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1. Love You...”




    What’s it like to own a brothel? Not just any old come-and-screw-me-for-a-dollar bonking-barracks - but a genuine top-shelf rattle-alley, right in the heart of Bangkok’s Red Light district.




    Who thought of it? Was it Brad? Was it Zakrov? Was it me? And how did it happen? Trust me, friends, it was never on my wish-list. But just as in the nursery rhyme, Tiger Blue fell off the wall and landed at my feet. And when it broke, it caused a whole stack of trouble.




    But let’s go back to the beginning... and that tear-jerking text message from Kodi...




    ********




    I so sad – I love you, Mr Billy... Shortly after midnight on that Monday morning, Kodi’s message buzzed my cell phone. I was on the ‘goodbye-Thailand’ side of Don Muang airport, waiting for the KLM to Schiphol. Kodi was history. I was going back to Victoria. (OK, she’s married, but her husband doesn’t seem to bother.) Life was heading back to normal. And then I read that irritating: I so sad – I love you, Mr Billy text message.




    Jesus! Had she changed her mind already? Two nights ago, I’d pitched my proposal. I’d agreed to most of her demands - and Selena should not have been a problem. But after that red-haired witch had filled her head with stories of sun-kissed beaches and endless jugs of mango juice, Kodi decided that Australia would be a lot more exciting than Thailand.




    At first, I couldn’t understand it. So I sent a Help-Me! text to Sara. Right from the start, my daughter had been revving-up for a wedding in Bangkok. Save the fancy dress I told her. Not going to happen. Kodi on her way to Oz with Selena. Not that Sara could change the story in any way - but it made me feel a whole lot better to share it with her.




    And now this bloody I So Sad... It was total Bollocks with a capital B. If she’d told me sooner, I could have changed my going-home date, booked a morning with a monk and got down to a serious hour of batting practice after lunch.




    But then I had my Glory Hallelujah moment!




    Think about it, Billy: an I so Sad... is like an I’m Available... So if she’s putting you back in the game, why not take another shot? From this, a flash of good old-fashioned common sense: If you want her, book another flight... Get back and stake your claim...




    ********




    I’m Billy Ash. I live in a ground-floor flat in Glen Rowan. It’s a neat-&-tidy little village with a couple of pubs, an ALDI supermarket and an hourly bus to the nearest Tesco. If you want to come and see us, we’re about three miles north of Stirling. I used to share it with Aileen. But after too many years of marital disharmony, she packed her bags and shot off to Valencia to help her boyfriend run a paella bar.




    But that was way-back-then - and this is now... Once I’d collected my Polo from Park & Fly, I sent a text to Sara: All in order – on my way – see you soon.




    My daughter replied before I could even start the engine: Ready & waiting! Not good news by any stretch... It meant that Sara was sharpening her claws for the Inquisition.




    As I drove through Main Street, I saw Victoria in the ALDI car park. She was loading plastic carrier bags into the boot of her dark blue Nissan. I stopped. I needed to know if she’d forgiven me. You see, on that Friday evening in Bangkok, I may have let her think that I was chasing Kodi. (Yes, of course I was – but did she need to know about the who-did-what?) During that evening, we’d swopped a couple of texts along the lines of who-loved-who the most. At first, it was friendly; but then we had the sting. Her last message warned me: Time to make your mind up, lover. Is it me or Kodi?




    So, here in the ALDI car park, I wasn’t expecting an easy ride. But it was not the time for a faint-hearted approach. Be bold and British: so I went for: “Hello, sweetheart! How’s it going?” After all, I had nothing to lose.




    It worked! Her face lit up in a glowing smile. “Happy Monday, Billy! Just got back?” (Victoria is an ash-blonde beauty who looks like Twiggy from the Marks & Spencer advert. I’ve no idea how old she is – but who cares, anyway?)




    “Just off the plane,” and I gave her my glad-to-see-you smile.




    “Have you collected Mikki?”




    “Next job on the list,” I told her. Never up, never in. I pushed a little harder. “And he’s looking forward to a run in the park with you and Corrie.” (Coriander is her beagle – and for the past year or so, our dogs have helped to cover our after-club theatricals.)




    “Make it soon!” and she flashed a smile that tripped my ON switch... YES!! She hadn’t locked her bedroom door...




    Then – just-in-case: “Where’s Frank?” (Always best to ask.)




    Victoria smiled an invitation. “In London, visiting his cousin,” she told me.




    Nice one! We were almost at the starting gate. Here we had a red-hot lady growing more impatient by the second, so why say ‘NO’ to an odds-on cert? “That was kind of him.” (As if it didn’t matter.) Now for the sweetener: “Want to come round later for your pressie?”




    Her eyes replied with a positive YOU GOT IT!!! “Eight o’clock OK?” she asked.




    “Something cool and soothing?”




    “And a real ‘welcome home’,” and she flashed another come-and-screw-me smile.




    ********




    That was the easy bit. Now I had to face my daughter. But first, I needed bread and milk. To this, I added two sirloin steaks and a bottle of the Monsigny Brut champagne. As with fishing: if you want to catch your supper, bait your hook...




    At the checkout, I waited in Barbara’s queue. (Remember Barbara? At five feet tall in high-heeled boots, she’s small enough to work for Santa in the Magic Grotto.) “How’s it going, sweetheart?” and I gave her my basket.




    “Hello, happy-looking bunny!” she grinned. “Sort it out with Kodi?”




    “Wait till you hear the story,” I replied. “It’ll blow your knickers off...”




    “Thank God I’m wearing pink ones!” she laughed.




    As Barbara had been involved with the Kodi-saga for the past twelve months, it was only fair to keep her in the loop. “Tomorrow? Fancy a walk in the park?” If I left Barbara’s catch-up for another day, I could give her the whole story and she wouldn’t pass it on to Sara. (Would it matter? In a village, gossip is everyday currency.)




    “Any afternoon,” Barbara offered. “I finish at half-one.”


  




  

    
2. A Story for Sara




    Sara met me on my doorstep with a hug and a kiss. “Welcome home!” and she ruffled Mikki’s ears. “How was it, little buddy?”




    “Best Dog in Kennels,” I told her. “Isobel said so.”




    “Who’s a clever little boy!” she laughed. “Now - let’s find you a crunchy biscuit...” and little Mikki raced her down the hall to the kitchen.




    “You spoil him!” I called after them.




    So much for the easy bit. Little Mikki was out of the witness box - and my cross-examination was about to begin. And being my daughter, she had to start with the champagne bottle in the ALDI shopping bag. “Are we expecting company tonight?”




    “Emergency reserves,” I tried. When I’m away, Sara waters my plants and sorts the mail. She also likes to ‘tidy-up’. I don’t do tidy-up. I just do lived-in - and I’m very good at lived-in.




    “I wonder who...?”




    “I’m sure you could guess,” and I tried to look innocent.




    “I’m sure I could,” Sara agreed. “But that’s enough about Victoria. Tell me everything that happened with Kodi...”




    While I was skimming through the mail, I heard the kitchen door being opened and closed. “Where’s the little guy?” I asked.




    “In the garden,” Sara replied. “I want it all, chapter and verse... and no distractions.”




    Fair point: once she’d heard the who-did-what, we could wrap the Kodi story in a Thailand flag and save it for another day. “It’s a long one,” I warned her.




    Sara wasn’t bothered in the slightest. “Before Victoria comes a-knocking on your bedroom door, I want it all - total honesty - starting with Australia - Right?”




    “As you wish, my darling...” If you want the dirty laundry, here it is. “On the Friday evening, I was in my room. Kodi phoned and asked me to meet her.”




    “Her place or yours?”




    “She took me to a sweet little Thai restaurant on the Klongsan side of the river.”




    “What did you treat her to?”




    “Rice, prawns, chicken and an omelette,” I said. “Same as always - pick-&-mix – all at once – help yourself to anything you fancy.”




    “So that’s covered the eating,” Sara observed. “What about the juicy bits?”




    “It was make-or-break-it time,” I said. “No second-chances... so I offered to make a home for her in Thailand.”




    “What did she ask for?”




    “Nothing much,” and I smiled at the memory of Kodi’s wish-list. “We settled on a washing machine, a motor cycle, an FM radio with speakers...”




    Sara burst out laughing. “Why did she need the speakers?”




    “For jazz,” I explained. “After that, she asked for annual visits to England, tea with David Beckham - and a first-class Air Canada ticket for her sister to fly to the wedding.”




    “You’re having me on!” Sara laughed.




    “Wish I was,” I said, “but that was the size of it.”




    “So what did you want in return?”




    As if she couldn’t guess! But if she wanted ‘total honesty’, she could have it. “I asked her to sleep with me.”




    And still my daughter didn’t blink. “Did she agree?”




    “Not until we’d spoken to a monk,” I replied.




    I thought Sara was going to laugh herself into a heart attack. “Meaning what?” she asked, wiping the tears from her eyes.




    “A full-blown marriage – in a temple - with a monk - her friends - her family - and a traditional costume, most likely.”




    “Sounds about right,” Sara agreed. “So what did you do?”




    “Not much I could do,” I said. “She went home – I went back to the hotel – and spent the Saturday in Pantip Plaza with the two Australian girls.”




    “You didn’t meet her for breakfast?”




    “Nor for lunch,” I said, “but Selena promised that she’d turn up sooner or later.”




    “And did she?”




    “Yes,” I told my daughter. “On the Saturday evening, when me ‘n Brad went down to Paddy’s Bar, we saw Kodi in the Patpong Market with Danni and Selena.”




    “What were they doing?”




    “At that moment, it was hard to say - but we soon found out.”




    From there, I went on to tell Sara how we’d stopped at a McDonalds in the Silom Road, how we’d talked around the idea of living in Bangkok and how a taxi had dropped me off at the Midtown Apartments shortly after midnight.




    “And there they were,” I said, “all together, at the giant dinner table, being watched by those three enormous Chinese Toby-jug warlords.”




    “Were they waiting for you?”




    “Absolutely – and they had a tale to tell.” I paused. Here was the punch-line. Count to three and chip for the flag... “Kodi told me that Selena had offered her a life in Australia.”




    “And then...?”




    “She skipped away to hide.”




    “So what did you do?”




    “Sat and fumed, got all hot and bothered, ran upstairs, barged into Danni’s room...”




    “And...?”




    “There they were – all three in bed together – like puppies in a basket.”




    “Oh my God!”




    “Selena screamed – Kodi hid under the covers – and a naked Danni chased me down the corridor and into my room.”




    “How exciting! What happened?”




    “Me ‘n Danni had steaming sex – Kodi thumps my back and yells: I never lied! I hate you, Mr Billy! in my ear – and over by the doorway, Selena is wrapped in a towel and having a hissing fit.”




    “Was that the end of it?”




    “Not quite,” I said. “Kodi disappeared, Selena wouldn’t speak to anyone - so me ‘n Danni spent most of Sunday in a shopping mall.”




    “And then you came home...”




    “And then I came home,” I agreed, “but just as I was boarding the plane, I had a text from Kodi...: I so sad – I love you, Mr Billy.” Here, I opened my cell phone to show her the message.




    Sara sat in silence for a moment. “What will you do now?” she asked.




    “Consider all my options - starting with Victoria tonight.”




    “Should be fun,” Sara smiled. “Lunch tomorrow... Tell me what you decide...”




    As part of the preparation for Victoria’s welcome home, I reviewed the text messages we’d sent each other from the Bangkok hotel. It didn’t take long to appreciate that some of my remarks could have given the wrong impression:




    

      	
Victoria had asked: How goes it with that Kodi?





      	
I replied: Looking hopeful.





      	
Victoria was back in seconds: Hopeful of what?



    




    

      	

        And I had told her to: Relax – I’m on a promise for tomorrow!



        And there you had the cause of the trouble. While I was claiming that little Miss Thailand would pay back the money she had borrowed, Victoria had seen it in another shade of purple altogether. She believed that me ‘n Kodi would be romping naked long before the sun came up. (OK – so Kodi had been romping naked... But sadly, not with me.)




        However, as the Chinese tell us: always travel hopefully – and if I wanted to arrive at Victoria Station with a smile on my face, tonight would have to be a ‘You-and-Me Special’, with herself in pole position. With this in mind, I decided NOT to mention Kodi unless her name came up in conversation.




        So I chilled the champagne, took a shower, dug out my I ♥ Thailand T-shirt (100-baht from a Patpong market stall) and waited in the lounge until she rang my doorbell.


      


    


  




  

    
3. Victoria’s Proposal




    “You’re looking good!” A definite under-statement: in her white three-quarter dress, she looked exceptionally good. It had a neckline like the Road Hole bunker at St Andrews... Once in there, you’d be lucky to get out alive. I led her into the lounge and showed her the champagne. “OK for you?”




    “What are we celebrating?” Victoria asked.




    “My freedom from Kodi...” and with a sweet-sounding ‘pop’, I removed the cork.




    She didn’t sound convinced. “Is it really over?”




    “Oh yes! Kodi’s history. She’s on her way to Australia with the lesbians.”




    That caught her by surprise. “Have you been wasting your time?”




    I knew what she meant. “Kodi was looking for a better way of life...” and I started to pour the champagne.




    “Let’s hope she’s happy...” but it didn’t sound like a good-luck wish.




    “She’ll be OK,” I said. “Kodi’s a survivor,” and we clinked our glasses. “To my Number One,” I added.




    Victoria looked doubtful. “Am I really?”




    When put like that, a ‘really’ was a damned good question... Was she really ‘Number One’? Well, as she was the only Number on the active list, I guess she’d found herself at the top of the tree by default. Out in Thailand, I had made my bid. But as Kodi had refused me and I hadn’t heard from Aileen since the taxi took her to the airport, Victoria was still the only name on the team sheet.




    No, it wasn’t quite an any port scenario, but as she only lived a couple of streets away, I could safely cancel my reservations at Park & Fly and enjoy the current set-up until Frank woke-up to what was actually happening. “There’s no-one else,” I promised. At the time, I was being honest, but in the hope of moving off the Kodi-story, I added: “Fancy a peek at the Thailand shots?” and I slotted the disk into the DVD player.




    “Nice idea.” My lady-for-tonight settled on the sofa in her usual movie-watching position: on the right, with cushions piled high enough to make a nest.




    I took the left-hand end. Later, when she stretched her legs a little further, I could play with her feet. From experience, tootsie-stroking was a sure-fire step towards a late-night mug of cocoa (and a chocolate biscuit, if my luck held out).




    “These come from Chinese New Year,” I said as the TV screen lit up.




    Shot 1: me and a plastic model of a Golden Labrador. “Year of the Dog,” I told her.




    Shot 2: a line of foxy-coloured puppies. All had white-tipped tails... and all looked ready to bark for the year ahead.




    Shot 3: a magnificent street-dance dragon: illuminated in red, yellow and gold, anchored to a platform and being towed along the street by dozens of party-goers, all in red. One little guy was trotting along the street in a Liverpool shirt. “To the Chinese, anything red is considered to be lucky,” I explained.




    Shot 4: a pavement kitchen. In this one, clouds of smoke were billowing away from charcoal stoves where several pans of chicken legs were being fried.




    “What else did you eat?” Victoria asked.




    “Selena took me to this family restaurant,” and I skipped ahead to let her see the photos of the back-street cafe. “One kid took the orders, mother cooked the food and an older sister served the dishes.”




    “Did you ever go with Kodi?”




    “No,” I said. “Kodi never met me after dark.”




    “Why not?”




    Yes, indeed – why not? “She wasn’t a city girl,” I tried. “If she stayed too late, she couldn’t get home.”




    “You should have made her an offer!” Victoria grinned.




    I nearly said: “I made her several offers”. But that’s the problem: as the lie got bigger, it was harder to remember who knew which version of the Kodi story. So I took another swallow of champagne and went for the cop-out: “I only ever make offers to you...”




    Victoria knew it was a load of old flannel, but she let it go. “What about drinks?”




    An easy one to answer. My next shot showed bottles of water and two cans of Pepsi. “The iced water came with the meal,” I said, “but we had to pay for the colas...” When in doubt, make sure you keep the story flowing.




    It worked. She wanted to know about the menu. “What did you have?”




    “Rice – noodles – chicken – prawns – all kinds of soup – and an omelette...” It was beginning to sound like a ritual. But if that’s what we had, what more could I tell her?




    “With beer to follow?”




    “No,” I said, “just the cans of Pepsi in the photo.”




    She found that hard to believe. “No beer?”




    “They don’t do heavy drinking,” I said. “It’s a Buddhist thing.”




    “So how do they pass a New Year’s evening?”




    “They like to pray...” At which point, I stepped the slide-show forward to let her see two children, dressed in red, kneeling on the pavement in prayer. “Try doing that in Glasgow on New Year’s Eve!” I laughed.




    “You’d get trampled into the gutter,” Victoria agreed.




    From there, we made our way to the Temple of the Golden Buddha with its massive five-ton, 18-carat figure and dozens of worshippers, all carrying lotus buds.




    “What are the flowers for?”




    “They’re a part of the set: a lotus bud, a candle and a strip of gold leaf.”




    “How does it work?”




    I knew the answer because I’d watched the ritual. “First, you lay your lotus at the feet of the Buddha,” I told her. “Next, you place your lighted candle in a bucket of sand.”




    “And the gold leaf?”




    I clicked forward to a model of the Golden Buddha. In the photo, you could see strips of gold leaf around the head. “Pan Thong,” I explained. “It’s like a call for divine help.”




    “In what way?”




    “If you go for the Buddha’s head, you are asking for intelligence...”




    “OK...”




    “If you go for the mouth, you are asking for wisdom and wise words...”




    “Any more?”




    “If you go for the heart, you are asking for love.” Before she could make any kind of a Kodi-comment, I clicked ahead to the next frame to show a line of fortune-telling machines.




    “In the temple?” Victoria guessed.




    “A nice little earner...” and I topped-up her glass. “They predict the year ahead.”




    Machine-delivered luck? Victoria smiled at the very idea “How do they work?”




    “You give it a coin, push the button and wait for an answer,” and the screen flipped over to show a line of pigeon-holes.




    “What’s in those?” Victoria asked.




    “When the machine delivers a number,” I explained, “you search the boxes, find the sheet with the matching number and read off your fortune... What could be easier?”




    In the next shot, we saw a middle-aged man and a beautiful Thai girl, both gazing intently at one of the fortune machines. “As the wheels were spinning round,” I said, “he had his hand firmly on her butt.”




    “Was he lucky?”




    “You tell me,” and I showed Victoria a copy of the winning ticket I had ‘borrowed’ from the temple. In Thai, Chinese and English printing, the salmon-pink ticket promised:




    Fortune Telling Slip No. 7




    The seventh slip tells you that you will have good fortune and be lucky in love.




    There are no obstacles between you and your lover.




    “How could he fail?” she smiled as she read the prediction.




    For a moment or so, we sat and looked at Mr Optimistic and the Thai girl. She was dressed in black. It was a low-cut dress that showed her back and her shapely shoulders. But there was something more. A sheen of light reflecting from the Golden Buddha kissed her soft brown shoulder... and the molten glow reminded me of you-know-who.




    Victoria noticed. “How about the money?” she asked. “Did you get it all?”




    I paused the show. “Selena arranged it – paid with 1000-baht notes - no problem.”




    “Did you thank her properly?”




    I didn’t dare to ask what she meant. “By e-mail, yes,” I lied – and restarted the slide show before she could ask any more questions.




    After we had washed our faces in the temple’s Holy Water, Selena had taken me to see the Street Theatre. It was a simple tale: young boy - beautiful girl - wicked landlord, robber or soldier (didn’t matter – same story – same result). “Boy loses girl, fights the bad guy, wins her back... everybody happy.”




    “That’s nice,” Victoria smiled. “And then what happens?”




    “They go to bed and screw each other rotten.”




    “I could live with that,” came her reply... and she eased herself off the sofa and led me out of the lounge, along the hall and into the bedroom.




    It has to be said: Victoria enjoys making love. At times, she goes for sound and fury; but this evening, she wanted ‘slow’ and ‘tender’. Fine by me: I was still in jet-lag mode and ‘soft-&-gentle’ suited me very nicely, thank you.




    As the heaving breathing subsided and my heart went back to normal, we rolled apart and waited. Eventually, Victoria broke the silence. “Happy?” she asked.




    Ouch! There’s no real answer to that one. A YES means you’ve had enough: a NO means we’ve wasted an evening. “Give me ‘five’ and we can ride again,” I promised.




    She giggled softly. “That’s not what I meant.”




    “So ask me nicely...” I whispered.




    “Are you happy? Is this good for you?”




    “What’s not to be happy about?” But then I had to take it one step further: “Why?”




    Now there’s a time to talk and there’s a time to keep it shut – and this was a time to keep-it-firmly-shut. Did she really think the Bangkok trip had been arranged to collect the cash and take a few pictures? Or had I given her the chance to put me on the spot?




    She took careful aim and sank the putt. “If I divorced Frank, could we have a future?”




    Oh my God!!! Another life-changing moment. True enough, there’d been a few of those along the way, but nothing quite like this one. So tell me, what was I supposed to say? Honestly, I’ve no idea - but there’s a bottle of Johnnie Walker’s Blue Label for anyone who can help me.


  




  

    
4. Steak Pie ‘n Kodi




    OK, Victoria’s offer may have rocked my boat - but it also flicked the YES/NO switch towards a GO for Kodi. Now I had to point Sara in the right direction. She had to believe that any move towards Kodi had been her idea.




    On the Tuesday, we met at half-past twelve in the Brewers Fayre at Bannockburn. It’s a regular arrangement, maybe once a month. Sara has the fish-&-chips; I prefer the steak-&-ale pie. Up-front orders: a G&T for Sara and a bottle of the Greene King for me.




    At Table 12, Sara set the wheels in motion. “How was Victoria?” she asked.




    “Sure you want to know?”




    Sara tried to hide a smile. “Did she bum you over?”




    Language, darling! But she’s far too old to be corrected anymore. (Anymore? Oh listen to yourself. She was always too old to be corrected...) “No, my dear, she didn’t bum me over ... In fact, it was extremely enjoyable.”




    “Will you ever learn?”




    “It’s only putting practice,” I tried. “The more you get, the better you are.”




    “Once Frank finds out.... he’ll cut your handicap...”




    “Would that be one stroke or two?”




    “It’ll end in tears,” Sara warned me.




    “I think it already has,” I confessed.




    “What went wrong?”




    No point in hiding it. “Last night, Victoria asked me the million-dollar question.”




    Sara’s face clouded over. “Which was?”




    “If she divorces Frank, can we live together..?”




    “Bloody roll on! - so what did you say?”




    “I’m not entirely sure,” I said. “But I didn’t knock it back.”




    “Did you say anything at all?”




    I tried to run the memory tape. “Something like ‘it’s worth thinking about’... But I’m sure I didn’t commit to anything.”




    “Then you should be safe enough.” She was trying not to laugh at Victoria’s proposal. “You can’t be sued for breach of promise if you’re only thinking.”




    “I’m not entirely sure if I was ‘thinking’ at all.”




    “It’s OK, dad,” Sara cut in. “Mum treated you badly and you need a replacement.”




    I had to smile at the way she put it. “Sounds fair,” I agreed, “but I’m not quite ready to spend my Sunday mornings washing cars and mowing lawns.”




    “Which means you’re not quite ready for Victoria – right?”




    Somehow, Sara always hit the nail where it hurt the most. “There’s no earthly reason why not,” I admitted. “She’s good with dogs – she’s good at sex...




    Sara cut me off. “She’s just a bit too easy?”




    Yes, we’re getting there... All I needed was a believable reason to go back – and all I had to do was lead my daughter into finding one. “Probably right,” I agreed. “Kodi may have been expensive, but she kept me interested...”




    “She was a challenge?” Sara offered. “But Victoria would let you off the Kodi-hook.”




    “Isn’t that a bit like giving up?”




    “Or opting for a safe solution..?”




    One more step and we’d be heading for the airport! “That’s like tearing up my card on the 10th tee!” I laughed. “We still have nine more holes for a comeback.”




    Sara gave me half a smile. “Is that what you want?”




    Almost there... “Not sure what I want,” I sighed, “but I’d like to know what’s on offer before I make a decision.”




    “Kodi or Victoria?”




    “Victoria I know,” I said, “but Kodi is virgin territory.”




    Sara gave me her special I’m your daughter look. “So the game isn’t over?”




    Careful, Billy: keep it short and to the point. “I want to know if she’s really as bad as she seems.”




    “Then go and find her,” Sara told me.




    YES!-YES!!-YES!!! Our kid had given me a chance to try again. “You could be right...” and I paused for effect. “It’s time to send her an answer...” and I pulled out my cell phone.




    “That’s you sorted!” Sara laughed. “Now let’s enjoy our lunch...”


  




  

    
5. Where’s Kodi?




    The bunny-hunt began with a simple message to Kodi’s last-known e-mail address: Safely home! All OK with you? I wanted to keep it light and gentle. Difficult questions could wait until we were back in touch. Two days later, I received an answer, but although it came from Kodi’s cell phone number, it didn’t read as through she’d written it.




    Would like to explain. Please send me your e-mail address.




    For a start, the English was too good. Second: as she’d been e-mailing for a year or more (mostly asking for money), why did she need to ask for my number?




    I gave the problem to Barbara – and when we were in the park on Friday afternoon, she tossed this idea into the mix: “If she really is in Oz, she could have forgotten her address book.”




    “It’s possible,” I agreed, “but fault-free English in a week?”




    “She asked a friend to write it for her?” Barbara suggested. “Did you reply?”




    At that moment, Mikki and Jason were chasing each other around the larger of the conker trees and fighting over a broken twig. Oh come on - sort it out! There must be a thousand sticks lying in the grass, so why are you two scrapping over this one?




    “Yes,” I said, “yesterday morning.”




    “By e-mail?”




    Our stick-chasing dogs had rucked their way to the hedgerow over by the footpath. With luck, the scurrying field mice would give them something else to think about.




    “Yes,” I replied. “Let’s hope her friend can use the internet.”




    “She’ll find someone,” Barbara assured me. “Want a toffee?” She always seemed to find a sweet from somewhere. Those for dog-handlers were in her right-hand zip-up pocket; those for the dogs were kept on the left-hand side.




    “Perfect timing...” and I peeled off the cellophane wrapper. Now you’d think that when two crazy dogs are up to their ears in a hedgerow, they would never hear the sounds of sweetie papers from a range of fifteen yards... but you’d be wrong. In micro-seconds, they were at her feet, ears pricked, with their tails beating a call-to-battle on the grass.




    “Oh yes?” Barbara asked them in her training voice. “What are you two after?”




    “Something hard and beefy?”




    “Promises, promises!” our Little Miss Pixie laughed.




    “Wish I could oblige...” then added: “but I’m almost spoken for.”




    Barbara held her silence for half a second – then she asked: “Victoria?”




    Ouch! That was far too close. “Have you been gossiping with Sara?” It was possible. After all, the two of them had been known to get together for a coffee and a donut. It’s like an information-swop: the hotter you offer, the sweeter the feed-back.




    “Oh come on! Sara doesn’t need to gossip,” and she held it for a moment to share a handful of dog treats. “You and Vickie? Common knowledge at the dog club.”




    Bad news all round. True enough, we hadn’t tried to hide our socialising. It was quite the opposite. By being totally open with our dog walks, coffee mornings and those additional committee meetings (when no-one bothered taking minutes...), we had hoped to make it far too obvious. That left one distinct possibility: “Sylvia!”




    Barbara gave me an elfish grin. “I never said a word!” she laughed.




    She didn’t need to. Sylvia was a scandal-merchant. Eighteen months ago, poor old Frank had been allowed to think that Victoria had saved the K9 Dog Club from a Health-&-Safety shut-down by screwing a local councillor. That was bad enough. But when Sylvie couldn’t nail it to a specific bed-post, she started looking around for other victims.




    “Each ball as it lies,” I smiled back.




    Barbara hadn’t finished. “If Kodi does reply, what will you tell Victoria?”




    Now that was a tough one. “IF is a very big word,” I replied. “Save the sand iron for the bunker shot.”




    ********




    Back home, me ‘n Mikki shared a plate of beans-on-toast for lunch. Once we’d dumped the empties in the sink, we decided to check the in-box. Just as well: the Kodi-ball was lying in the You-have-Mail sand trap... As the screen loaded, so the waiting message smacked me right between the eyes...




    So sorry, Mr Billy... me in Bangkok – XXX – Kodi




    Bangkok? Too good to be true? But it was contact. Right now, that was all I wanted. Later, we could ask the important questions: like the what, why and where.... and who with. So I sent a non-committal answer: Where can I find you? – stuck a couple of XXs on the end and clicked [SEND].




    I looked down at Mikki. “Will she? Won’t she?” Oh yes – will she/won’t she answer? Or more like will she/won’t she ask for money?




    Mikki wasn’t bothered, either way. He just sniffed around my slippers, hoping to find a runaway bean that had dropped off my fork.




    ********




    It was early evening when I called round to Sara’s flat for a mug of something and a DVD. We were in her white-pine kitchen, having cups of Tesco tea and sharing hot-buttered crumpets.




    “What happened?” my daughter asked.




    “Kodi replied,” I said.




    “Anything important?”




    “She tells me she’s away from Midtown and is now a receptionist for a travel shop.”




    “OK, she answered you,” Sara pressed. “What about your second question?”




    Oh yes – the one about the will she/won’t she ask for money... “If I send her ten thousand baht,” I said, “she’ll book us on a long weekend in Vientiane.”




    “Which is where?”




    “In Laos,” I said. (I’d checked it on Google Maps.)




    “Do you fancy that?”




    “A weekend on the Mekong River with the woman of my choice?” And would she dare to ask for a single room? “What’s not to fancy?”




    “So she wants the money back...”




    “Not until I get there,” I promised.




    So far so good, but Sara decided to improve her chances of a true confession. First, she buttered-up more crumpets. Next, she opened a jar of Bovril. Unfair! She knows I can’t resist it. “Do we know where she’s working?”




    “She says it’s called Four Sisters Travel.”




    “For the Euro-tourist market?”




    “As it’s in Rambuttri, you’re probably right.”




    Sara waved a Bovril-laden teaspoon at my crumpets. This was her stand-and-deliver moment. “So when are you going back?” she asked.




    That was it: game over... “Late spring or early summer,” I said. Why not? I had nothing to hide. For being honest, I was given a thick black coating of Double-D-Delicious, right across both crumpets.




    But the interrogation wasn’t over. “Will you invite Danni and Selena?”




    To be honest, I hadn’t really thought about the Ozzie pair of lipstick-lesbos since I’d climbed aboard the KLM for the homeward journey. Yes, we’d enjoyed a little fun along the way: a couple of nights on the Bouncy Castle and there was that frenzied afternoon in the swimming pool at the China Princess. But when I found them all wrapped up in bed with Kodi at the Midtown, I decided to cross them off my Christmas list. “Unlikely,” I said. “I’ll just book a flight and see what happens.”




    “Just like that?” Sara pressed me.




    “More or less...” and I shrugged my shoulders to suggest that it didn’t really matter, either way. After all, now that I’d enjoyed a liberal supply of my daughter’s Bovril, I could risk stepping off the pace a little. “I’ll find the cheapest flight available.”




    “But first, you’ll need to earn some money,” Sara reminded me.




    ********




    In fact, I needed more than money. I needed little ‘thank-you’ presents. Thanks to Mel Gibson and his Braveheart, everybody’s heard of Scotland and everyone expects a souvenir from the stamping ground of dear old Willie Wallace. Last time round, I took a few trinkets from a local gift shop. This time, I used the Tourist Information office at Bannockburn.




    “I need Scottish souvenirs,” I told Elaine (the girl behind the counter).




    “Try these,” and she pointed to the displays of key rings, fridge magnets, T-shirts, Scottish flags and resin models of Robert Bruce on Horseback... all the usual bits and pieces.




    “Perfect!” and I selected a variety of key rings and a handful of fridge magnets. To these, I added a Robert Bruce on Horseback and a couple of Saltire banners.




    ********




    I wanted to go in early June. So when KLM offered me an each-way ticket for just over £500, I took it. Cash for the weekend special in Laos would have to wait.




    March and April were used for Skype communications with Kodi. Mostly, she talked about her family She mentioned her brother several times. He was due to enter a monastery. Guess what - he needed money!




    During one of our Skype sessions, I asked: “Does he plan to be a monk?”




    “If not, he must be soldier,” she told me.




    Was this a new approach to Thailand’s National Service? Not to worry, it was worth a prod. So I asked her: “When he gets his saffron robes, can he marry us?”




    She was back in half a micro-second with a stinging rebuke. “When I marry, it will be with Abbot!” she snapped.




    “So we’re still on track for the wedding?” I asked her.




    “If I get my washing machine... and my radio with speakers!” she agreed.




    “For jazz,” I added, just to show her that I hadn’t forgotten.




    Kodi-chats were just as difficult when I asked about the Four Sisters.




    “We sell visa for Laos,” was her first revelation. “They want money.”




    I ignored this all-too-obvious request. Instead, I asked: “Where’s the shop?” There were two reasons for this: if I knew where it was, I could get Brad (the mid-west American from Bangkok II) to check it out.




    “Why you want to know?”




    Now for the back-up reason: “I want to walk through the door and surprise you.”




    She was OK with that. “You know Rambuttri?”




    “I could find it.” If it wasn’t on the backpacker map, I could ask a taxi driver.




    “We beside Bank of Ayudhya – near Royal Stewart – you know?”




    No, I’d never come across it, but I could always use Google to find it. “What do they serve for lunch?” If this was a tourist hotel, I could book a room and go for glory.




    “Chicken – prawns - rice – noodles...”




    No change there. “What about steak?” I asked hopefully.




    “I not ask,” said Kodi in her do-you-want-to-eat-or-love-me? voice.




    Nor did I have much luck when I showed an interest in her job.




    “I sell tickets for tourists,” was all she’d tell me.




    What a surprise! What else would a travel agent do?




    “Some people give me tips,” she added.




    Was that another hint for a handout? No chance there, my love! Tipping is a two-way street: if you play ball with me, I’ll give you a nice easy bounce.




    A few days later, I tried to put this into practice. I asked if she could find me a room. OK, so I was after an invitation to stay with her - but that idea sank without trace: “My flat is girls only. No man get in my room.”




    On some days, it was worse than ‘pulling-teeth’. But there were other days... Like when she reminded me of her dreams for the internet cafe in Chiang Rai. “Today, I buy mugs for our customers,” she told me. “You like Arsenal – so I get you special red one!” From there, she told me of the furniture she’d seen in a local market. Pine and wickerwork came high on her must-have list.




    I went for the short-term stand-off: “Once I’m there, we’ll talk about the money.”




    The mention of ‘money’ pushed her starter button. “You meet my mum, you meet sister... we have party!”




    “Not long now,” I promised her.




    ********




    Sometime around the middle of May, I decided to get in touch with Brad. He was the American who wore T-shirts with aggressive mottos: I Shit on Ohio being only one example of his creative genius. Brad was like a sheriff from some dusty cattle town in the depths of Wyoming. He favoured ragged denims and leather boots.




    One afternoon, he had taken me to Talad Klongsaun, a canal-side market several kilometres to the north-west of Bangkok. While we were there, he arranged for me to ride a paddle-boat that steamed up-river for thirty minutes. At the turn-around point, the helmsman stopped the boat and sold us loaves of bread to feed the shoals of carp from the fish farm.




    On another occasion, we had also listened to jazz in the Saxophone Club. Then someone spiked my drink and I ended up in bed with Nina, the banana girl... And Brad had been with me when we found Kodi in Patpong with the Aussie girls.




    He answered my e-mail with a simple: What the fuck, Billy Boy?




    Chasing after Kodi I keyed back.




    Jesus fuck – ain’t you got no fanny in yer own back yard?




    More than I can handle I said. Coming back next month.




    Tell me where – tell me when – you owe me a beer Brad replied.


  




  

    
Summer


  




  

    
1. Bangkok




    “Everything you need?” our lass asked me. On that Saturday morning, we were in my lounge and Sara was going through the final have-you-got-it? check list.




    “Passports – tickets – money...” and I tapped the zip-up pockets of my travel jacket to prove they were safe. “I’m in the Royal Stewart. Brad will come and find me.”




    “The American?” Sara smiled. “Just stay clear of bananas, OK?”




    Of course she knew about Nina! I can’t keep secrets from my daughter. Well, not many. “This time round, it’s orange juice only,” and I gave her a short, sharp peck on her cheek. “Text you when I get there.”




    Park & Fly - Edinburgh Airport – Amsterdam - Bangkok... Once, an endless journey; today, just a local bus ride. This time, I was lucky. I had an aisle seat and could watch the cabin girls walk up and down. (If it helps to pass the journey, why complain?)




    Eventually, the droning of the engines sent me off to asleep. I missed the meals, the movies and several rounds of the drinks trolley. Never mind. I came to life for the Sunday morning breakfast: orange juice, a pot of yoghurt, brilliant coffee and a hot-cheese baton.




    An hour later, we began our approach into Thailand. First, we saw a line of mountains through the starboard window. At a lower level, we were able to make out coconut palms and farm buildings. And as we skimmed across the rice fields, we were counting water buffaloes in paddy fields.




    Every engine beat was one throb nearer Kodi!




    Last time, Don Muang had been the International Airport. Today, we were about to land at Suvarnabhumi, the multi-million dollar wonderland they’d built to solve Thailand’s travel problems. Here, we were welcomed by two giant Warlord figures, both dressed in colourful armour and holding sword-like weapons. Next, I waited in a queue until this gorgeous woman in a navy-blue uniform (with six rows of medal ribbons) stamped my passport and attached my visa card. I had thirty days - and not a minute longer.




    “You have nice time!” Oh yes, Thailand is still the Land of Smiles.




    Thanks to the guy who packed the luggage pod, my holdall arrived on the carousel with the first batch of bags. In ninety seconds, I had walked through Customs and was looking for a taxi. No problem there. Just along the concourse from the cafes and magazine stalls, they were waiting for us like a swarm of locusts.




    “You want hotel?”




    “City centre?”




    “I take you anywhere – one-thousand!!”




    Halfway down the line, I found a girl in an orange shirt. In her broken English, she agreed to take me to the Royal Stewart in Rambuttri. “You pay five hundred?”




    “It will be a pleasure,” and I followed her to the Exit. Once the massive automatic doors hissed open, we were out of the air-conditioned Suvarnabhumi and into the searing heat of a Bangkok afternoon. It was like being kissed by a blow torch.




    Miss Thailand Orange was driving a Toyota Altis. In four minutes, we were on the Expressway, heading for the city centre. “You come before?” she asked me.




    Yes I had - but not along this road. The eight-lane Express Way was so very different from the ride from Don Muang. Here, we had office blocks, banks, hotels, condominiums and more red-roofed temples than I was able to count. “Third time,” I said.




    “Aha!” my driver laughed, “you got Thai girl!”




    “Call me tomorrow and I’ll tell you,” and I closed my eyes to listen to the sound of drumming tyres that were taking me to Kodi.




    

      	
I wondered what she’d say – and –





      	
I wondered how I’d answer - and –





      	

        I also wondered if she’d changed her mind about the mandatory monk.



        Should I invite her to share my bed tonight? Or wait until tomorrow, when I was over the jet-lag problem?




        Some forty minutes later, we were in Rambuttri. Although the hotel’s website promised free parking for its guests, my driver just stopped in the middle of the road and swapped my holdall for a 500-baht bank note. “You have good time!” and she handed me her business card. “If girl not want you, call me – promise?”




        “Thank you, Tina!” (Her name was on the card) “Keep Tuesday free, just in case!” Another day, another dollar? Who could say? As I waved ‘good-bye’, she eased the Toyota through the crowds of tourists in their T-shirts, shorts and flip-flops... until she turned a corner and disappeared.




        Over the white entrance door to the Royal Stewart, they’d hung a sign for Prince Charlie’s Restaurant. It showed a portrait of a well-fed man in a powdered wig. If he was trying to promote his menu, he was facing an uphill battle with the local market. Out here in the street, we were being seduced by charcoal smoke and fumes of deep-fried chicken from any number of pavement kitchens. And that’s Bangkok: you are rarely more than fifteen yards from a fast-food vendor... There’s plenty to eat and you’ll never go hungry.




        Last time round, I’d stayed in the street of silver merchants. Today, I was in Rambuttri, the backpacker part of town. It’s the perfect place to learn about the city. For a start, there are dozens of low-priced hotels - and the street (or Soi) is little more than a giant market. It’s a paradise for lovers of the cheap-&-cheerful. If they can fake it, they can make it – and having made it, they will sell it. Fifty stalls (or more) had T-shirts, jeans, trainers, DVDs, hand-crafted jewellery and every kind of wrist-watch you could imagine. Everything on sale is a genuine copy of the original... and that included the designer-label.




        Out here in the Soi, it was hot and it was noisy. The market stalls were selling shirts in every colour of the rainbow. I just wanted to walk around and soak up the scenery. It was exciting to be back. It was even more exciting to be only half a street away from Kodi.




        Inside, the hotel was a blaze of Royal Stewart tartan. It was a paradise-from-home for any Jock, Tam or Willie who needed a break from backpacker heaven. They’d used this well-known weave for the carpet, the curtains and the cushions in the foyer. And from there, the red, green and yellow pattern ran up the stairs and along the corridor to Room 247.




        However, the decorator’s Scottish passion hadn’t finished with the Royal Stewart colour-scheme. On the wall behind the oak reception desk, a print of Landseer’s Stag at Bay glared down from an ebony frame and as the Scottish Thistle warns the English tourist: Nemo me Impune Lacessit. (Or as they say in Glasgow: Ye Cannae Shove Yer Grannie off a Bus...)




        Did it bother me to travel halfway round the world to find a hotel that was decorated in Scotland’s national costume? Not at all. At least the bar would serve me real whisky.




        Here in the foyer, the air was cool and easy to breathe. I wasn’t the only guest enjoying the air-con setting. Nearby, a European couple were lounging around in easy chairs. Down the hallway, three more guests were making merry with the internet computers. And if anyone was hungry, arrows pointed along the corridor to Prince Charlie’s Coffee Shop.




        My thoughts of a Colombian with a donut were interrupted by the voice of a sweet young lady. “Swimming pool in garden,” she told me.




        As I turned to answer, I was knocked off-balance by this girl. She was tall - with a cascade of jet-black hair and legs as long as the Champs Elysees (all the way from Place de la Concorde to her Arc de Triomphe). Her bright red lipstick matched her bright red finger nails – and from the safety of her black silk blouse and yellow smock, her breasts invited me to Take-Us-To-Your-Room.




        Her name-badge told me she was Cassie - Receptionist. She had smouldering eyes and a smile to light up winter - AND – her choice of nick-name showed imagination. They use them to hide from the Devil – and ‘Cassie’ made a change from the fruit, birds and animals that come high in the choose-a-name polls. This girl was different. Maybe she was worth a second look?




        I returned her smile. “Thank you, Cassie - I’ve just arrived. I’m Billy Ash.”




        “Oh, Mr Ash! - I sorry! I think you looking for your friend.”




        “No friends yet, but maybe later?”




        Cassie laughed. “I here to make you happy!” but then she spoiled the illusion by checking my passport and asking me to sign a registration card. And once we’d got that out of the way, she gave me the key to Room 247.




        Oh yes, I loved that room! It had a mini-balcony that overlooked the street. No doubt, some of Charlie’s guests would have preferred something quiet ‘round the back’, overlooking Cassie’s swimming pool. But for me, this was new and very exciting.


      


    




    

      	I could stand here and watch the people milling around the market stalls -




      	I could listen to the noise they made –




      	I could almost taste the food being cooked on all those BBQs.




      	

        And above the noise, there was the music – like Beyonce and her Irreplaceable.



        Cassie’s choice of room had twin singles, a mini-fridge (complete with cans of beers, soft-drinks and packets of those sugary things), cable TV (with several English-speaking channels) and a shower with a variety of plastic flip-flops. (If you ever hope to dance again, make sure you wear them...)




        First things first: I opened the fridge, helped myself to a Singha beer - then sent Safe Arrival texts to Sara and Victoria. Next, I sent a text to Kodi: Nearly there...!




        Last of all, I called Brad on his cell phone number.




        “Where are you hidin’?” he asked me.




        “In the Royal Stewart,” I said.




        “Seein’ her tonight?”




        “Give me ‘five’ – I’ll call you back.”




        “If she ain’t ready for a coon hunt, I’ll pick you up at seven.” And that answered the question of the night-time entertainment, one way or the other.




        Within a couple of seconds, Kodi had replied with an immediate demand. It was not an invitation. It was more of an instruction. “You come Tulip Tree – we have num som.”




        The Tulip Tree was easy to find. It was built of wood, painted bottle green and just across the road from the Royal Stewart. Its dining room had lattice-work panels instead of window glass and the eaves were hung with baskets of orchids. On the right: a garden with a well-tended lawn, an ornamental pond, snow-white azaleas, crimson rhododendrons and a tulip tee in full bloom.




        In the middle of it all: the dark-haired Kodi, sitting on a hand-carved bench and ankle-deep in a carpet of ivory blossom. As usual, she was dressed in a white blouse and a light brown business suit – but to me, she was Alice in our own version of Disney’s Wonderland. This was it: the moment I’d been waiting for. “KODI!” I yelled. “You look fabulous!”




        As I entered the garden, she stood up to meet me... But she didn’t look exactly happy. “Mr Billy,” she began, standing tall and straight. “Why you not send money?”




        Jesus H...!!! What a welcome... what about the Nice to see you, Billy..? What about the bit where she runs through the fallen blossom and throws her sensuous body into my arms? What about a big sloppy kiss of welcome? OK, darling wife-to-be: if you want to play silly buggers... Now it was my turn ... “Why did you say you were off to Australia?”




        Did it score? Hard to say, but it certainly provoked a reaction. “Because I jealous.” This was war and she was riding high, ready to draw first-blood: “If you fuck with Mrs Danni, why not you fuck me?”




        My turn, sweetheart: two can play F-word games. “You said no-sex until we’d been blessed by a monk.” Dear God Almighty! We hadn’t even reached the civilised num som stage of sharing a jug of freshly-squeezed orange juice - and here we were, enjoying a right-old domestic punch-up.




        “I wanted you ask me again...” Now her tone was softer.




        “Ask you what?” Let’s have this in writing so that we both know what you mean.




        She backed away from answering my question. Instead, she tossed me a warning: “If you not give me money, we not go to Laos.”




        “Why not? Do they close on Tuesdays?”




        “I must buy visa and tickets first.”




        I’d walked into that one. “Let’s sit here and talk about it,” I tried.




        “Not have time,” Kodi announced. “My boss need me work more hours.”




        “OK,” I agreed. “Want to meet up later? We could go for dinner..?” Well, why not? The evening was warm, the garden was beautiful and if we built our jigsaw of delight on this wonderful carpet of blossom, I could see if the Fuck Me offer was still available. But it was only wishful thinking. As you can probably guess, we never even reached the starting gate.




        Instead, she stood up, smoothed the creases from the jacket and looked me straight in the eye. “You come to shop tomorrow. You come early. We will talk about our holiday,” and with that, she walked across the lawn, through the dining area and back to Rambuttri. She had blown the whistle and the game was over.




        To hell with you, sweet lady, and I clicked Brad’s number on my cell phone. “Time we had another beer,” I told him when he answered.




        “Pick you up at seven,” the American promised.


      


    


  




  

    
2. Zakrovinsky




    While I waited for Brad to meet me in the Royal Stewart’s reception area, I asked the lovely Cassie about the Four Sisters travel shop.




    “Why you want?” Was there just a hint of mischief in her eyes?




    “I have a friend who works there,” I said.




    Cassie stood up straight and tall. “Friend you meet in garden?” From the window by her desk, I could see the flowering tulip tree, the bench and the lawn that was covered in snowy-white blossom.




    “Could be,” I admitted.




    Cassie began to tidy her desk. “Maybe she in better mood tomorrow,” she smiled.




    Before I could come up with a suitable follow-up, I was interrupted by a Mid-West rumble from the main door. “Get yer paws off her panties, she’s mine!”




    There he was: the grey-haired Brad. As usual, he was wearing a love-thy-neighbour costume. But this time, the message was specific: Don’t Fart in Kansas – then below in a smaller font: Remember Dorothy! “Welcome back, you love-sick limey!” and he wrapped me in a Mid-West bear hug.




    “Good to see you, too. How’s Yolanda?”




    “Still cookin’ like an angel,” he bragged. “Anything you fancy doin’?”




    “Start with a Heineken?” I suggested.




    “Smart-assed thinkin’,” Brad agreed. “Let’s go back to the Irish Bar.”




    “More déjà-vu?” On that Saturday evening, we’d been sitting on the porch and admiring the business end of Patpong. Then, as the third glass of beer arrived, we’d seen Danni and Selena leading Kodi (more or less) towards their bedroom.




    “Re-start the clock at drink number four,” Brad grinned.




    “I like your logic.”




    “Great, let’s hitch a ride...” So we stood on the pavement outside the Royal Stewart and flagged an orange taxi. “Patpong,” my American buddy told the driver.




    ********




    An hour later, our driver dropped us by the BTS station in Si Lom. After the air-conditioned comfort of the taxi, it took a moment to get used to the steamy darkness of a Bangkok evening. But it wasn’t just the heat that took my breath away. Once again, we were in a maze of fast-food kitchens with their charcoal smoke and come-and-eat-me aromas.




    Brad coaxed me into moving. “This way...”




    “If you say so...” and I followed the American from the noisy bustle of the easy-eating heaven to the relative peace of Paddy’s Bar. There, we sat on the patio and waited. On football nights, a waitress serves you frothy glasses of whatever-you-fancy while you watch the English games on Sky Sports.




    “Two pints, please,” I asked the girl in the bright green overall. (Yes, it probably comes in half-litre glasses, but it feels more like home if you ask for a ‘pint’.)




    As it takes a moment or two to pour the perfect glass of Heineken, we had time to sit and watch Patpong ease its way into night-time action. First, the shop-signs: Visa – Singha – Coca-Cola – Noa – Club Disset – Kusunoki Bar – Scoozi - Super Pussy - in every colour of the palette. Three of the others were in Japanese - and at least two were for massage parlours. (Speak the language? No need – just check the graphics...)




    “And over there, you have the best golf shop in South-East Asia,” Brad assured me.




    Was he joking?




    “No sir!” Brad laughed, “but who the fuck would ever believe you?”




    I thought about it. “I came to Patpong to improve my swing...”




    “... and you lost yer balls in a sweet piece of rough!”




    “Easily done,” I conceded.




    We sat there for a couple of minutes, just watching the evening come to life. Then Brad broke the silence with a question. “Kodi,” he began. “What’s your game - serious or curious?”




    Not easy to answer when you’re waiting for a thirst-quenching glass of Heineken. “Last time, I was deadly serious,” I admitted. “Even made her an offer.”




    “But now?”




    I opened my cell phone and showed him the I so sad – I love you, Mr Billy... message. “Was she sad because I was on my way home? Or was she sad because she’d missed her golden opportunity?”




    Brad could not resist a friendly laugh. “And while you’re at it, ask her to explain the meaning of life,” he suggested.




    “Her’s or mine?” I tried.




    At that point in our will-she/won’t-she cross-examination, the girl-in-green returned with our glasses of Dutch lager.




    “Like back home?” Brad asked.




    “But this is better.”




    “How so?” Brad asked me.




    I thought about it for a moment. “It’s warm – it isn’t raining – and I’m sitting here in a street of sex, drinking pints of Heineken while deciding who I want to screw tonight. How much better can it get?”




    Brad paused – then asked me: “Ever thought of staying?”




    “If she can cook like your Yolanda... well, why not?”




    We sat there quietly for a few more minutes, sipping the beers and watching people come and go. Some were window-shopping, checking prices... Who was doing what? And what were they charging for their services? “When we’ve done with these, we’ll take a stroll through the market,” Brad suggested.




    “What are we looking for?”




    “Just wanderin’” Brad smiled. “Watchin’ n’ waitin’.”




    Waitin’ for what? All in good time, I supposed. But while we were waitin’ (for whatever), it was fun to look at what they had to offer. Most of Thailand’s markets are pretty much the same. As we pushed a path along the lines of stalls, we found enough wannabe-designer jeans to clothe the Chinese army. On the T-shirt side of the market, we had replicas from every football team in Europe - and two stalls down, we found enough fake watches to keep Trading Standards busy for a lifetime.




    “Anything you fancy?” Brad asked me, waving at the Rolex look-alikes.




    “Last time round, I bought my daughter a ten-dollar special,” I confessed.




    “Did it work?” Brad asked.




    “Still keeps perfect time – or so she tells me.”




    “Sure thing,” the American grinned. “Nothin’ wrong with Taiwan engineering.”




    “It made my Sara very happy.”




    We kept on walking. When we passed a bar, we were accosted by half-naked girls who invited us to: ‘Come inside and buy me drink!’ They were gorgeous; it was tempting.




    Brad saw me looking. “Ain’t you booked for a shag-fest tomorrow?”




    Yes, tomorrow would be Kodi-day. But here we were, in Pussy Paradise, knee-deep in fanny-dust. Jesus Wept! Sex was everywhere: all you had to do was pick one, pay the cash and make the most of it. “That’s twelve hours away,” I said.




    “OK,” Brad decided. “Then it’s time to upgrade your education.”




    “You think that’s necessary?” After all, it had been tried before. Last time round, Danni and Selena had ‘upgraded’ me. On one occasion, they had threatened to hire me a girl. And on another occasion, they really did hire me a girl.
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