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    Chapter One: There’s always a beginning




    The element of surprise lies with the assailant, who will always have the upper-hand in any situation. Or so Bill thought.




    Now he saw his opportunity to its full potential, and seized it hastily.




    “Shit,” he snorted. “Shit, shit, shit. Where has that little bugger gone now?”




    But the poor little mouse had anticipated Bill’s movements to perfection, and scurried off, with all due haste, back to the relative safety of its little hole in the floor, as yet, un-discovered by Bill.




    But it would take nothing short of a miracle for Bill to see the mouse hole, hidden (quite safely), under several kilos of paper apparently called work.




    Bill had a filing system of his own design. The floor always contained many piles of paper which, according to Bill, were in the appropriate order, in the correct subject, near the approximate date, and of the planned sequence. He claimed to know where every single sheet was and boasted to be able to find that sheet in less than ten seconds.




    Nobody ever had the bottle to test this ability.




    Nobody except Arthur Flint.




    Arthur was about to find out who Bill Cross was (other than a name and address on a bit of paper) and even worse, was about to ask Bill for A 3462000 sheet, dated approximately 12th January, 1987.




    Bill’s house-keeper went to the door after hearing a rather gentle tap tap. Wi was a typical Thai girl, very short, very slim and stunningly beautiful. She was about 19 years old, and had been in the service of Bill after her mother died four years earlier. Her mother had been Bill’s house-keeper for twelve years, and had served him very faithfully. Wi just seemed to adopt the position from her mother. Wi didn’t really know any other type of work, and was not very literate. Bill had chosen his house to be miles away from anywhere, next to a lake and a mountain. Roads were virtually non-existent, and if it rained, they were sometimes cut-off from the rest of the world. Not that Bill worried about that. The rest of the world was bloody crazy to Bill most of the time. That was his sole reason for moving to Thailand in the first place.




    Well that, and the 3462000 series.




    The first thing Arthur noticed was this wonderful vision of beauty before him. Sure, he’d seen Thai girls every day around him. And some of the assistants in the museum were beautiful. But this girl was different. Truly perfect. He first noticed her very bright, deep, black eyes. They were the type of eyes that could penetrate granite. Then, her long black hair. Her VERY long black hair. It seemed to go on forever down her slim perfect back.




    “Sawadee krup,” he said confidently.




    “Good afternoon,” she replied almost impeccably.




    That threw Arthur for a second. The last thing he had expected out here in the wilds of Thailand was a young Thai girl who spoke such perfect English. But living with Bill and her mother for twelve years had given her perfect English, but poor Thai. Even reading Thai was very difficult for her. She had never even stepped inside a school, let alone had an education. Everything she knew she had learned from Bill and her mother.




    “Is Mr Cross in?” he asked cautiously (he’d been warned about the eccentric Mr Bill Cross).




    “Yes,” replied Wi, giving Arthur a very strange look. Didn’t he know that Bill was always in? At least she couldn’t recall him ever going out.




    “Is he expecting you?” she continued.




    “No. I don’t believe he is. I haven’t called him to make an appointment. Should I have done?”




    “No,” said Wi with a broad smile. “No one ever makes appointments with Mr Cross. In fact he never has visitors.”




    “Really! Why’s that?” Arthur enquired.




    “I don’t know really,” said Wi. “He just doesn’t get visitors, unless people bring him more samples. Even then, they never call to make an appointment,” Wi continued.




    “Please come in, and I’ll tell Mr Cross you are here,” she said as she opened the door wider.




    Arthur carefully removed his shoes and placed them next to Bill’s work boots, which were deeply caked in mud from his last expedition out-of-doors five days earlier, and followed Wi into a large hallway.




    “What a wonderful house,” proclaimed Arthur. “A typical Thai style if I’m not mistaken,” he continued.




    “Actually no,” Wi replied. “This house was built by a Khmer Rouge general who had fled the fighting over the boarder, and decided that he was going to retire here. It is of a Khmer – neo-classical design, with a hint of neo-colonial influence inherited from the French occupation,” Wi said confidently.




    This, naturally, threw Arthur and he just wanted to get on with his business.




    Wi led Arthur into a side room which had a wonderful view of the lake through typically French windows, which were open.




    “I’ll inform Mr Cross you are waiting, please wait here,” said Wi as she appeared to drift through another set of doors.




    Arthur walked towards the French windows to take a better look at the wonderful view outside. That general certainly knew how to pick a spot to retire. The view was stunning. A perfectly picturesque out-look. The lake was mirror-like to look at. Only the occasional ripple from mosquitoes or mayflies laying their water-bound eggs. Lush green grass surrounded the lake boarders and that were backed by many different trees and bushes. Rocks of varying sizes were interspersed between the trees and bushes, and the whole scene was backed by an equally impressive rich-green mountain range.




    “Bloody clever general,” Arthur said to himself quietly. “I wonder what happened to him.”




    “He was shot 23 times by a jealous husband,” was a reply that appeared to come from nowhere.




    Arthur turned around. There before him was a very short, fat, round man. He was totally bald, very pale (for someone who has lived in Thailand for nearly sixteen years), and rather awkward-looking. He was dressed in a bright-pink shirt, with one sleeve rolled up, and the other sleeve rolled down. His shorts were rather long on his stubby little legs, and in a contrasting red colour. In fact his shorts looked as if they had had an argument with his socks, and neither were speaking to the other! He was wearing a pair of socks that had no soles, and which appeared to be either an off-white colour or possibly grey!




    On first looks, Bill certainly did look eccentric. But after the initial shock factor had weakened, he appeared to be a very genial, acceptable person.




    “Bill Cross,” he said with a hand out-stretched.




    “Arthur Flint,” came the reply accompanied with a shaking of hands.




    “What can I do for you?” Bill enquired.




    “I was given your name and address by a visitor to our museum. He said you might have some information or knowledge about a ‘3462000’ dated approximately 12th January, 1987,” Arthur explained cautiously.




    “Do you happen to know the location code?” Bill replied.




    “Why is that important?” Arthur questioned.




    “Important! IMPORTANT!!” Bill coughed, “It’s bloody vital if you are going to get the right 3462000!! Do you know how many 3462000’s there are?” he questioned.




    “Well, actually no, I don’t,” Arthur said carefully.




    “There are 3,462,060 of the little buggers. Each one has its own location. An exact location. And that is very important. You could end up with the wrong one, and that would be catastrophic for you. You really must have the right one!!” Bill explained a little more genially.




    “How can I find the right one if I don’t have a location code,” Arthur pleaded.




    “Wi, Wi come here,” Bill called.




    Wi floated through yet another door. “Yes, Mr Bill,” she enquired.




    “Wi, please boil some water for a cup of tea, set another place at the table, prepare a room for Mr Flunt, start to cook dinner, and put the cat out. We have a lot of work to do Mr Flunt if we are going to find your 3462006,” Bill stated gleefully, relishing the idea of the on-coming challenge.




    “Actually it’s Flint. F-L-I-N-T, Arthur Flint,” Arthur said cautiously.




    Wi just looked at the two of them, shook her head woefully, and said “Mr Bill, I keep telling you, we don’t have a cat.”




    “Well get one,” Bill replied. “It’ll get rid of that bloody mouse. Little bugger.”


  




  

    Chapter Two: History, the making of




    Bill had arrived in Thailand after being sent an old brick found in a rice field.




    This seemed to be an ordinary brick. It was of the standard Thai size, approximately 55 x 30 x 140 mms, perfectly smooth, edges were rounded, and it was a sandy-red colour. But there was a distinct, if not faded and weathered, pattern on one side. The sender was the assistant to a German archaeologist who was called Gerhardt Kitz. They were working on an old Neolithic burial site. This brick was part of many which appeared to be laid out in some form of pattern just under the surface of the ground. It was of no interest to Mr Kitz because it just appeared to be a regular 19/20th century house brick. But his young assistant remembered Professor Bill Cross from his days of study at the university, and thought he might be interested.




    After receiving the brick, Bill had persuaded the Dean at the university that this could be a significant find, and the Dean agreed to let Bill go to investigate.




    Bill had left England with two hundred pounds in cash, a passport and a university grant of five-hundred pounds.




    “Bloody Dean is an old skin-flint, five-hundred quid. FIVE HUNDRED QUID. I ask you, how long is that going to last out there?” he commented to himself at the airport.




    He knew nothing about Thailand. He had to look it up in the university library to find out where it was. He had packed all the wrong clothes. Sweaters, coats, gloves, long sleeved shirts, plus-fours, thick woolly under-shorts and thick walking socks to wear in his big walking boots. He had failed to notice that Thailand was in a tropical region of the world.




    Bill Cross was then about 47 years old. He wasn’t really sure. He’d grown up with an aunt and never knew his parents. He was five feet one-and-a-half inches tall (the one-and-a-half inches being very important to him). He was overweight at eighteen stone, and this made him look disproportionate. His arms and legs were rather stubby and short, and make him look very awkward. He had never had any hair on his head, even as a child, but had accrued masses of hair everywhere else. His chest and back were an absolute hair-haven.




    Although he seemed a very eccentric person, he was really very amiable and polite. He relished work and its challenges, and every year since his initial departure, he had managed to secure another university funding grant to continue his studies. Many people believed the Dean automatically awarded Bill a grant to keep him away from the university!!




    Bill was a lecturer in Ancient Buildings and Architecture at Bradford University. He knew his subject perfectly, and could recognise any building including its location, date, and sometimes even the designer. He was loved by many of his students because he never set homework, coursework or stuck to any type of lecture format He took them out regularly on field trips, and even supplied them with answers to examination papers!




    On his arrival at Bangkok airport, he went straight to the domestic terminal to catch a plane to Ubon Ratchathani. From there his next journey was by coach to Nong Khon, which was just on the edge of Phu Chong Nayoi National Park. He had been given the name of a lady there who could give him a bed for the night because to get to his destination would take a few hours on a buffalo cart!!




    The lady’s name was Panida Chaipinit. She was about twenty years old, and worked in the rice paddies. A very attractive young lady who had a daughter aged three years. Her house was a very simple tin shack on stilts.




    Inside was divided with hessian sheeting. There was no electricity, running water, or bathroom facilities. Lighting was in the form of oil lamps dotted around the rooms. Water came from big earthenware pots that collected rain water from the roof. A bathroom had been hastily constructed from more corrugated tin sheets, and just comprised of a smaller earthenware pot with a plastic bowl. Bill looked around the bathroom for its toilet, but could only find a hastily dug hole in the ground.




    Bill was made to feel very welcome by Panida. She offered him freshly boiled water to drink, and some dried fish as a snack. He was given a chair to sit on which she had borrowed from a lady down the road. She didn’t feel it was appropriate for her ‘Western guest’ to be expected to sit on the floor. This was her first encounter with a farrang, and she wanted to set a good impression.




    Throughout this time, Bill couldn’t help but notice her little daughter. She was a beautiful little girl with huge black eyes and long flowing hair. She gazed at Bill wherever he went and whatever he did, and followed him everywhere, even to the point of appearing in the bathroom behind him. She carried a make-shift doll with her everywhere. The doll was a stick with an old dehydrated orange stuck on one end for a head, and a piece of dirty cloth wrapped round. She never made a sound or spoke one word, and appeared to communicate with her mother telepathically. Her daughter’s name, Bill would discover later, was Wi.




    He stayed with them for two days, because heavy rain had made his journey on-ward impossible. They ate very simple meals, usually of boiled or ‘sticky’ rice, fish, some form of dipping paste, and leaves or plants Panida collected from around her house. Bill was concerned that Panida and Wi were both under-nourished, and on the last afternoon with them he took a walk to a near-by village where he found a market. Chicken, pork, eggs, vegetables and fruit he managed to purchase. Their meal that evening was a variable feast, much appreciated by Panida and Wi.




    As the sun rose and the cocks crowed, Bill was awoken by the noises outside the house. The sounds were of three men, complete with a buffalo and cart, who had come to take Bill on the last part of his journey. Panida had packed some of the cooked chicken, pork and fruit, along with a basket of sticky rice and two bottles of boiled water, to last Bill on his on-ward journey. He felt a little sorry as the cart rumbled along the road away from the house, and the two people who he’d just spent the past forty-eight hours with, were waving goodbye. He was sure the little girl was crying!




    The journey wasn’t a comfortable one. The buffalo didn’t seem to have been fed before they started and kept stopping to eat from the side of the road, much to the annoyance of the three men, who complained bitterly to the buffalo each time. But the buffalo was totally unfazed by their complaining, and just ate and walked, ate and walked at his own speed.




    The hours rolled by and Bill was beginning to wonder if he was still in Thailand or if he had moved over into China (a total lack of geographical knowledge on his part). But, after seven hours of the buffalo eating and stopping, stopping and eating, they arrived at Non Sung, and Bill’s final destination. He was there.




    Before him was a beautiful lake, surrounded with wonderful breadth-taking scenery. Right in front of him was a glorious wooden house, a mansion compared to the last house he was in. His three Thai companions for this last leg of his journey, handed him a set of keys, placed his bags and metal truck on the veranda, gave him a polite ‘wai’ and left, complete with a still complaining buffalo. Bill stood and admired the view. Although he was considered eccentric by many, he still appreciated this awesome sight before him.




    “I’m going to enjoy working here,” he said loudly, as if he wanted the whole world to appreciate his speech.




    He walked over to veranda and climbed the five steps to stand on it. There was a very large wooden door before him, and he put one of the keys into its lock.




    He turned the key. Nothing happened. He tried the next key. Still nothing happened. He eventually had tried all the keys, but none of them worked. “Shit. Now what am I going to do?” he quizzed.


  




  

    Chapter Three: The hunt begins




    Wi had followed Bills instructions to the letter. Cups of tea and cucumber sandwiches had appeared in the office. Bill had taught Panida how to make cucumber sandwiches, and Wi had learnt this art from her. “Afternoon tea wasn’t the same without cucumber sandwiches,” he used to tell her, almost every day!




    Wi had started to prepare dinner, made up a bed in the quests room, and the table set with two places instead of one. Like her mother, Wi never ate meals with Bill. She was still wondering what to do about the cat situation.




    While she was busy with all of Bills instructions, the two men were contemplating about the 3462000.




    “Are you sure about the date?” Bill asked.




    “Well, as sure as I can be,” came the reply. “The legend isn’t very specific. It only says that ‘One holds the key’ and it’s that one which I need to find,” Arthur continued.




    “The key to what?” Bill questioned.




    “I don’t know. I just need to find this missing link to find out what the puzzle is. Once I have the link, and get the puzzle, I can start to work on the puzzle itself,” Arthur continued. “It’s all very confusing really.”




    “Well. Let’s start at the beginning,” Bill said. “One of these 3462000’s is the link to your puzzle?”




    “Yes,” said Arthur tired at having to keep going back to the beginning.




    “And you’re sure that it is one from my collection,” Bill retorted.




    “Almost positive,” replied Arthur.




    “How do we know which one?” continued Bill.




    “The legend states that ‘One from the West holds the key’. That’s all it says,” Arthur explained.




    “Ah, that’s more like it!! One from the West you say?”




    Arthur confirmed his statement, and took another large bite from this cucumber sandwich.




    Bill studied a hand-written list in his hand and replied “That means it’s between 3462004 AA, and 3462006AD. That narrows it down to 266,000. That’s more like it,” he said.




    “OH dear as many as that? How are we going to find it amongst 266,000?” Arthur said wearily.




    “The odds are improving rapidly,” Bill chirped, quite happy that they had made a breakthrough. Although for Arthur, the breakthrough was Mount Everest.




    Wi announced that dinner was ready, and invited the two gentlemen into the dining room. They both ate heartily, and Wi had done herself proud as usual, serving a wonderful meal made from virtually nothing. Bill was late getting his current grant from the Dean, and the money was very low. She would have to remind him tomorrow to send another email.




    After dinner, the two men retired to the side veranda to watch the sun go down over one side of the lake, and the moon ascend over the other.




    “Wonderful place here,” remarked Arthur. “How did you find it?”




    “The Dean discovered it on the internet, and commandeered it for the university. It had been empty for about four years before I arrived,” Bill replied.




    “Bloody clever general,” Arthur repeated.




    “Not really,” Bill replied. “He got himself shot, didn’t he?”




    Both men laughed heartily, and retired for the night. A lot more work to do in the morning.




    A good night’s sleep was had by all.




    Wi was the first to rise, and by the time Bill and Arthur appeared downstairs, she had prepared ‘Kartom’, a porridge-style rice dish, tea and toast, and it was waiting for the two gentlemen on the sideboard. Breakfast was consumed in silence, as both men enjoyed the fare before them.




    “OK. Lets get down to business,” declared Bill, and he vanished through a door into his study. Arthur, gulped down his remaining tea, and quickly followed. He didn’t want to miss anything that Bill was going to do. The mouse, feeling all was safe, appeared, to collect the few toast crumbs that had fallen to the floor. It didn’t even hear Wi come into the room to clear the table.




    Bill produced a map from his desk and laid it out on a table. “Now where exactly is the temple you have been studying?” he questioned.




    “It’s about 15kms northwest of Choam Ksant. It’s in a little valley in the Chuor Phnom Dangkrek Mountains. Totally isolated and only a couple of small villages within reasonable walking distance,” Arthur replied.




    Bill studied his map carefully, stopping once or twice to scrutinise closely using a magnifying glass.




    “Eureka!” he yelled. “I’ve found the place. It’s right here. Just as you said. Look.”




    Arthur moved in closer, and right under Bill’s stubby little thumb, was some very faded writing. Sok San Temple. He could just about make it out using Bill’s magnifying glass.




    “You’re a bloody genius,” he shrieked. “Bill, you’re a bloody genius. We have been searching for that place for months, but never found it. It wasn’t on any of our maps back home. Even the old maps we looked at in Phnom Penh didn’t have it on them.”




    “Right,” Bill said sternly. “Now we have to see if we can find any photographs, drawings, sketches, in fact anything about this temple. Somebody must know something about it.”




    Bill went over to his computer and switched it on.




    “I just hope that we can get a connection on the internet,” he said. The screen started to glow and flash. ‘loading your personal settings……..’ Then presto, the computer came to life, and both men stared willingly at the screen.




    “Now, what are we supposed to do next?” Bill asked. “I’ve never really grasped this contraption.”




    “Well, we are supposed to enter something for it to search,” said Arthur authoritively.




    “Like what?” Bill questioned eagerly.




    “Try ‘temples in Cambodia’. That’ll be a good start,” Arthur suggested.




    “Right, T-E-M-P-L-E-S-I-N-C-A-M-B-O-D-I-A,” Bill dictated to the machine as he carefully pressed each key. “Now….enter.”




    Very rapidly, in fractions of a second, a list appeared before them. Both men gradually worked their way down the list carefully scrutinising every web site.




    “There are bloody millions of them!” Bill said, with a sound of disappointment in his voice.




    “I’m afraid there are quite a few. But hardly millions Bill,” Arthur replied.




    On each site they entered the name Sok San Temple, but no results appeared each time.




    “I don’t understand it Bill. It’s on your map. But there is nothing on any of these web sites about it,” Arthur said. “Where did you get that map?”




    “This map?” Bill questioned as he picked it up. “Oh, it was here in the house when I came here.”




    “What do you mean; it was here in the house? You said that the house had been empty for four years!” Arthur stated.




    “Yes. It had been empty for about four years. But empty of people! When I came here there were boxes of papers, books, maps and other documents. When the General was shot, his aides ran off leaving everything behind. This map was pinned up over there on that wall. I didn’t think it was much of a decoration so I took it down and stored it in a cupboard,” Bill explained.




    “Do you still have the rest of the things? Maybe there is something amongst that to help us,” Arthur asked.




    Bill quietly bit his lip at not being the one to think of something so simple. “Yes. It’s all outside under cover. But I don’t know if it will be any good to us. None of the writing is in English or Thai. I think it must be in the Cambodian language ‘Khmer’,” Bill explained.




    “Well anything is worth a try. We’ve made a start, and we know that the temple did exist at one time. Let’s just press on with anything we can. At least we can say we tried!” Arthur said gleefully.




    Both men had tea and biscuits whilst watching the activity on and around the lake. Wi was busy washing the clothes near the lake, and it gave Arthur a chance to appreciate her fully. She was so dedicated to Bill and her work that her work was never a chore, but more like a pleasure. Bill was a father figure for her, but she loved Bill with a different kind of love, although she would never dream of showing it to him.




    The break gave both men a chance to relax their minds a little as their brains had been working in over-drive for many hours.




    When they were both replenished and relaxed, Bill donned his working boots and led Arthur out into his ‘garden’. There were no fences or walls, and his ‘garden’ reached as far as the eye could see. After all, there were no neighbours to dispute territorial boundaries with!




    Concealed behind a row of short trees and bushes were three tarpaulin ‘humps’ in the ground. One covered a 1967 Ford Anglia car. It was a little dusty, but otherwise looked in very good condition. The next ‘hump’ was a pile of bricks, as yet unchecked and un-registered. The last ‘hump’, when the tarpaulin sheet was removed, was a pile of wooden crates, cardboard boxes and two tin trunks.




    “Here we are,” said Bill as he wiped some small beads of sweat from his glistening bald head. “Here’s everything from the house.”




    Arthur carefully opened one of the boxes. It contained many books, notebooks and other papers. Arthur took them out one by one and flipped through their pages.




    “Yes, definitely not Thai. I think you were right. It’s Cambodian Khmer. These aren’t going to help us much without a translator,” he said.




    Bill was busy looking through one of the tin trunks. That contained three small pistols, a variety of knives, some small-arms ammunition, some different items of military uniform, a set of false teeth and a pair of boots.




    “Nothing much in here either,” Bill reported.




    They gradually worked their way through the boxes, but found nothing apparently useful or helpful. It was starting to get late, and very soon Wi appeared to announce that dinner was served. Both men looked at each other and agreed to end the hunt for the day. There were only four boxes left to check, so they moved them to one side, replaced the sheeting over the rest, and then headed back to the house with the four remaining boxes.




    Dinner was, yet again, a treat. Wi had caught three fairly large fish in the lake which she had magically turned into tom yam, sticky rice was sitting waiting to be consumed in it’s basket, and there was a range of green vegetation collected from the ‘garden’, and finally, two quite large birds that had strolled a little too close to Wi! These had been barb-o-qued to perfection.




    Bill had headed straight to bed after dinner. Arthur had taken a steaming cup of cocoa out of the French windows to absorb and appreciate the evening. The lake glistened in the moonlight and was as still as it ever was. The air was quite fresh and still after a rain storm over the far side of the lake. Then he noticed something moving near the lake not far from the house. He narrowed his eyes to try and see better in the night light and soon discovered it was someone down at the lake. He couldn’t see who it was, but they appeared to be removing their clothes. Soon the ‘person’ moved down and walked right into the lake, and Arthur could make out the silhouetted figure of a woman. He then noticed long flowing hair and realised it was Wi. She was going for a night swim in the lake, something she quite often did. With her and Bill being the only living beings within a large area, and usually after Bill had retired for the night, she quite often went for a swim in the lake. Innocently she never saw anything untoward with her activities, and had probably thought that Arthur had gone to bed as well.




    Arthur watched her for a while and then felt very guilty at being a peeping tom. After all, she was just a shadow in the lake, albeit a very, very beautiful shadow. Arthur finished his cocoa looking the other way, and then went up to his room. He was asleep in three seconds.




    Bill was the first to awaken, a very odd occurrence for him. He loves his sleep, and usually wakens at 06:00 am. Today, however, he was in his study at 05:05 carefully going through the contents of the first of the four boxes they had brought in from the garden. Each item he took out carefully, checked it, checked again, and then placed it on the table in different piles.




    By the time Arthur appeared Bill had nearly finished the box.




    “There are many potential pieces in here,” announced Bill. “I’ve put them into piles. This pile, I think, possibly has direct connections with our quest,” he continued, gesturing towards one of the piles. “The others I’m not too sure of.”




    Arthur looked at the piles and said “How can you possibly tell? It all seems like mumbo-jumbo to me.”




    Bill picked up one of the pieces of paper and handed it to Arthur saying “Look at the handwriting on this. It matches the handwriting on the map.”




    “Are you sure?” questioned Arthur.




    “Of course I’m not sure. But there are distinct similarities. Look at these letters here……they are definitely the same as these on the map here……look.”




    Arthur looked very closely, both with and without the magnifying glass. “Bill, you’re right. I wonder what it says.”




    Just then a door silently opened, Wi entered the room. “Breakfast is ready, “she announced.




    “Oh good,” said Bill. “All this work has made me hungry. Come Arthur, let’s eat.”




    Bill decided that, being such a glorious morning, they would eat breakfast on the West patio overlooking the lake. Wi opened the doors and took breakfast out onto the patio table. Toast, fried eggs, boiled rice and orange juice were all on the menu. Naturally, there was fresh hot tea to follow.




    After breakfast was finished, both men returned inside only to find that the breeze had blown all the loose sheets of paper off the table, and they were scattered around the study. Bill was rather upset because of his hard work in putting them into comprehensible piles. Arthur and Wi both joined in the task of picking up the papers from round the room.




    “Now I’ll have to sort them all out again,” Bill proclaimed.




    Wi had picked up some of the sheets including a hand-drawn map, and she was studying it when Bill held his hand out to take the papers from her. Arthur noticed that she seemed interested in one of the maps.




    “What’s the matter Wi?” he questioned.




    “I’ve seen this picture before,” she said.




    “It’s not a picture, it’s a map!” Bill snapped, angry at having to do the same work twice.




    “I’ve seen this MAP before,” Wi replied. “But it didn’t have these funny marks on.”




    Arthur questioned “What funny marks?”




    “These here,” she said, pointing out some of the Khmer writing.




    “Those funny marks are letters and words from the Cambodian language,” Arthur told her.




    “The maps I have seen had Thai writing on them, I think,” she replied.




    “Thai,” said Bill, almost shouting. “Where?”




    “At mother’s house,” Wi said, a little nervous at Bills unusual show of anger.




    “When did you see those?” both men said, almost in unison.




    “Mother kept them in a box at home. She said that my father had brought them home one day. He told her they were important and she wasn’t to loose them, or show them to anyone. They were going to make him rich one day,” she replied, relieved at having an explanation.




    “What happened to them?” again, almost in unison from the two men.




    “I don’t know,” she replied. “They were still at home when mother and I left to come here.”




    “Right, I think we need the papers from Wi’s house,” Bill said.




    Arthur replied “But how can you remember this, Wi? You were very young then. How sure are you that they are the same?”




    “I can clearly remember seeing mother with those papers. She often used to take them out and check that they were alright. She was always convinced that father would come home. If the papers were valuable, then she wanted to make sure they were good for fathers return,” she replied, very close to tears.




    Bill chipped in, “If Wi says that they are the same, I’m happy with that Arthur. Wi does have a remarkable memory for many different things. And I think it’s worth a try. Like you said, at least we would have tried everything!”




    Wi decided that she would leave as soon as she had finished preparing a lunch and dinner for the men. That would give her a clear twenty four hours to get back to her old house, check first thing in the morning, and still be back before nightfall tomorrow.


  




  

    Chapter Four: Bill’s Books




    As the buffalo, cart and four men disappeared into the distance, Panida and Wi went back into their house. It seemed empty now that the very large ‘Farrang” had left. Wi asked her mother “Will we ever see the wide man again?”




    “No, I don’t think we will,” her mother replied. Both had tears in their eyes, even after just two days, Bill had left an impression on them. He was so quiet, kind, gentle and generous. Panida had grown attached to him, and she regarded him as a gentleman. On his last day with them, when he went to the market to buy some food, he had even brought Wi a ‘proper’ doll, with real arms, legs, head and clothes. She didn’t want to throw away her orange stick doll. That was stored in a corner of her bedroom.




    As Panida went about her housework, she noticed two books under the chair where Bill had sat. She couldn’t read English, but she looked through one book and realized that it contained information he might need. Actually, it was his address book. She put both books on a wooden box, which served as a table, and carried on cleaning. The cob-web duster was in over-drive as she cleared away the latest webs from the tin walls. She came to a faded photograph hanging on the wall of her long gone husband, Sidichai, and looked for a long time at it. Would he ever come back? It had been three years six months since he left and never a word from him since. She had carried Wi, given birth to her, and looked after her alone since he left.




    Suddenly she made her mind up. “Come on Wi, get your things together. We are going out,” she declared.




    “Where are we going mummy?” Wi said.




    “We are going to give Mr. Bill his books back. I think they are very important to him,” Panida replied.




    Although nothing was said by either, they were both very happy to be going after Mr. Bill.




    Wi picked up her new doll and said “Mr. Bill is going to be very happy to see you again,” to the doll, failing to add that she was equally as happy to be seeing him herself.




    Panida told Wi there was something very important that she had to do, and asked her to wait at the house, she wouldn’t be long. She picked up a small package, some food in little parcels, some flowers she had picked from the garden, and walked down the road. Wi waited patiently, like she had always done, and spent her time talking to her little doll. She told her doll how wonderful it was going to be to see Bill again, and warned her doll to be on her best behavior. “If you’re not good, Bill will leave us again,” she warned the doll.




    Panida had only been gone thirty minutes, but to Wi it seemed like half a day! When she returned, the two picked up their few bundles with their processions, and walked off down the road in the direction Bill had gone earlier that day. Panida knew, approximately, where Bill was heading because she had to explain to the three buffalo handlers where they had to go. But she had taken her directions from a map Bill had handed her. There wasn’t going to be too many ‘Farrangs’ in the area, especially fitting Bills description, so he wasn’t going to be too hard to find.




    Bill had told her that it would take him about seven hours to get to the lake and house, so she figured that it would take them at least that amount of time, and they should get there just after sunset. Of course, she didn’t have a watch. Her time-telling would come from years of watching the sun in the sky. It was about ten o’clock.




    The journey was going particularly well. Although Wi was only three and a half years old, she walked remarkably quickly. At times Panida had trouble keeping up. That was partly due to Wi’s eagerness to see Bill again. At about twelve-thirty they stopped for lunch. Sticky rice and some fried fish, to be washed down with water. Panida spotted some oranges growing wild nearby, so she picked a few as a treat.




    While they were eating, a little old man walked down the road. “Good morning,” he said to the pair.




    “Good morning,” replied Panida, and Wi gave the man a polite ‘Wai’ accompanied by a curtsy.




    “Having a picnic?” he questioned. “No,” replied Panida, “We are looking for a foreign gentleman who went this way earlier today.”




    “Oh, a rather round man without hair?” questioned the old man.




    “Yes,” replied Panida, eager to hear some good news.




    “He passed by here not two hours ago. They were having trouble with his transport,” he continued.




    “Trouble? What trouble?” asked Panida?




    “Their buffalo didn’t want to go on. It wanted to eat,” he replied.




    They both laughed together and Panida was relieved to hear the news.




    “Good. We are not too far behind,” she said to herself.




    Wi picked up her Doll, and whilst eating another segment of orange, she told her doll “See. We are going to find Mr. Bill soon.” Like Wi’s mother, they were both very happy. The old man bid them both a good day, and wandered off on his way. Panida and Wi continued their lunch, and enjoyed the scenery. It was the first time Wi had been so far from home, and she was taking everything in with great relish. About fifteen minutes had passed since the old man left them, and Panida heard the engine of a motor vehicle in the distance. It grew louder. Before long, a pick-up truck appeared down the road heading towards the pair. Panida didn’t even notice the pick-up stop a few metres from them.




    Two young fit Thai men got out of the truck and walked towards the girls. Panida took hold of Wi’s hand tightly to offer some form of protection for her. She really didn’t know what was about to happen. One of the men spoke to Panida. “Are you looking for an English man?”




    “Yes,” answered Panida.




    “Would it be a Mr. Bill Cross?” was the next question from him.




    “Yes,” Panida answered.




    “So are we,” he replied. “Do you know where he lives?”




    “I know where he was heading. But I’m not certain he went there,” she continued.




    “We met an old man down the road who said we would find you here. He told us you were going to the same place as us. If we take you with us, will you show us the way?” he said.




    Panida looked at the two men, looked at the pick-up, looked down at Wi, and with all the will in the world she is sure to get very tired soon, which would slow them down. A lift in the pick-up would reduce their traveling time to a couple of hours, and the two men didn’t look so bad really.




    “Why are you looking for Mr. Bill,” she enquired.




    “Do you see that big box on my truck? It belongs to Mr. Cross. We have to deliver it to him. We were given an address of a lady in Nong Khon who he was staying with, and we hoped to find him there, because we don’t really have an address for him. A lady in Nong Khon told us that the man had left and that the lady he was staying with had gone to find him. So we followed you here.”




    On the back of his pick-up was a very large wooden crate which took up all of the space available.




    “Thank you,” replied Panida. “We’d love to travel with you.”




    So Panida and Wi got into the pick-up with the two men, and the journey re-commenced. Wi was asleep in ten minutes, along with her doll.




    The rest of the journey was very un-eventful, just beautiful scenery all around. The house Bill was living in didn’t really have an address. The lake was at a place called Non Sung which was a small village, but the house was a further eight kilometres into the park and around the lake.




    When they arrived at the village, Panida asked two elderly ladies where the house was, and they pointed up a track. The driver of the pick-up headed in the direction of the two pointed fingers. After a few minutes they came to an abrupt halt. A buffalo, cart and three very irate angry men blocked their route. The buffalo had adopted a prone position on the road, and was refusing to move, much to the annoyance of the three men, and now the driver of the pick-up. The two men got out of the pick-up to offer some advice, or even better, some assistance. Everything was tried, pushing, pulling, levering with poles, hitting with sticks, but the buffalo was adamant in its intentions. It just wanted a rest. Nobody had noticed that Wi had woken from her sleep and had exited the pick-up. She wandered past all of the irate men, and walked straight up to the buffalo. Panida, noticing her daughters’ actions, headed straight for the little girl fearing for her safety. But Wi was standing next to the buffalos head in no time, and appeared to be whispering into the buffalos ear. Without hesitation, the buffalo stood up and wandered off down the road, with the three men in hot pursuit. Everyone looked at each other in total disbelief.




    “Wi. What did you do?” snapped a worried Panida.




    “I just told the big cow that I wanted to go and see Mr. Bill, and that he was in my way, mummy. That’s all,” she said with tears filling her eyes. She thought she had done something wrong.




    Panida was starting to cry as well. Partly in disbelief, and partly in relief, that her daughter had been so close to danger yet come out so innocently.




    The two men just couldn’t believe what they had both just witnessed, and looked at Wi in total bewilderment.




    Everyone got back into the pick-up, and Wi got to sit on one of the men’s laps in the front so she could have a commanding view of where they were going.




    Another twenty minutes and the house was in view, and there was Mr. Bill sitting on the veranda with his head in his hands. He didn’t even hear the pick-up.




    When the vehicle stopped only feet from the house, Bill looked up and saw the two men first. He didn’t notice Panida and Wi.




    “Can I help you?” he asked the two men. Of course, they didn’t understand a word he said. Then Wi appeared around the front of the pick-up.




    “What on earth are you doing here young lady? Your mother will be worried,” he said.




    Then Panida appeared behind Wi, and Bill just smiled widely. If there was one thing he needed right there and then, it was a friendly familiar face, and Panida’s face just fitted the bill.




    Panida approached Bill quietly and slowly. She wasn’t sure of the reception she would get. She held out Bills two books he’d left behind, and Bill just looked at her and smiled.




    “So that’s where they were. I’d thought I’d lost them. And you are such a sweet angel for bringing them too me,” he said (almost with tears in his eyes).




    The two men were, by now, happy that this was their man, and busied themselves removing the crate from their transport.




    Bill gestured to Panida that they were locked out, and none of the keys worked. She carefully took the keys from Bill and approached the door. She placed a key into the lock and tried to turn it. Then she burst into laughter and looked at Bill. She removed the key from the lock and turned the door handle. The door opened with a slight ‘click’ then swung wide.




    “Well, if I’m not the son of a gun. The bloody thing wasn’t even locked. Panida you’re an angel, and there’s no mistaking it,” he said and sprung to his short stubby feet, headed towards Panida, and very gently kissed her on the forehead. At first she recoiled out of shock, but then she smiled broadly and even blushed a little (something that is very difficult for a Thai person to do).




    Bill walked into the house first, closely followed by Panida and Wi came running in after. Wi had never seen a house as big as this one, and it even had stairs, so she started running around surveying the place. Panida told her to stop running around, but Bill (guessing what Panida had said) indicated to Panida that she should let Wi play. She wouldn’t do any harm.




    Panida, too, took a walk around the house and she noticed it was very messy, untidy and dirty. She found a broom and some cloths, and set about cleaning.




    Bill was quite surprised to see Panida taking such an interest in the house. He’d assumed that Panida had just brought him his books, and that she would return with the two men and the pick-up truck. But the two men had already dispatched the large wooden crate from their truck, and were waiting patiently on the veranda for Bill. He stepped outside towards them, and the driver handed Bill a document, gave Bill a ‘wai’, and then they both left.




    As the truck was pulling away, Panida appeared on the veranda and handed Bill a hot, steaming cup of tea. She had found a calor gas cooker outside the back of the house, complete with a lighter. A cupboard nearby contained many tins of food, some flour, rice, dried herbs…….and tea bags!!!




    “My goodness girl, you certainly know how to cheer a man up. Twice in one day as well,” he said to Panida. But, of course, she didn’t understand one word he had said. She just smiled at him. Bill gestured towards the departing pick-up, and then to Panida. That she did understand fully, and she knew he was asking her why she hadn’t gone with the men. She just showed him her cleaning cloth, pointed to the house, and re-commenced her cleaning.




    Bill was quietly pleased about that.




    “Well pretty lady, if you want to stay here and work, that’s fine by me,” he said, partly to himself, partly to Panida. As if by magic, Wi appeared around the corner of the house, and she walked straight up to Bill and took his hand to lead him somewhere. Bill duly followed and she led Bill round the back of the house to a small building………the bathroom!!




    Wi showed Bill the bathroom and gave him a ‘thumbs-up’ sign. Bill returned the thumbs-up and smiled back. He knew what she was saying. Then she led Bill up the steps to the back veranda, which served as a kitchen area, and pointed out that she had placed her doll in a make-shift bed beneath the table.




    “OK,” said Bill, “You can stay here with me, but you and your mother must have a proper room. Let’s go and see what we can find shall we?” and he took hold of Wi’s tiny little hand and together they went to investigate the house, and find them a room.




    So now Bill had found himself a house keeper (or two). Life for him was really going to be good from now on.




    And for Panida and Wi!!
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