaan grapevine before she came here, but it was plain she had not expected to see the various reasons for the female presence in Soi Six taking place in front of her at such glaringly close quarters. Suffice to say, it is very disconcerting for a girl fresh from the fields of Isaan—who thought she had been employed as a waitress—to watch women similar in age and background to her own mother removing the pants and underwear from an assortment of weird-looking farangs right there in the bar before they had even ordered a beer. It is hardly necessary to lower the tone of this narrative even further by explaining what happens next. Of course, the crunch came when Jai realised that instead of handing out trays of drinks and food she was also expected to do the same things that had shocked her so much on her arrival. The guileless Isaan girl had come to Pattaya to work in a restaurant and ended up on the menu herself.




    Enter Joe Bucket, Pattaya’s answer to Sir Galahad, and with a bit of the old charm and a generous measure of bullshit, Soi Six’s newest and prettiest arrival was soon easily convinced that catering to the desires of her knight in shining armour in room 419 of the Happy Home apartment block in Soi Buakhoa was infinitely preferable to facing the ravages of of Soi Six’s barmy army.




    As is often the case in Pattaya, a mere month later the previously terrified new girl had kept her sharp eyes and ears open and realised there are other opportunities available for a pretty Isaan girl besides the constant, public manipulation of drunken males’ sex organs in a seedy knocking-shop, or getting what’s left over from the beer money from a long-staying, keeniaw farang who was always out fishing or getting pissed at a bar with his mates. Before she wised up, Jai used to enjoy starting the mornings with a swim at the tiny pool that the Happy Home boasts. Unfortunately for me, so did a real bitch of an old bar-girl who was currently milking some poor first-timer for all his holiday money. Ten years ago, this excrement-stirring harridan had been the shy new girl herself, so of course—ever the gallant knight—I had rescued her as well. Unfortunately, when you live like Joe Bucket, nemesis is an unavoidable fact of life and now our paths had crossed again, my old flame was doing her very best to educate Jai every time I turned my back. The old bar-girl’s name was Poo and I thought this very appropriate, because the previous decade certainly had turned her into a right turd.




    “Don’t listen to that bullshitting old farang,” I heard Poo telling Jai in Thai as I came up behind them one day and caught her explaining how it was about time I was presented with a proper bill. “His mouth is so sweet he has to keep taking the ants out from between his teeth.” Rhetoric like this is impossible to ignore and the copious amounts of verbal poisoning injected by the now extremely street-smart Poo soon did their job. My previously naive new girlfriend now knew the score. Poo had taught Jai that she was in Pattaya now, where every kiss, squeeze and thrust should be paid for in full.




    Thanks to the tuition of Poo, Jai was now aware that the good-hearted Englishman who had appeared in Soi Six on his metaphoric white charger and saved her from the legions of other farangs intent on impaling her on their weapons was perhaps more concerned with bargain-basement sex rates with a pretty new girl rather than a genuine desire to save an Isaan damsel in distress. Poo explained to Jai how it was customary for a farang to behave like the proverbial walking ATM machine, and also told her how she was really letting the side down in not sporting at least one item of gold jewelry by now. For some inexplicable Thai reason, the old bar-girl had made it her mission in life to coach Jai into perfecting the finer points of the game and she was training Jai with an intensity Sir Alex Ferguson would have been proud of. I never stood a chance. To emphasize a point she was making, Poo jerked a disdainful thumb at her own farang, who blissfully unaware, was sunning himself by the side of the pool and trying to work out where all his holiday cash was going.




    “He has a photograph of me in his wallet,” said Poo proudly, straightening up a new, chunky gold ring with an expensively manicured hand. “Where his money used to be.”




    From experience, I quickly realized I was left with three choices. I could either listen to Jai complaining day and night for the remaining four months of my stay (and believe me, Poo had coached her to such an extent she could now moan for Thailand) or I could pay her off with some of that folding paper stuff she had previously insisted she no interest in. Indeed, it was remarkable how in such a short space of time “I love you, teelac, I not want your money, I want stay with you, I not like work bar,” had become, “Poo tell me you very keeniaw, she say other farang give me big money/motorcycle/house/land/bar” (just insert the appropriate act of generosity, all were mentioned scores of times every day).




    I have always been of the opinion we don’t spend enough time on this planet to waste precious days listening to the incessant strains of a wailing bar-girl, so I decided to take the second option. I would cut my losses and draw out a wad of cash that would hopefully be enough to compensate Jai for the time Poo had convinced her she had wasted on me (minus a few disputed expenses, of course). I would then be able to gently but firmly give Jai her marching orders without things becoming too messy; as is often the case in the breakdown of Pattaya romances. Sexist perhaps—selfish, certainly—but even so, I would hope even the most politically correct of feminist readers might have at least a little sympathy after hearing Jai hammering away at the drums in my ears with the resonance and volume of a Caribbean steel band. And any fellow male who has ever fallen out with his Thai girl and had the magic of romance driven from his heart by skilfully engineered sulking sessions and the phenomenon of that previously warm and sweetly surrendering dove-like girl suddenly developing a shoulder as cold as a frozen ham every time he fancies getting his leg over, will certainly be in my corner.




    The third option would be to kick Jai out penniless. This was a non-starter. Having already witnessed the formidable temper that lurks just beneath the thin veneer of even the sweetest of an Isaan girl’s outward serenity, I had no desire to incur the wrath of a screaming Thai demon. No doubt Poo would have told Jai exactly what to do should I fail to come across with the expected recompense and I had no wish to view the results of her recent education. If hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, then Pattaya certainly hath no hiding place from a prostitute unpaid. And sadly, that was exactly what Poo had taught Jai to become. I had also noticed—with considerable concern—how Jai had recently become a little too friendly with the toughest and meanest of the motorcycle taxi drivers who plied their trade from the rank opposite the Happy Home. So it was going to have to be pay-off time, and like so many other long-staying farang men in Pattaya, not for the first time I promised myself that never again would I allow the charms of a fresh new bar-girl to affect my sanity and destroy the very freedom I had come to the city for. Well—not until the next time, anyway.




    On top of the annoyance and expense of having to bung Jai a good slice of my ever-dwindling wedge to get rid of her, I also had the inconvenience of a visa run to look forward to in five days time. Visa runs! What a pain in the arse! Every three months, for those foreign residents not yet ancient or affluent enough to apply for a retirement visa, the immigration laws in Thailand make it necessary to leave the country and return on a new tourist visa. So, everybody piles down to the Cambodian border at Poi Pet in a minibus and leaves the country for five minutes. The more adventurous travellers sometimes pause for a quick short-time with a girl of questionable age and cleanliness in a wooden hut in one of the aptly named ‘Chicken Farms’ just over the border. It is then possible to re-enter the Land of Smiles under a new stamp on the double or triple entry tourist visa you obtained at the Thai consulate back home. On every visa run I have ever made the journey to the border has been made doubly unbearable by having to listen to some knobhead complaining incessantly about the ridiculous system. I wish they would shut up and live with it. We all know it’s crazy but that’s the way things work if you want to stay in the country longer than the three months allotted to tourists. You’re in Thailand now. Surely you didn’t expect things to be sensible? If you don’t like it, you can always go back to your cold, expensive country and its equally cold and expensive women anytime you please. Any takers?




    It has always been my policy to try to remember that when life does not go quite as well as it should, it is a good idea to bear in mind that there is always someone worse off than yourself. Looking at the old man in a wheelchair in the queue in front of me, reminded me that I was, as usual, the author of my own misfortunes and that my problems were easily rectified by a handful of Thailand tokens. The poor old fellow looked in a bad way, and although he peered around him with interest, pain had etched lines around his eyes and cut deep grooves into his almost skeletal face and his yellowing skin was stretched tightly over his cheekbones.




    I couldn’t help noticing that the Thai girl pushing the old boy’s wheelchair certainly didn’t seem to have any of the complaints that had recently begun to irk Jai so much. The girl was one of those smiling, chubby, capable-looking types that you often come across in Thailand, and enough bling to start a small store was hung and fastened around every one of her available extremities. Gold bracelets fought for space with bangles on her wrists, and enough gold chains to have the most vulgar of gangster rappers green with envy festooned her neck and glinted in the sunlight. Obviously having run out of space, she had even begun to encircle her ankles with her favourite metal. I wondered with some interest where she would start next. If this female Mr.T had fallen into the bay from Pattaya’s Bali Hai pier, all that extra weight would certainly have sunk her like a stone, even if she was blessed with the skills of an Olympic swimmer.




    Despite her predeliction for the shiny stuff, the undeniably plump but certainly still attractive woman, who on closer inspection appeared to be around thirty-five years old, did seem to be taking exceptional care of the old guy. I would like to think it was her good heart rather than the acquisition of all those expensive trinkets that prompted Nan—for I learned later this was her name—to fuss around her patient’s wheelchair plumping cushions, patting a sunken cheek and generally letting the old chap know someone cared. Looking at the couple, I couldn’t help remembering a visit to an old peoples’ home back in England to visit the ailing father of a friend. I recalled how saddened I had been at the lumpy sofas full of drooling and glassy-eyed fossils who had been prompted into singing ‘Michael Row The Boat Ashore’ by an over-enthusiastic care-worker. Just then, the smiling Thai girl’s dress fell open as she bent down to straighten the old man’s blanket and I copped a look down the front of her generous cleavage. I knew which way I was going when my dotage came.




    The old man had one of those safari-type waistcoats that have enough zips and pockets to take the contents of a small house and the girl had hung it over the back of his wheelchair. After changing a wad of cash that would have impressed even Richard Branson, she slid a fat wallet into one of the compartments of the jacket and the couple turned and made their way along the cracked sidewalk. The state of the pavements in Pattaya are not really conducive to smooth wheelchair travel and a rubber wheel caught in one of the many small holes that pocked the cement slabs. The girl pushed hard, and the wheelchair jumped several inches into the air as the wheel jerked free. The pair laughed over the unexpected bump together as they walked on, and the girl reached a hand around a thin shoulder and caressed a bony hand reassuringly, giggling like a schoolgirl.




    The couple would not have been quite so jolly had they known their recently re-stocked wallet had fallen from the old man’s jacket pocket and now lay unnoticed in the hole in the pavement that had caused the jolt and the resulting amusement. I looked around me. Nobody had seen the wallet fall except me.




    I reached down and picked it up. It was more of a small bag than a wallet, really. It had fallen open, and apart from the recently cashed roll of Thai baht in one compartment, there was a stack of US hundred dollar bills, several credit cards, a passport and some visa paperwork. I sighed. It would have been so much easier to have given the wallet back if it had only contained a few thousand baht. By the look of it, this wedge would have paid Jai off in full and still left me with enough cash for a couple more months in style in my favourite country.




    I must admit, I was a devil’s prod away from pocketing the lot. But I must be one of the good guys after all, because what I actually did was to walk up to the Thai girl pushing the wheelchair and tap her on the shoulder. The pair of them were so grateful that it almost made up for my only being rich for the ten seconds it had taken me to decide to give them their property back.




    The old man in the wheelchair told me his name was Ron, and his girl was Nan. Ron was well into his seventies. He was as thin as a rail and did not look like a well man at all. The blanket on his lap covered legs so thin and wasted it was obvious he would never walk again. Despite his illness, his bright blue eyes still shone with life when he thanked me.




    “That could have been nasty,” he told me gratefully. “We’re on our way to Jomtien to renew my retirement visa. My passport and paperwork are all in the bag, as well as a good deal of money.” He shook my hand. His own liver-spotted fist was so brittle I felt it would have snapped if I have been one of those wankers who give it the macho treatment and for some inexplicable reason try to crush the hand of anyone unfortunate enough to meet them.




    Ron smiled a gappy grin up at me and told me what a good bloke I was. Then with shaking hands, he withdrew a large wad of Thai baht from his wallet and offered it to me. For a split second I thought about taking the money, but realized in an instant that to have done so would have been almost as bad as if I had swiped the lot when it had fallen to the ground in the first place.




    “No thanks,” I told him, attempting to appear much more charitable than I felt and trying very hard not to gag on the large lump that a bad case of unequivocal greed had left in my throat—“don’t worry about it.” Ron put his money away and this time he told me I was a great guy and one of the world’s gentlemen. In the circumstances, I felt no embarrasment in agreeing whole-heartedly with him. The old man’s face was shining, and now that tempting wedge was safely out of sight, I was beginning to feel suitably impressed with myself and pleased that I had given him back his wallet after all.




    “Please come and have a drink with me at my condominium,” Ron almost begged me, giving me the card from what I knew to be an expensive apartment complex a songthaew ride away. “I really would like to thank you properly.”




    Looking at the poor old boy, I guessed he must be pretty lonely.




    Before they left, Nan pulled me to her generous bosom for a big hug and I got squashed up against several ounces of twenty-four Karat gold and a couple of kilos of prime Thai breast.




    “Chai dee mak,” she told me, and left a purple lipstick mark on my slightly embarrassed cheek. The couple then continued on their way, this time keeping a better look out for any potential wheel-traps. Despite Nan’s flattering words, I wasn’t so sure I really was all that great-hearted. The truth was, I had been gnat’s pube away from walking off with the lot, and could only surmise that it must be a long association and healthy respect for the forces of Karma that had stopped me from doing so. On another day, or if I was more in need, I don’t know.




    Having cashed enough travellers’ cheques to prepare Jai’s wage slip and disengage the proverbial monkey from my back, I returned to face the music, the volume of which by now, had reached deafening proportions.




    You could be forgiven for thinking it should be easy to pay off a Pattaya bar-girl. Simply put a good wad of cash in her hand and tell her to make sure the door doesn’t hit her arse on her way out. Unfortunately, things never seem to be quite that simple. I had reckoned without the ‘I will do my best to turn up at the most inconvenient moments and fuck things up for you’ tradition of the Thai bar-girl.




    As all farang sex-pats know, this is an age-old Thai hooker custom and involves your ex-girlfriend turning up (smiling and friendly, of course) at the most inopportune occasions. The girls with the most impressive timing always manage to arrive either just after, during or slightly before their ex-boyfriend is about to partake of a shag. Nobody really knows the reason for this phenomenon, but it is presumably connected to the fact that a farang’s previous girlfriend doesn’t like to see anyone else getting money that she might have had herself if she hadn’t decided to jump ship. After we parted, I tried hard to enjoy my new-found freedom but during the next three days, every time I invested time and money in some female company, there would be a knock on the door, and there would be Jai, grinning innocently and assuring my latest girl that I was simply a friend. She would hunt around for a non-existant hairclip or brush, then before leaving, she would give me a far more intimate kiss than she had ever done during the time she stayed with me. Of course, the current mood was then broken. During this comparitively short space of time Jai cut short more sex sessions than the coitus interruptus method. I was later told that the motorcycle lad opposite, now Jai’s boyfriend, was phoning her every time I arrived back at the apartment with a girl. That’s some sense of humour.




    On the fourth day after we had broken up, I’d had enough of Jai’s inconvenient visits and I devised a fiendish plan. I arranged for my latest girl to come around to the Happy Home ten minutes after myself, by which time I had entered my room then sneakily put the key back in the little wooden rack in reception without anyone noticing. The idea was, the counter girl would see the key and tell Jai, in all innocence, that I was out. That way I would not have to ask a Thai to lie to another Thai for a farang, something they really don’t like doing. Lying amongst themselves and to other farangs is fine, of course.




    “We all tell lies if it makes somebody happy rather than sad,” an ancient Isaan lady told me on my first visit to Thailand, and a quarter of a century later, I don’t doubt her.




    Feeling rather clever and sure that my devious skulduggery with the key would ensure a Jai-free fuck, I eagerly awaited the appearance of a girl who did unimaginable things with strings of razor blades and pens and whistles at the Hot and Cold gogo bar. Her name was Lek, which means small in Thai, and which her tits were not. She was also an expert markswoman with a dart gun that she operated with great skill from between her legs and rarely missed a balloon.




    Fifteen minutes after Lek’s arrival at the Happy Home, things were progressing nicely. Lek was as malleable as her attitude on stage had led me to believe she might be, and I could tell that I had been fortunate enough to stumble upon one of those girls who really enjoy doing what they get paid for. We had showered together, and Lek had kindly soaped me down several times, presumably to make sure I was nice and clean. She was now showing me—extremely energetically—that her pussy had other uses besides writing ‘Welcome to the Hot and Cold gogo bar’ on beer mats, playing tunes on a whistle and bursting balloons.




    Suddenly, disaster struck. I heard a sound—it was like a little gasp, really—over by the door. I looked over Lek’s shoulder (I’ll leave it up to the reader’s imagination from exactly which angle) and there, framed in the open doorway stood Jai and the counter girl. Considering her job, Lek showed a modesty that was surprising as she leapt up from a very interesting and not very flattering position and pulled the only sheet around herself with a scream. This left me totally defenceless and the counter girl put her hand over her mouth and stared between my legs and squealed; whether in mirth or admiration I know not to this day. Jai looked at me, smiling as sweetly as any virginal schoolgirl.




    “Sorry darling,” she apologised in Thai, fluttering her eyelids at me demurely and giving me that butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth look. “I will come back when you are not busy. I didn’t know you had an old prostitute in your room.” Of course, that was the last time Lek ever spoke to me.




    When I sarcastically thanked the counter girl later that day she assured me how the calamity had not really been her fault at all. Shortly after Lek had arrived, Jai had turned up and stood in the lobby calling the poor receptionist a liar when she told Jai I was not in. Confident that I really was out—due to the presence of the key I had so craftily replaced—the insulted counter girl had led Jai to my room and thrown open the door to show her just how honest she was. So nobody really came out of this scenario with much credibility or dignity at all, apart from Jai’s motorcycle taxi-boyfriend and his mates in the rank opposite. They all thought it was the funniest thing any of them had ever heard and nearly pissed themselves laughing every time I left or entered the apartment for several months afterwards.




    It didn’t help my case that this was the second time in recent weeks I had unwittingly exposed myself to the counter girl at the Happy Home, and I guessed by now she was probably getting used to it. Before Jai arrived on the scene, one of the girls from the Pump Station Bar used to come and see me whenever she wasn’t too busy. Toy was a bit of a nutter but great fun to be with; one of those childish, thirty-something Thai girls who have never really grown up.




    It was allegedly Toy’s birthday. The evening before I had returned from picking up an old mate from the airport in Bangkok. The flight had tired him out, so instead of travelling back to Pattaya we checked into the Crown Hotel and had a night down Soi Cowboy instead. I say allegedly her birthday, because I have known Thai bar-girls to have four or five birthdays in a single year. It is a peculiar social phenomenon that might have something to do with the tradition of friends and customers pinning large denomination notes on an orchid garland worn around the birthday girl’s neck. Anyway, Toy left in the morning to go to the temple for a birthday tambon, or merit-making session. It was very early, and the rest of the residents of the Happy Home were still fast asleep. As it was a special day I called to Toy when she was at the end of the deserted corridor and did my very own naked ‘Full Monty’ dance for her, complete with the famous ‘helicopter whirl’ once so famous on the oil rigs of the North Sea. Toy appreciated the joke and went off to the temple, laughing.




    Later that morning I went out to post some mail and the little counter girl asked me if I was intending to do anymore dancing as she had enjoyed it very much and would like to bring her friend along to take a look. I was confused until she pointed out the new security camera system that had been installed whilst I was in Bangkok. The cameras looked down the corridors of every floor and were monitored by the receptionists twenty-four hours a day. I just hoped they didn’t make tapes. If so, I expect to see myself performing the ‘helicopter whirl’ on the internet anytime soon.




    That night I decided there was not much point in trawling the bars for yet another shag for Jai to sabotage, besides which, the very next day I had to wake up early to embark on the hated visa run. Because of this, I thought I would go and call on Ron, the old man whose wallet I had recovered. He had seemed so keen for some company he had been almost desperate, and I had felt sorry for him. I retrieved Ron’s card from where I had tucked it in the corner of the mirror that I had taken to staring into lately, trying hard to convince myself I had not become a complete old Pattaya Potato just yet.




    “Why not?” I thought to myself, looking at the card. Despite his frail state, there had been something in the old man’s bearing that had appealed to me. Perhaps I wondered if I would have been so brave as to travel the streets of Pattaya if I had been in such a bad way. Or maybe I simply thought there might be a few free beers on offer, which undoubtedly, I felt I deserved. Whatever the reason, just for once I decided on a change from the usual happy hour blunderings around the bars that were offering the cheapest beer and whose girls were wearing the least clothes at the time, and I went to say hello to old Ron. And that I suppose, is where this adventure really started.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Ron was obviously quite a wealthy old fellow and the inside of his comfortable condominium was surprising and fascinating. He told me he was born within sight of the ocean in Portsmouth and when he was just fourteen he had become a Merchant Seaman. Ron said he had always harboured a boyhood desire to travel on the ships he used to see coming and going in the busy port and in those days this was the only way for a lad like himself to see the world. The old man had served in both the British and New Zealand Merchant Navies and had somehow managed to wangle a pay-off and a pension from both.




    The walls and cabinets in Ron’s spacious apartment were decorated with the souvenirs and treasures of a lifetime at sea. I looked around his condominium with interest. African tribal masks and ebony carvings of fierce warriors glared at me angrily and beautifully woven South American blankets were casually thrown over the chairs and the sofa. Hundreds of intricately carved seashells and bone and ivory scrimshaw pieces covered the many shelves that the sailor had fixed up around the rooms, and a huge, weathered piece of driftwood with a magnificent watercolour of a steamship depicted on its grainy surface dominated one wall. There were also scores of old nautical photographs in frames as well as many paintings of old-fashioned looking boats and ships hanging around the old seafarer’s home.
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