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    Preface




    Angeles in the Philippines and Phuket in Thailand are two of South East Asia’s most famous tourist destinations and both are known for their red light districts and what are politely described in the West as “adult industries”. But this is not all they are known for. Phuket is a beautiful island with some of the finest beaches in the world and Angeles, once the site of America’s largest air-base outside the United States, is celebrated for its breathtaking but frightening volcano, Mount Pinatubo, and its place in the archipelago’s often violent and conflict-ridden history.




    I first visited Angeles to renew contact with a good friend of mine — a Vietnam veteran who, for a variety of personal reasons, had decided to live in the Philippines city. My first trip to Phuket was part of a holiday with my partner and we both fell in love with the island, eventually deciding to buy a small condominium in a high rise building in Patong — the largest tourist centre on the island. That purchase turned out to be a disaster not only for us but also for hundreds of other Australian, American and Japanese citizens who invested in the building.




    Despite these personal experiences, this book is a heavily fictionalised account of what happened to me during the saga of buying the apartment in Phuket and of the events that unfolded throughout my time in Angeles when I visited my ex-Vietnam Vet friend. As all novelists have done since time immemorial, I have drawn on some of my personal experiences in constructing the story that unfolds. The fact that this book reflects only part of the reality of the people and events portrayed is the inevitable result of deciding to fictionalise the tale.




    Nowhere is this more evident than in the descriptions of the behaviour of the police forces and the government officials in Angeles and Phuket. Personally I have never encountered rudeness let alone corruption among the law enforcement personnel I have met in both these places. And coming from Queensland, a state in Australia where a Royal Commission found that police corruption was staggeringly widespread, I am hardly in a position to suggest that Southeast Asian police forces are any more dysfunctional than their Western counterparts. In addition, from what I have observed every mayor of Angeles City has served his constituency well especially given the problems of trying to balance a tourist area with a large and thriving urban community. The same applies to the Governor of Phuket Province in Thailand and other officials who have generally served their communities well.




    So, I hope the reader, as well as police and government officials in the two countries, will see the portrayal of officialdom in this book as a metaphor or warning of what can happen if pervasive corruption occurs. In short, this is entertainment and not a reflection of police or government culture in the Philippines and Thailand.




    Many of the people who encouraged me to write the book deserve to have their privacy preserved so I will only mention their first names. These include Jack, Rick, Tony and Mahar in the Philippines; Wolfgang, Christopher and Tom in Thailand; and in Australia Chris, Arthur and Scot, as well as dear but now absent friends, Doug and Jim.




    Most of all I would like to thank Robyn, who as always encouraged me to complete the book despite knowing in advance that, like so much of my writing, it will undoubtedly attract a great deal of criticism. I am the fortunate beneficiary of not only her constructive suggestions but also her love and support.


  




  

    Chapter 1: Underneath the Ash




    Angeles, 9 March 2010, 12.15pm




    The dust swirled like a mini-tornado from underneath the wheels of the bus and coated everything in the cramped cabin. The cracked, peeling windows were open because the air conditioning in the mini-van had broken down fifteen minutes into our journey. We turned into Macarthur Avenue and I saw ash spewing from Mount Pinatubo. It blanked out the world outside but at the same time shimmered in the strong, orange midday sun. Inside the bus, my head felt as though it too was coated in the dust and ash. It was as if it had seeped in, fragmenting my thoughts and creating jumbled patterns of nightmarish flashbacks.




    Forcing myself to escape from these coagulating thoughts, I turned my attention to the world outside. From the windows of the mini-van, through the dust and ash, I could just see the torn mesh of the wire fence the Americans built to protect the huge Clark Air Base from intruders. The largest American air force base outside the United States was built here, in this environment, which could only be described as a moonscape.




    Clark was the airfield that symbolised US Air Force military history, especially those glory days following the victory of World War II and before the disastrous defeat in Vietnam. Generals Pershing, Eisenhower and Macarthur all spent time behind its fenced perimeter. The Japanese bombed it the same day as Pearl Harbour and eventually overran it when they invaded the Philippines. The Bataan death march traversed Clark. And, while the authorities in the Philippines never granted permission for the B-52s to take off from Clark, they used the base in their bombing raids on Vietnam. In a strange irony, hundreds of Vietnamese children orphaned by that American-inspired war were brought to Clark when Saigon fell in 1975. A final ignominy, was that the great dictator, Ferdinand Marcos, left from Clark for Hawaii when the Philippines people exiled him.




    It was Angeles I was coming to, a place steeped in history with its air base, now tattered and dirty, stripped of its former glory, grotesquely symbolising that history. Parched earth and ragged, ripped buildings filled with jagged holes dotted the previously manicured runways and fields. Mass vandalism, driven by abject poverty, was one skill the Filipinos possessed in abundance and after the Americans handed over the base to the Philippine military they honed their technique to perfection.




    I had read that more than 116,000 items of removable property were left at the base on the day the Americans departed. These items included medical equipment at the hospital, office and household furniture, appliances, recreational and industrial machines, aircraft support equipment and a large number of vehicles. Not long after the handover ceremony, US officials reported that looters were swarming all over the base. In an orgiastic frenzy of what a cynic might see as reverse colonialism the pillaging reached its height at the hospital, a five-storey building ranked as one of the best-equipped in Southeast Asia.




    In the aftermath of the looting one news report said that the only clue that this was ever a hospital were the shattered bottles of medicine and glucose water scattered on the roof and the smell of ether that permeated the building. Filipinos were not amused by the rampage. “The rape of Clark must stand as one of the blackest spots on the already spotty record of this administration in general,” a local Philippine politician had said. Max Soliven, a famous Manila newspaper columnist, half-jokingly proposed that the Philippine flag be replaced with the skull and crossbones of pirates. “This insanity humiliates us all,” he wrote.




    That was then. From what I could see, now in 2010, the present was not much better. I glimpsed a few greyish-white, newly painted but already brown-stained structures rising awkwardly among the desolation, the only sign of an economic miracle the government had promised. But Clark, now in Filipino and not American hands, had become a new kind of symbol of Filipino nationalism. Symbolism is never to be ignored in the Philippines. It reflects the people’s destiny and their history. But symbols can also be a mirror to one’s own destiny. The past power and grandeur of the base contrasting with the new but fading buildings of a promised future seemed to me to be a metaphor for my own journey.




    I too was coming from strength to weakness, from the relative wealth and comfort of Brisbane in Australia to this place, Angeles in the Philippines, devoid of both wealth and comfort. Was this a last resort, a final attempt on my part, to come to grips with the demons within me? Here I was, a man who had lost almost everything — money, wife, job, and most of all, self-respect. It had begun with an investment that had gone sour, continued with a separation and ended with the loss of my job back in Australia. A trifecta, as they say in racing terms, but one unlikely to ever pay a dividend. I still had my health so I suppose I was better off than some.




    Self-obsession, however, tends to follow personal disaster. In any event, I was low in confidence and even lower in libido. My attempts to start a new relationship had failed miserably. Bars, internet chat rooms, dating clubs and all the other methods my few remaining friends suggested I try to meet women ended in failure.




    Middle-aged men I decided, especially those without a job and money, were singularly unattractive to women of my age let alone to younger women. At forty I could have got away with it — women, even women in their late twenties and thirties still found you attractive, even if their motivation was often to mother you, to build you up and mould you into their ideal image of what an ideal man should be. But at fifty, women saw no such challenge. And, as I found out to my cost, neither did most men, especially when it came to considering you for a job. Sure, I had been short-listed for a couple of positions but each time I had failed. Though it was never said directly I could tell from the way the interviews had gone that my age was a big, black mark against me.




    To be fair to those who judged me it was more than just my age. I had lost my enthusiasm for achievement, for professional accolade and respect. That driving zeal to reach the top and to show others that I had done so by accumulating and conspicuously displaying expensive cars, houses and designer-label clothes had vanished. Yet no spiritual rebirth had replaced the vacuum, no great sea change in my values had emerged. That was the problem I guess, I did not know who I was or what I wanted, and others could see the emptiness in my soul.




    I knew I was searching to find different values, to learn more about myself, to wring the best out of life in my remaining years. I recognised that most people go through this process of self-discovery at some stage. But this insight — if it was an insight — did not make my current emptiness any less painful. I would often mull over what Australia had to offer me. A pension in five years time, perhaps, and if I was lucky, a night out every week at the local bowls club. Maybe I would end up in a small apartment in some outer suburb, isolated from human contact and left with the dubious thrill of an occasional indulgence in solitary but joyless masturbation.




    These thoughts preoccupied my somewhat tortuous mind, at least until the day I made a crucial decision. That decision was simply that I would follow my friend Steve and flee like he had to visit this land of 7,000 islands. This was the place, I hoped, where I could bring to an end, once and for all, the ghosts of the past. This was also the place where I could try to construct a new beginning. I knew that countless others before me had travelled the same path — soldiers of fortune, criminals, divorcees, the sexual tourists — all of whom wished to escape their pasts and reinvent themselves in this alien land. They were like Steve, the man I had travelled from Australia to meet, a perfect caricature of all of the assorted misfits, drifters or “white trash”, as Filipinos often called them, who had sought their future in this part of Asia.




    * * * * * * * * * *




    Brisbane: three years earlier




    Steve had arrived in Angeles three years before me. The lawyer had told him that the Queensland Police would seek revenge for what he had done. “Leave the country,” the advocate said. “Live a half-decent life away from here. If you don’t they will persecute you forever.” The man of the law was right. Steve had gone berserk and why not. Maybe I would too, I thought, if I found my wife in bed with another man in the house that I had sweated and worked for years to build and then breed in.




    Steve had just done what he had been trained so professionally to do in Vietnam. A tall man with lanky but muscly arms he swung into combat mode when he saw them together, underneath the black satin sheets that marked his present to her on their fifth wedding anniversary. He trained the gun on the man. “Beg, you bastard,” he shouted to the terrified heap on the floor in front of him. “Wet yourself and quiver and wait for the bullet to hit you.” Was this how a cat played with a mouse watching the fear and the bulging eyes? Did urine dribble too from a mouse’s bladder just like it did for the lover of his wife?




    The bullet never left the chamber. The police armed response group arrived first at the front yard, the result of a neighbour disturbed by the terrified screams of someone begging for his life. Steve swung his rifle towards them and fired into the air. Then sanity hit him like a lightning bolt and he threw the gun out of the window and waited for the police to enter the house, dressed in their riot gear, armed to the teeth, like some miniature army, waiting, hoping for him to move a muscle that they could interpret as resistance.




    But he knew their game. He had learned the rules and tactics in the jungles of Vietnam where life depended on acting with the stillness of death. And it worked. Reluctantly they withheld their fire. But the butts of their guns and their boots flayed relentlessly as they pounded flesh and bones. After all, this was a man who had fired in their direction, towards the commissioner’s finest, the symbol of the power and authority of the state of Queensland. The police won that battle but not the war for Steve’s case never came to court. His lawyer and an insightful psychiatrist argued that his client’s indiscretion was obviously post-traumatic stress caused by his Vietnam experiences. The judge, who had read the tabloid stories and government reports about such a syndrome seemed happy enough to agree.




    * * * * * * * * * *




    Angeles, 9 March 2010, 12.25pm




    Further down Macarthur Avenue I saw Steve waiting for me at the bus stop. On the side of the road where he was standing there were derelict houses and the overgrown foliage that results from the combination of rain and heat. On either side of where Steve stood were several forlorn-looking bars with tattered signs bearing names like “Go-Go-Girls” and “Happy Times” — witness to past days when smiling GIs and giggling girls professed their love for each other. These were places where lies were exchanged — lies about love and fidelity, where young Filipinas would tell their American boyfriends “you are the only one for me”. Then there were American lies, like “I will take you back to America,” a land seen by many poverty-stricken Filipinas as a country of perpetual riches and never-ending happiness.




    The bars were now barren, just as the words that constituted the lies were barren. Empty shells, hiding ghosts of a past, when the might of America was just across the road from the largest collection of whorehouses in the world. It seemed fitting that the huge air base the Yanks had constructed — the place that initiated misery and carnage to other parts of Asia — should be juxtaposed with places that gave sexual favours for the price of a cola. Sex and death residing comfortably side-by-side; a suitable symbol I thought, for Steve’s own life here in the city of angels.




    And then he was beside me, tall and gangling, with large hands and boots and an overbearing smile. He tended to dominate the landscape and towered over me. He towered even more so over the two diminutive Filipinas flanking his hips. This was my friend, quick of temper but generous of spirit, a tough, down-to-earth Aussie who saw the moral dilemmas of the world without the shades of grey and ambiguities that often preoccupied the academic profession that I belonged to.




    “Kamustaka,” he almost yelled. “It’s Tagalog for how ya going.”




    As I shook his hand, he was already introducing me to his two companions, who he called Liza and Juliette. I noted that one of them was holding the hand of a boy, I judged to be about two who wore a patch over one eye. Steve proclaimed the boy to be his son, Hugo, a son he had never mentioned to me in his letters or emails. He grinned as I nodded to the two girls. “See,” he exclaimed, “they like you already. Tell them they are magandan — beautiful — and they will love you forever.”




    “It’s a bit early for me to get that familiar,” I mumbled.




    “Okay,” he continued, ignoring my comment, “let’s have a drink at Jacks, lots to tell you. Christ you’re looking buggered, let’s get a beer into you.”




    I tried to tell him that it was too early for me and alcohol to get familiar but he didn’t listen, he just kept on talking. Steve was a man who threw words out of his mouth in machine-gun fashion, a white Muhammad Ali, who verbally beat you around the head, until you felt like one of Ali’s victims, punch-drunk and physically drained. There was no room for opposition, let alone comment.




    Through the dust and ash, Steve steered me across the road towards a bar. We carefully picked our route, avoiding emaciated dogs and careering jeepneys emblazoned with names like “Mary the Virgin Mother is Love” and “Death is Salvation” across the windscreens. Our entourage, complete with my meagre luggage, entered the relative cool of a darkened bar. Jack’s was a favoured watering hole, Steve explained, for him and his friends.




    “See over there,” he said as he gesticulated towards a group of men drinking together at a table. “You’ll meet some of them soon, guys you can trust, mates, you’ll like them.”




    Steve pointed to a man he called Shavers, whose voice I could hear over the top of the chatter that came from the group. He was a wiry man with short-cropped steel-grey hair and a voice harshened by the merciless Filipino cigarettes he smoked constantly. I made the mistake of asking Steve why he was called Shavers. Words came out of his mouth like machine-gun bullets, a continuous monologue, spraying towards you, demanding your complete attention.




    Shavers, it transpired, was obsessed with shaving the pubic hair of his girlfriends and had a collection of photographs that displayed his handiwork which he was happy to show to whoever was foolish enough to want to ask about his hobby. Actually, his full name was “No-Dick Shavers”. According to local mythology, he lacked a penis — the rumour was that his girlfriend cut it off when she found him with her sister, in what the locals call a “Filipina haircut”. But Steve told me this was a myth. The reality was that his manhood was saved by a Filipino doctor, who had a great deal of experience in putting severed penises back where they belonged. I learnt later that given the penchant of local women to savage the genitals of their unfaithful male partners there were apparently a great many customers to practise on.




    “Shavers comes from Seattle,” Steve continued, “plonked at Clark for about four years, married a girl from Manila, had a couple of sprogs, but his wife dumped him years ago. He stayed here when Clark closed, was fucked-up over his wife’s desertion but he still looks after the kids with the help of various nannies. He is a fucking good father though you wouldn’t think so because he likes to pretend he’s a tough guy.”




    Shavers advertised for his nannies in a Pampanga newspaper and received literally hundreds of replies.




    “He usually picks the prettiest but if they don’t measure up as good mother substitutes for his kids he won’t hire them, pretty or not. Most stay, put up with his sexual peccadillos because he’s basically a good guy.”




    According to Steve, Shavers was down to earth, unswervingly loyal to his mates and very handy with his fists. But his persona betrayed an inner softness and genuine concern about the women he went with and their lives. After further biographical details, Steve shot out of his seat and was dragging Shavers over to our corner of the bar. I made small talk with him for a while and gradually found myself warming to his upfront nature. He struck me as a confounding mixture of unblinking pragmatism coupled with an idealist’s boundless hopes that the next day would be better than today. Given my own recent history, this simple philosophy was appealing and somehow reassuring.




    But it was Steve I really wanted to know about and I asked him how he was coping since he had come to the Philippines. He told me that after his troubles in Brisbane he had travelled to Manila. The decision to leave, once implanted by his lawyer, had been supervised by his travel agent, a man skilled in advising divorcees, escapees from police or taxation investigators and other misfits, how to hide from their past.




    When Steve arrived he found Manila crowded, hot and dirty, and after a couple of days he was even more depressed and lonely than in Brisbane. He struggled but stayed on in Ermita, the centre of the bar area in the capital, and started to meet women, more women, he told me, than he had ever met in his life before. He met them in the bars, the supermarkets, and in the streets and fell “in love” — the code for sexually infatuated — almost daily. Then he met Lorna. Between guzzling down San Miguel beers Steve started to talk about her, while his current companions — Liza, Juliette and young Hugo — chatted in Tagalog among themselves.




    “She was a hunting girl,” he told me, his phrases rolling into each other, “she prowled the streets looking for foreigners, a walking pussy for sale. Dark, chocolate-coloured skin, brown eyes that looked right into the centre of you, a smile that made your dick rise but more than your dick, your whole fucking body. Jesus I was really in love, this time I thought it was for real, not just a quick fuck but the real McCoy.”




    They lived together for about six months surviving on his veteran’s pension and remaining bank balance. They got by — just — but the never-ending demands for cash that Lorna said her family needed for countless medical treatments began to strain the relationship. Then one day, he arrived home and she was gone. There was a note saying that she was pregnant and was returning to her family in the provinces to have the baby. Steve was beside himself, thrown back into suicidal mode, and desperate to find her. So he went to her province up north, and despite much help from the locals, he searched without any success.




    He returned to Ermita and by sheer chance met her one day walking down Pedro Gil Street — her old hunting ground. They talked and she told him about the baby boy back at her boarding house; told him that it was his. So they lived together, this time as a family, with Steve desperately trying to find the old magic that had inflamed him. Six weeks later, she disappeared, just as before, but this time left the child behind. He searched for her everywhere, the hunted hunting the hunter, but again without luck.




    Over the next few months, one of the child’s eyes started to go blind and then the boy’s left hand began to wither, twisting inwards until it could not be used. The doctors said both problems were genetically based and there was no hope of saving either the eye or the hand. With his money running low and his mood even lower Steve thought of killing himself but the idea of leaving his son alone in the world always stopped him.




    Then, as these things sometimes happen, a stranger he met in a bar befriended him. The man, an American, shared his house and his money with Steve and eventually convinced him to leave Manila and set up house in Angeles. That man was Shavers, now his close friend. So with Shavers he took the two-hour bus journey to Angeles, baby in tow. The town was cheaper to live in than Manila and with Shavers’ help, and that of the friends we were now drinking with, Steve wanted to live again.




    I noticed his eyes begin to water as he talked about Lorna and their baby. I also noticed a fierce pride when he talked about how well his son had coped with his deformities and how happy he was that the boy, despite his physical disadvantages, was now a promising karate exponent for his age group in the local province. He was clearly emotional in telling me the story about Lorna and his son and I was going to say something, to reassure him, but he cut in before I could speak.




    “It’s okay, mate,” he told me, eyes now downcast, “things like that happen in this country all the time. You search for love, confuse it with sex and land up with a baby instead — it’s not the same as the ‘love’ I wanted — whatever that was — but it sure beats playing bowls back in Brisbane.”




    Steve, the rough Vietnam veteran, but occasionally the bush philosopher, was handing out the commandments for living in this lava-covered land. He was a black and white man for sure, the opposite to the uncertainties that preoccupied my own mind. But, his world-view was, in a strange kind of way, somewhat comforting and enticing.




    * * * * * * * * * *




    Jack’s Bar, Angeles, 9 March 2010, 2.30pm




    From home-grown philosophy, our conversation took a quick shift to Jack, the owner of the bar in which we were enjoying another freshly opened bottle of San Miguel beer.




    “Long story but I’ll give you the short version,” Steve spat out, now back to his former controlled and forceful self. “He’s from England, came to the Philippines ten years ago, drifted to Angeles, met a beautiful girl at one of the bars and they boom-boomed together for the three days and nights he was here.”




    “Boom-boomed?” I queried.




    “Local slang for fucking,” Steve replied, irritated by my interruption.




    “Like most of the others who come to Angeles and think that fucking is love, he convinced himself that this was the big one, the real thing so he arranged to piss off back to England. They married and lived in a house in Leeds or Manchester or some fucking Pommy place that I can’t remember.”




    “A familiar tale, I suppose.”




    Steve gulped down about a third of his beer before replying. “Yes, mate, it is but that’s not the end of it, not by a long way, mate.”




    “They both lived without any conflict — or so Jack thought — for a couple of years. She was a model Filipino wife — obedient, great in the sack, attentive to his every need. Then, one day, the girl said that they should both go and visit her parents in Mindanao. He agreed and they bought some tickets and planned to go in a few weeks’ time. A couple of days before they were to leave,” he continued, “she developed a strange illness that kept her in bed. Well, he was going to cancel the trip but she persuaded him to go and meet his parents-in-law whom he had never met before.”




    I didn’t dare interrupt Steve’s reportage, after my last attempt only earned me a daggered glance.




    “He agreed and set off carrying presents and a letter from his wife written in Basia, the main language of Mindanao. But when Jack set foot in the Phils, he couldn’t resist another trip to Angeles, the town where he had this tremendous boom-boom years before. The first bar he hit was this one but it was dirty and run-down, nothing like it is now matey, a Kraut owned it and was trying to sell it along with some moth-eaten bargirls that came with the place. Well, he drank more than he should have and started to talk to one of the girls, a bird from Mindanao, so he told her the story of why he was in the Philippines and showed her a picture of his wife. It had been preying on his mind what was in the letter, so he asked the girl if she would translate what his wife had written to her father and she agreed.”




    Steve paused to take another long drag on the neck of his bottle of San Miguel and I witnessed another third disappear, in what seemed to be only a single swallow.




    “Jesus mate, you can’t believe what the letter said, blow your fucking mind out, it went something like ‘Dear Father, the man who brings this letter is my new husband. He has taken out a life insurance policy that leaves his money and house to me. Could you and my brothers kill him just like you did with the other man two years ago? I love you and miss you all, love Carmelita’.”




    “What did Jack do?” I asked.




    “He never told me the full story,” Steve replied, “but he went back to England, sold his house, gathered all his possessions, and then came back to Angeles. The first thing he did when he arrived was to come to this place and buy it from the German.”




    “What about his wife?”




    “Fucked if I know. He told me he sent a copy of the letter his wife had asked him to deliver to her father to the old bugger. But he added a covering note. The note simply said that Jack was sorry that the man would get no money and that the father should also know that he, Jack, had persuaded his wife to take out an insurance policy on her own life leaving her assets — which given her past husbands and their mysterious disappearances, was considerable — to Jack. He just left it like that — ominous, no answers given. But I bet the old bugger in Mindanao frantically tried to contact his daughter in England. What Jack might have done to his wife, if anything at all, I’m fucked if I know, I can’t say.”




    Steve then pointed to a fattish lady who was obviously the mama-san. “That woman is the girl he met in this bar years ago,” he said, “the one who read Jack’s wife’s letter to him. He married her.”




    * * * * * * * * * *




    Jack’s Bar, Angeles, 9 March 2010, 2.40pm




    I turned and look more directly at Jack and his bar. Had he metamorphosed from a man targeted to be killed to a killer himself? Was he hiding some horrible secret, a secret about a body perhaps, the body of his wife, buried in some plot in northern England? At first glance it seemed unlikely. The man had a ruffled, beefy appearance; about seventy years of age but with crystal clear blue eyes and thinning though shiny grey hair. His bar reflected his persona — old but not yet decrepit. It was that classic pale imitation of an English pub — one of so many that implant themselves in Asian cities — roomy but cluttered with dark wooden furniture, a billiard table and wall hangings of horsemen and hounds and crests of aristocratic families.




    Young attractive women served bangers and mash potatoes and pork pies and salad, food to be washed down with dark warm beer that the British so adore. Groups of foreigners and their Filipino girlfriends sat at tables laughing and talking among themselves. These were fat men with bellies swollen by years of drinking beer, ten or twenty years older than their slim and youthful companions. I glanced also at Steve who was animated and cheerful and seemed so at home in this place. One of his girlfriends was clutching him, one hand around his body, the other grasping a chilled glass of mango juice.




    “Isn’t poverty a wonderful thing?” Steve gleefully exclaimed, pointing to his youthful girlfriend.




    “What a bastard of a remark,” I replied, “you can’t really believe that.”




    My raconteur, the humorist or just an amateur philosopher, was now reduced to nothing more than a vacuous cynic. Had this country changed him so much? His pragmatism, that just a few minutes ago I found so reassuring, now left me feeling bereft and disorientated.




    Steve had emailed me fairly regularly since he first arrived in Angeles. He had told me about the bars and the women and about their sexual attributes which he described as bordering on the miraculous. But he wrote about more than the attractions of the flesh. He told me about the men he had met in this place, those who offered him companionship and support that he had never enjoyed in Australia.




    “It’s so bloody lonely in Australia,” he had written. “No-one cares a fuck for you but here they do. I have good friends here,” his emails went on, “and they have helped me to survive, and they can help you too mate, help you solve your problems.”




    It was a cursory remark however, in one of his recent emails, that had intrigued me and made me decide to come to the Philippines.




    “We need you too, mate. We also have a problem, a problem we need you to help us with.”




    In the weeks preceding my trip to Angeles I often wondered how could I help them as well as how could they help me. What secret formulae, what potions, did they possess, that might alleviate the pain inside me, the sense of emptiness that permeated my mind and body.




    Steve’s outburst of cynicism did not instil much confidence in this two-way assistance package. Neither did my first impressions of Shavers or Jack. It was not that I disliked either of them; indeed, they both seemed friendly enough. But I had learned many years ago to suspend first impressions of people, to wait until you tested their character with events that showed you how they actually behaved. So far all I had heard about was their women and their sex lives, two vital ingredients of men’s psyches, for sure, but hardly defining elements of their soul.




    Shavers, was, like Steve himself, tough and apparently loyal to his friends, but was he just an empty-headed sex tourist who had humped his way into an Angeles heaven and decided to stay? And then there was Jack: older and quieter than the others perhaps, but a man who in the past had been bewitched and ultimately betrayed by a woman he loved. Was he so consumed by cynicism and bitterness that he offered little by way of friendship or human companionship? A dread washed over me — dismay that my new-found companions might be nothing more than emotionally vacuous vessels floating aimlessly around in this small part of the Filipino archipelago. It seemed they might be stuck at the letter “B” — standing for boom-boom and beer — and there was nothing more that the alphabet had to offer them.


  




  

    Chapter 2: Palace of Dreams




    Angeles, 9 March 2010, 3.15pm




    As Steve and I talked and drank more beer I became increasingly convinced that my friends might be nothing more than compulsive sexual hedonists; men singularly devoted to a life of preying on young Asian women, just white trash in a brown land. While I was contemplating this gloomy possibility Steve espoused his instant formula for successfully negotiating life’s challenges. His views initially seemed to confirm this disturbing possibility.




    “The way to survive in this country,” he pontificated, “is to forget about those you loved in the past. Don’t come over here searching for love,” he advised, “just search for a woman’s body, someone to hold for the night, love is a fucking illusion, only pesos count. Run out of pesos and you run out of love, and when there is no-one to hold at night your mind plays tricks on you and you start going mad. If you want love, get a dog, if you want to get fucked get a woman, but make sure you have the pesos because nothing’s free around here, fucking nothing.”




    Perhaps I was grasping at straws but I assessed his latest comments with some relief assuming that Steve was not as utterly cynical and predatory as I first thought. At least he acknowledged that there is something called “love” even if he himself did not want to search for it. Then I thought about what he had said in terms of my own position. Perhaps he was right; maybe “love” was too elusive an emotion to recognise unless it’s expressed as sex. Conceivably, if you try to grasp this emotion outside the context of the sexual act, “love” just disappears.




    Steve interrupted, jabbing a finger towards me, forcing me back to my more immediate problems.




    “Your wife is not what bugs you, bitch as she might be, forget her, you have lost her, and will never get her back.”




    Waving his arms histrionically in the air, he kept going.




    “Concentrate on getting back the money, the money that the little Pommy bastard stole from you, forget about the nice ways, the law and all that crap. Pricks like them just laugh in your face, try it our way instead.”




    I was wondering what he meant by “our way” when Jack joined us and Shavers, distracted by the attentions of one of his many female friends, turned his attention back to our table. Steve prompted me to tell them my story, the story of the condominium I attempted to buy in Phuket two years before, my endeavour to buy my own palace of dreams. It was not a story that I relished repeating. Nor was it, by itself, a tragedy of Shakespearian proportions. But it was my story, one that set off a chain of events that destroyed my existing life both materially and psychologically, a story that had brought me to Angeles and these men.




    It began when I signed a contract to purchase an apartment in a high-rise building on the tourist island of Phuket in southern Thailand. Why Phuket? No real reason except for the fact that my wife and I holidayed there a couple of years before. In fact it had been a relaxing experience with neither of us getting Thai-belly, perfect weather, and great food. We managed to leave behind our domestic squabbles and though passion never flourished we at least felt closer than we had for many years. Indeed both of us agreed that this would be the setting for me to write the novel I thought I had inside me. So we brought a condominium.




    It all went wrong. It was a deal with the devil for the sellers were crooks; clever and dangerous ex-pat criminals who sucked my money from me. Then the condominium vaporised too, like magic, in front of my eyes, eyes that must have had a mask over them. I tried, in Steve’s words, all the “nice” ways to get the money back. The lawyers in Bangkok promised me that they would advance my case. So I just kept paying and paying them until it was obvious, even to me, that all I was doing was pouring good money after bad.




    It had seemed like such a safe venture. The advertisement in Australia’s national newspaper was respectable enough. “Our bankers are the National Bank of Siam,” it had said, “one of the largest and most esteemed financial institutions in Thailand.” In the national newspaper, for goodness sake, I believed it; wouldn’t you? The advertisement promised that the developer selling the units employed lawyers and accountants and financial backers, all “respectable professionals” eager to serve buyers like me. The two men behind the company were also respectable, or so they claimed. Norman Cruickshank and Peter Collins had a track record in the development business “that spanned three continents”. The fact that they spoke English, and indeed were English, was meant to ease the process of negotiating with the Thai land law.




    Such is the power of advertising. I negotiated by phone with Collins, who initially I was led to believe was the senior of the two. Later I found out that Cruickshank was the real boss. Not that it really mattered which of the two had talked to me first because I was well and truly hooked on buying into the building. The brochures and documentation sucked me in even further. “All investors are guaranteed ocean views from the units they purchase,” the glossy tri-fold promised, “and the speedy and efficient conveyancing of their property, either in their own name or in the name of a Thai registered company.”




    There had been no ocean view, of course, and the “speedy and efficient” conveyancing was a sick joke. False too were the “luxuriously finished residences” that the illustrations in the brochure portrayed in great detail. Instead, a cramped and poorly constructed building provided only the most minimal requirements for daily living.




    Perhaps I should not be too self-critical. The scam had been a clever one. Indeed, it was difficult to prove that the bastards who had sold me the place had committed any real illegalities. They had, of course, but they were clever — too damn clever for the more than 500 fools like me who had bought into their scheme. There were several ways they manipulated the punters. You could pay for the condominium up front, receive a handsome discount and then wait to get the title. But then you found there was always something wrong with your paperwork, always another legal reason why they couldn’t send you the title deed. They did this cleverly, making very sure that it was almost impossible for you to understand the intricacies of Thai law.




    My case was in this category. The money had been paid, some documents were in my hands but both the developers — and the Thai land authority — said that the legal requirements were still not complete. And, of course, every step in this protracted process, every delay, every additional piece of paper requested, cost me more money. All the documents, not unreasonably, were in Thai, so I spent a fortune on translations alone. And, as I found at later, while my purchase was in limbo, the developers had begun the process of selling my unit to yet another overseas buyer.




    Then there was the scam that pulled many investors into the scheme. You paid half the cost price of the condominium up-front and the rest over a few years. “Your mortgage,” the glossy brochures had said, “will be fully covered by the guaranteed rental returns from holiday-makers flocking to Phuket from all over the world.” Flocking to Phuket! Maybe, but certainly not to our condominium, not to Phuket Shores, the high-rise development that we were now the putative owners of. Indeed, the rental income for most of the buyers came to a big, fat zero. As many of us were relying on that income to pay off the mortgage we were unable to meet the loans. So, the next clever step by the developers was to get the banks to foreclose, repossess the properties and start the cycle all over again with fresh and unsuspecting buyers.




    There was some good news. Though hundreds of investors from all over the world had lost their condominiums to these swindles, a few, at great financial and personal costs, had succeeded, even if at absurdly over inflated prices, to acquire their title deeds and claim ownership. Ownership of what, was an entirely different question, but in those early days our sole goal was to settle the deal. All of this I was to discover later. In the meantime I had gone to Thailand myself, to try and sort out the mess, if such untangling was possible.




    * * * * * * * * * *




    Phuket, 11 January 2010 4.30pm




    I was told Phuket Shores was an hour’s drive from the airport at the north of the island. The bus travelled slowly, crawling through small villages, then speeding with reckless abandon along the main, clogged arteries and finally etching its way through bustling streets towards the township of Patong, nestled beside the polluted but bluish Andaman Sea.




    As the bus approached Patong the sweet, tropical aromas of rainforest and rubber plantations gave way to the acrid smell of smoke-belching motorcycles. The landscape changed too. Leafy-green forests and fertile fields quickly turned into man-made buildings, some large and overbearing as they reached into a grey, cloud-covered sky. It was crass, Florida-style development where the visual pollution of fading real estate signs battled with the air pollution from the traffic. The vista was softened only by palms that grew in narrow strips of soil along the edges of the streets. They managed to flourish with reckless and healthy abandon, determined not to let the ugliness of concrete overwhelm the green of nature.
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