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    Part One: Chapter 1




    So! Maybe, just maybe, there’s something in all that psychic mumbo jumbo after all.




    Lying between the crisp, cool, white linen sheets of her king-size bed, in the luxury of her five-star hotel suite, Joy could not help but marvel that the prophecy made to her just a few days ago was coming true already. For the first time in a long time, it seemed as though her fortunes were changing.




    Despite feeling more than content with the hand that life unexpectedly had dealt her, Joy was, as she would have been on any first night, just a shade nervous. As she lay there, waiting for her man, the events of the past few days flooded back into her mind . . .




    The day on which it all began started as typically as almost any other, yet by midafternoon Joy would know that it was no ordinary day.




    Woken from her slumber at noon, probably disturbed by one of the two girls with whom she was sharing her bed or perhaps by one of the many others sleeping in the same room, Joy’s day started very much as usual. No doubt today will be the same as yesterday, and the day before yesterday, and every day. She yawned.




    The change in her fortune started at about two o’clock that afternoon. By that time she had completed her laundry chores, taken one of her many daily showers, and was just finishing a lunch shared with her two best friends, Toy and Ning. They were seated at a chunky table, crafted from the trunk of a large tree. Positioned on the pavement, tucked in the corner beside the curtained-off window of their place of work, the table had been spread with culinary delights selected and purchased from some of the many food hawkers who, with their crude array of equipment, catered for those whose lives revolved in and around that small street.




    For Joy and her friends, time was of little consequence and lunch certainly was not something to be rushed. They would take their time, savour the delicacies before them, chat amongst themselves, and glance occasionally at the street, usually very quiet at that time of day. And of course, they would gossip about their colleagues. Mostly much ado about nothing. But it always helped to pass the time as slowly they consumed their food.




    If taking a casual interest in the three of them at that particular moment, any passers-by might have noticed a sudden change in the girls’ demeanour. With no obvious or apparent reason for this change, they might have found it bewildering as not for one minute could they have guessed that the excitement was brought about by the appearance of a raggedly dressed, hunched-up old lady, who had just entered the street from the busy Soi Asoke. A shrivelled specimen of a woman, weather-beaten and haggard from years of a lowly existence plying the streets of the City of Angels.




    As expected, the old lady appeared within minutes of her usual time. Back bent almost to the horizontal she hobbled her way to her first port of call and went inside. Joy knew, as did Toy and Ning, that it would be at least another thirty minutes before she would reach them. For no matter where the old lady went it was guaranteed she would draw a crowd, and the place where Joy worked was certainly no exception.




    The sighting of the old lady was seen as a cue, and along with her friends Joy finished eating. Quickly clearing up the discarded remains and returning the empty dishes to the hawkers, they stepped into their dingy workplace.




    Nearly all of the other girls within this establishment, who were for the most part in a semiconscious state, were beginning to stir but with no purpose it would seem. Pulling themselves back into the world was a slow process for work was still five hours away. So why should they hurry? No great incentive. Five hours was more than enough time for the daily essentials of laundry, eating and grooming.




    Gradually, scantily-clad girls, some in a towel wrap and others just wearing skimpy panties and bra, seemingly without a care in the world, were boldly setting about those necessities, both inside and outside the building. Joy, a little timid, at least when she was not working, would not venture out like that.




    By the time the old lady reached Joy’s establishment, most of the girls were ready for her as Joy had spread the word, not that it had been particularly necessary to do so for the visit was a daily occurrence and so the old lady was expected.




    The girls, thirty or so in number, Joy’s friends and work colleagues alike, were always eager to hear their fortunes told and to have their hopes and spirits lifted. For them it was an addictive ritual, and upon the appearance of the old lady through the curtained doorway they quickly gathered together.




    Joy sat with them too, watching, listening, as indeed she had done every afternoon, day in day out, since first she started working there.




    It was not that Joy was a disbeliever, for she liked to think she was open-minded, but as the days turned to weeks and the weeks to months, with no sign of any improvement in her lifestyle, she became just a little sceptical. For it seemed to her that the only fortune which was improving was that of the old lady as she reaped, from each girl, the financial rewards for her prophecies. However, deep down within herself, Joy wanted to believe and indeed prayed, almost daily, for the predictions of good fortune to come true.




    On that day, for some reason Joy could not understand, the old lady singled her out from the others, an unusual occurrence as the readings and prophecies were normally short and sweet, dealt out with very little passion, addressed to the girls collectively and not, as far as Joy could recall, to any one specific individual.




    ‘Vibes. Special vibes,’ the old lady told them all as she focused on Joy, singling her out from the fusion of huddled faces. Then, taking Joy’s hands and turning the palms face upward, the old lady proceeded to study them in detail.




    Feeling self-conscious initially, Joy soon found herself captivated. Was it the soothing words and the gentle caresses from aged yet sensitive hands?




    The old lady released Joy’s hands and brushed her own gently against Joy’s cheeks. Then she teased her bony, gnarled fingers through Joy’s long, silky, jet-black hair. There was no doubting the old lady’s special charm of magic, which entranced Joy completely. Listening intently, she soaked up every word, heartening words of a prophecy that each and every girl dreamt of hearing. Yet these words were not for all. They were words for Joy, and Joy alone.




    The prophecy seemed too good to be true. And then, as if indeed that might be the case, the old lady followed her reading of Joy’s palms with a reading of the tarot cards. Again her words were personal, only for Joy. But far from contradicting the prophecy, her reading simply reinforced it. The whole experience was a strange phenomenon, causing Joy to wonder if the old lady had become possessed suddenly by a demon or outside force. Whatever, it was clear she was now physically drained. Without another word, the old lady rose slowly from her seat, shuffled to the door and was gone.




    Some of the other girls were more than a little jealous of the special attention Joy had received, especially as their own hopes of a prophecy had departed with the old lady.




    But Joy’s close friends, having heard the prediction of her pending good fortune, were at least happy for her and, in a good-natured and jovial manner, teased and toyed with her for the rest of the afternoon. They too were clinging to their own ray of hope, waiting for an opportunity that would change their lives for the better. Tomorrow would be another day, and tomorrow might bring a similar prediction for one of them.




    Despite the prophecy being so lengthy and personal, so out of the ordinary, Joy’s natural inclination was not to take it seriously. Why should today be any different from yesterday or any other day for that matter? And, more to the point, why should the future?




    Click! The sound from the lock on the bathroom door broke Joy’s concentration and a sudden rush of brighter light spilled into the room. A scent of aftershave wafted through the air, its musky, sensual aroma delighting her. She smiled to herself and then at her man as he appeared from the bathroom, towel wrapped tightly around his waist. Switching off the bathroom light he walked to the bed and stood before her, the bulk of his manliness clearly defined.




    He said nothing. Smiling back at her he reached for the bedside control panel, dimmed the light a little more and then, dropping the towel where he stood, pulled back the bedcover.




    As he lay down beside Joy, she became aware of the fine physique of his taut, muscular body. She threw her arm around him and nuzzled her head against his chest.




    Allowing Joy to settle against him, contentedly he just lay there. Although she could not see his face, she sensed his eyes were open and could only guess that he was deep in thought. Unsure, she decided to let it be, making no attempt to take the lead.




    Just a few hours earlier, a Rolls-Royce Phantom had eased into the traffic at Hyde Park Corner and then, going with the flow, had made its way to the Edgware Road.




    Inside the car, Henry snatched a glance in the rearview mirror, and could see Sir Dennis sitting alone, busy on the telephone as always. The soundproof glass partition between chauffeur and passenger was up, so Henry could not hear any of the conversation. However, from that one quick glance, he could tell it was obviously a heated discussion and one that would do nothing to improve the ill-tempered mood of his boss.




    Henry had borne the brunt of that temper as Sir Dennis, upon entering the vehicle, let him feel the wrath of his tongue, verbally lashing out for keeping him waiting. Even though Henry had been in the process of driving the car around to the front entrance of their office building, it was just not good enough. It was expected that car and driver should be standing, ready and waiting, not still on its way.




    It was hardly Henry’s fault that he had been caught in traffic at the car park exit but the result was the same—his boss had been kept waiting. It could not have been for more than a couple of minutes but it was long enough for Sir Dennis to bawl him out. Not that such bawl-outs were rare, for these days it was almost expected. Henry suspected things were not going too well with his employer’s business empire.




    The drive into London, earlier that morning, had been pleasant and fairly normal, indeed almost routine. So something at the office must have occurred to set Sir Dennis off, and by the look of it the bad mood was going to continue for the entire sixty-five mile journey to his residence in the sleepy Oxfordshire village of Bexford.




    The traffic was light and they were making good headway along the Edgware Road, perhaps because it was extremely early.




    Normally, Sir Dennis would not leave the office before seven, and even then it was unlikely that he would head straight for home. Dinner with friends or business colleagues, or a few drinks at his club were often reasons to cause late returns.




    The free-flowing traffic made it almost a pleasure to drive. Almost, but not quite, for Henry was still on edge, not knowing what might happen next with Sir Dennis in such a foul mood.




    It was just two in the afternoon. It’s a damned shame he doesn’t leave at this time every day. Henry snatched another quick glance in the rearview mirror and saw that Sir Dennis was still talking. I wonder if this conversation has anything at all to do with his early departure from the office.




    Unexpectedly, the glass partition separating Henry from the passenger compartment slid down silently, catching him a little by surprise. Sir Dennis, now finished with the telephone, leaned forward.




    ‘Henry, can you stop for a packet of Dunhill’s?’




    What an extraordinary request!




    ‘Yes, Sir Dennis,’ Henry replied, bemused.




    Five years, is it, I’ve been chauffeuring him? Yes, five years. And in that time I’ve never ever seen him smoke. In fact, come to think of it, I’ve never seen anyone else smoke in the Phantom, either. The ashtrays are as unsoiled as they were on the day the car left the factory. Lady Stone smokes. Julie smokes. But I doubt they’re for them. Never before has he asked me to buy cigarettes for his wife and daughter. Or for anybody.




    His thoughts now centred on Marie and Julie. Marie’s always flitting and gadding about, rarely at home. And that Julie, well, she’s something else all right. Not particularly attractive, but she certainly knows how to snare the boys and how to spend her daddy’s money. Henry was never required to drive them anywhere as both mother and daughter always drove themselves around, each in her own Ferrari.




    A smile formed on his face as he recalled the many times he had taken complete advantage of both of them. Or maybe . . . just maybe they, individually, have been using me. Whichever, it did not really matter for he had serviced both mother and daughter at one time or another, though always separately.




    Henry could see clearly a Shell petrol sign, a quarter of a mile ahead. Taking his mind off the Stone women he focused his attention on the road. Moments later, he pulled the Rolls onto the forecourt.




    ‘I won’t be a minute, Sir Dennis,’ he said, as he turned off the engine and released his seat belt. ‘Anything else I can get you, newspaper, perhaps?’ he added, stepping out of the car.




    ‘Yes, Henry, Standard,’ Sir Dennis replied.




    It only took a couple of minutes to obtain the cigarettes and the newspaper, and he returned quickly to the vehicle. Leaning across, he handed over the pack and the paper.




    ‘There you go, Sir Dennis.’




    ‘Thank you, Henry.’




    Much to Henry’s surprise, Sir Dennis opened up the packet immediately, withdrew a cigarette, tapped it on the back of his hand and placed it between his lips. Then, with the lighter from the rear passenger console, he lit the cigarette. Drawing hard, he sucked the first mouthful of smoke deep into his lungs before exhaling it through his nose.




    Henry drove the Rolls back out onto the Edgware Road, annoyed with his boss for filling the car’s interior with stinking cigarette smoke. In theory, Henry could put the partition up as he also had control switches to do that. But, in practice, he would not dream of doing such a thing. To operate it without being asked or told would be considered as being the height of bad manners. Henry knew that.




    The air-conditioning was on, and supposed to regulate the temperature and cleanse the air. However, Henry feared the odour would linger for weeks. He really disliked cigarette smoke and was more than pleased that his employer was a nonsmoker. Or had been. Until now.




    Another glance in the mirror and he could see that Sir Dennis was now somewhat relaxed. Obviously, the cigarette was easing the burdens weighing upon his mind. But just then the telephone rang and Sir Dennis snatched the receiver.




    ‘Yes?’ he snapped, and then listened intently to the caller. For several minutes Sir Dennis continued to listen, speaking not a word. The cigarette burnt down almost to the filter. He stubbed it out in the ashtray. Henry shuddered at the thought of how many pounds had just, in that simple action, been knocked off the resale value of this classic car.




    Eventually, Sir Dennis spoke. The partition was still down and Henry could hear his every word and, as he listened, albeit to only one half of the conversation, he became extremely concerned.




    ‘Yes, yes . . . yes . . . look, listen to me, don’t you think that I don’t know how serious things are? We have invested huge sums in that country, and all because of the sudden devaluation of their currency, overnight we’ve lost millions and now, as you well know, with this sudden regulation being imposed on repatriation of funds . . . well, I’m sure I don’t have to spell it out. . . . Yes, yes . . . it will destroy us. . . . What do we do, did you say? If you ask me,’ Sir Dennis continued immediately, ‘the government needs to be toppled and a . . . yes that’s what I said, toppled, and a new administration installed. One that has enough sense to realize that the last thing the country needs is to screw foreign investors. . . .’




    Henry found the conversation bizarre, and was much intrigued by it. He listened as best he could whilst concentrating on his driving.




    ‘. . . The country’s run by a bigoted despot and his cronies. . . . Elections? They’re just a sham, . . . yes, no doubts, they’re obviously rigged. . . . That’s the problem. No credible opposition for nearly twenty years and no one in the government who could take up the mantle of leadership. . . . Yes, I do fear that the country could fragment. Islamic fanaticism is spreading like a plague throughout the Muslim world and could well infect the country. . . . Yes, I know, he was the only one, that’s why he’s now in gaol. . . . Yes, but if you look at the reports of the trial it is pretty obvious why the guy was going down. . . . That’s for sure, we definitely cannot wait for that, we must devise a way to recoup our investment and quickly, or else we’ll be finished, both at home and abroad. . . . Look, leave it with me. I’ve one or two friends tucked away in the right places who should be able to help us. Most definitely we’ll come up with a way to retrieve our money. . . . Okay. I’ll be in touch.’ At that, he hung up the telephone, took another cigarette and once again filled the car with smoke.




    Still driving on, Henry was careful not to make any obvious glances in the mirror. The partition was still down and for sure his boss would not have wanted him to hear that conversation.




    Henry could only wonder at what it would be like to lose millions. It would be nice, in the first place, to have that sort of money. He could only dream.




    The rest of the journey was uneventful, apart from a couple of telephone calls from the office, which Sir Dennis took quite calmly. For the most part he just sat quietly, scanning the newspaper and smoking at least half his pack of cigarettes.




    Henry had a feeling that the rest of the afternoon was likely to be rather quiet and that apart from pottering around with the Rolls or some of the other vehicles the family owned, he would probably not have a great deal to do. But perhaps Julie, or maybe Marie, would be at a loose end. Marie, especially, liked to live dangerously and, with Sir Dennis at home, just might be looking for the chance of a little frolic . . .




    Henry slammed on the brakes, swerved, and with tyres squealing managed to retain control of the Rolls as it came to a halt with its front wheels on the grass verge. A yellow Ferrari 308GTB roared past them.




    ‘Henry! What the hell’s the matter with you?’ Sir Dennis shouted, angrily. ‘Can’t you be more careful?’




    ‘Sorry, Sir Dennis. Are you okay? I think that was your daughter.’




    Sir Dennis picked himself up from the floor of the Rolls and, looking through the rear window, saw the tail end of his daughter’s Ferrari disappearing into the distance. ‘Yes, you’re right. I’ll deal with her when she comes home.’




    Henry laughed to himself, a smirk forming on his face. How many of those ‘dealing withs’ have I witnessed now? They never make any difference. A few tears, an ‘Oh, Daddy’, then Sir Dennis will relent and the matter will be quickly forgotten. That Julie knows exactly how to manipulate the situation and when to push the right buttons to turn the moment to her own advantage. How typical of Marie, an accomplished ace in the art of manipulation, to pass such skill on yet keep it in the family.




    No sooner had Henry pulled the car to a stop at the front door than Sir Dennis told him, ‘You can put the Phantom to bed,’ and alighted. ‘I will not be needing your services any further today, so you may take the rest of the afternoon and evening off,’ he said.




    ‘Thank you, Sir Dennis,’ Henry replied, slipping the car into first gear and waiting for Sir Dennis to close the door before driving the car round to the garage.




    ‘What is it, darling?’ asked Robbie as Chutima squeezed his hand.




    ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Robbie,’ she replied, turning away from the window to look at her boyfriend. ‘I was lost in thought.’




    Robbie gave her a reassuring smile and gently squeezed her hand. They had been holding hands since setting out for the airport. Whilst Sally and Susan in the front chatted to themselves, Robbie and Chutima sat silently in the back seat of Sally’s car. Robbie knew Chutima was troubled. He only hoped the decision to take her back to Thailand would resolve her crisis.




    Chutima turned towards the window again and stared out at the countryside. It was a difficult day for both of them and she was aware that Robbie was putting on a brave face solely for her benefit. She knew only too well the tug of emotions he must be going through, uprooting his life and setting out to travel halfway around the world to live in a new and very different environment. She had already been down that track when, following her heart six months ago she had left her family, her home and her country to be with the man she loved. Suddenly, thoughts of those past months flooded back . . .




    She remembered so clearly the defining moment on that fateful day. She remembered exactly the words she had spoken to him, when he had sat down for lunch.




    ‘I’m sorry, Robbie, but I must return to Bangkok.’ she had said, solemnly, with sadness in her face, and a letter in her hand. ‘My mother is writing these letters almost daily now, begging me to come home. You know, Robbie, I really do miss her, and my sister Dew and, of course, Papa.’ Then, abstractedly, she had begun to pick at her food.




    Robbie was upset, and naturally so, for he was devoted to her. Chutima well understood that pressures at work were building for him; no doubt her problems were playing on his mind and affecting his concentration. It had been a month since she had first poured her heart out and told him she wanted to return home. Since that day he had constantly pleaded with her to stay even though he understood her dilemma and was fully aware that she was like a fish out of water, stuck, trapped, and quite unable to change her mind and stay in England.




    The only other Thais in town were those who worked in a local Thai restaurant and those employed in a massage parlour. She had no time for the Thais in the restaurant, despising them for the injustice she felt they were doing to Thai cuisine. As for the massage parlour, well, that was really a brothel in disguise. Chutima was well aware of the situation the girls there were in, most of them trapped in a foreign land with little opportunity of ever earning enough to go home to their mother country. Some of those girls were fun and she did her best to treat them as her equals, but it was hard, really hard, for in her heart of hearts she felt uncomfortable coming down to their level.




    She had been fortunate in Bangkok to have been brought up and looked after very well by a loving family. But when she declared her love for Robbie and told them she was planning to travel with him to England, it caused feudal arguments between members of the family.




    At that time, her father learned that Robbie was under investigation by the Bangrak police for hacking into a bank’s computer system and could not leave Thailand. Accordingly, he was not unduly concerned about her plans to leave the kingdom. With cunning, false politeness he had asked her when she planned to leave, but to him her answer of ‘when his business is complete’ was irrelevant for he knew the Thai judicial system could well mean the case dragging on for years.




    Unfortunately for her father, Robbie’s lawyer, who was also his friend, had knocked that view straight on the head, quickly and decisively suggesting to the bank they did not need the negative publicity of how vulnerable their systems were and thus risk a massive loss of confidence from their clients. The charges were dropped. Chutima’s father had then changed tack, starting to lecture her, preach to her, and plead with her to come to her senses. ‘He’s a farang. Don’t throw away your family or your life for an infatuation with a westerner.’




    She was aware that, finally, it was her mother who had paved the way for her father’s blessing, allowing the family bonds to be stretched six thousand miles. She solemnly promised that any wedding, should they decide to marry, would follow Thai tradition and would definitely take place in Bangkok.




    Though they did indeed give Chutima, their eldest child, their blessing to go, the family declined to see her off at the airport, preferring to say their goodbyes at home which, all in all, turned what should have been a happy occasion for Chutima into a sad one.




    It was a strange experience to find herself free, no longer tied down to the family, not having to ask permission to go out, free to do whatever she wanted. A few days into her new life, she realized just how much she had taken everything back home for granted. A week into her new life, she started to realize just what family traditions and Thai values meant when they were no longer automatically part of one’s daily life. A month into her new life, she was yearning for Thailand, missing her family, missing her friends, missing her job and missing the heritage to which she knew she would have to go back. And that was a problem, for she was torn. Torn between the love for her family and love for Robbie. She really did love Robbie, but, as her father had told her, he was a farang, a westerner. How could she have both worlds? For days, when Robbie was at work, she sat pondering over that very question, trying to work out a solution to her predicament.




    Though a ton of mail, in both directions, had passed through the skies over the past four months, it had not helped Chutima settle into her new home. It helped her keep in touch but the negativity from her family, especially her mother who missed her terribly, was not helping her situation at all. At least Robbie was honest with her in his feelings and she understood when he told her that upon realizing what was happening he had been tempted to intercept the mail and stop its arrival. But the fact that he did not illustrated clearly to her that his love for her was strong, so strong that he would not do anything to upset her or cause her further anguish.




    She was still picking at her food, when Robbie pushed aside his empty plate and sat forlornly looking across at her. She raised her eyes and saw his sad expression; she was unsure of what to expect, fearing the worst.




    Then a surge of relief coursed through her veins as he reached across for her hand, and said, ‘If you really must go back, then we’ll go, but please, you must give me a little time to arrange everything satisfactorily with my company and to tidy up my personal affairs.’




    ‘Thank you, Robbie. I know you love me and I know this is hard for you. I don’t want to lose you. We have to find a way to stay together.’




    Robbie squeezed her hand. ‘We will find a way, darling. We will. Maybe we should consider marriage.’




    Chutima said nothing, just looked and smiled into his eyes, thankful that he was so understanding. In her mind, she was already counting the days to the end of the month.




    A blast on the car horn and some verbals from Sally jolted Chutima back into the here and now. She tightened her grip on Robbie’s hand.




    ‘Sorry about that, some crazy idiot just cut in front of me. You okay in the back?’ Sally asked, glancing in the rearview mirror.




    ‘We’re fine, Sally,’ Robbie replied, as he looked at Chutima.




    He could only guess what might be going through Chutima’s mind, though clearly she was troubled. He did have some understanding of her feelings for now it was almost a complete role reversal of what each of them had undergone six months ago, when they had travelled from Bangkok to London.




    It was no wonder she was troubled and deep in thought, and as his own thoughts dwelt on hers he soon found himself recalling the day on which he made his decision . . .




    He remembered how Sally had sat and listened to him as he poured his heart out and explained the frustration he was feeling in his attempts to keep Chutima happy.




    ‘I’m at a loss to know what to do. I feel I may lose her.’




    ‘Look, Robbie, put yourself in her shoes,’ Sally had suggested. ‘The poor girl has followed her heart and travelled with you to a new and strange land, a land that is totally alien to her in every which way you can imagine. As we well know from the short time that we spent in her country, the weather, the food, the culture are just so different. On top of that you have to work, while she sits at home, alone and bored, no family to whom she can turn. She’s used to a close-knit family environment where each takes care of the other. It’s totally opposite to our way of living. So, Robbie, unless she can overcome the cultural differences, it will be tough.’




    Robbie looked glum, and sat in silence, just listening to Sally’s words of wisdom.




    ‘Have the two of you not decided on getting married? Marriage would help perhaps, and if you were to raise a family, well, then she would be committed to her new life and the pain of missing her country would dwindle. She’s devoted to you, that much is plain to see, so even if you both go back, and you return alone, she would miss you and her life would still be in crisis. Robbie, the point of all this is that you must do something that will remove or, at least, minimize the crisis. If I were you, I’d marry the girl as soon as possible. Give her that commitment. Then try to take her to Thailand as often as you can. Invite her family here. Given time it will all work out.’




    ‘I’ve been through all that with her but she’s adamant she must go back.’




    ‘Then go, but Robbie, don’t come back alone, or you may lose her. You must find a way for your lives to intertwine and for the two of you to have the best of both worlds. It can be done Robbie, but it’ll be hard on both of you. Have you thought about living in Thailand?’




    ‘To be honest, not very seriously. I’m not sure if I could find work and, even if I could, I would have the cultural problems to face.’




    ‘Oh, come on, Robbie. You would not face half the problems that she’s facing here. You would find work, maybe not so lucrative but, for sure, a guy with your computer skills must be able to find a job. You’re young. Give it a try. You have nothing to lose. But if you don’t give it a try, well, the very opposite might happen and you might lose everything.’




    Sally’s right. I’ve won the heart of a beautiful girl who, essentially, wants nothing more in her life than to please me, but can’t because of the torment she’s going through in her inner struggle with those inherited ties that are pulling so hard, straining, tugging at her heartstrings.




    I have to find a way out of the quandary we’re both now in and the only way I know how to do that is to take her back to Thailand. That’s the first step. The second is to propose marriage and try to make a home in Thailand, a home where we can both be happy.




    Thanking Sally for her concerned advice, he returned to his desk, his mind clear on what he needed to do.




    That evening Chutima, after Robbie had told her of his plans to take her to Thailand, flung her arms around him and kissed him passionately. ‘Thank you, darling, thank you,’ she said, tears welling up in her eyes. ‘Thank you for being so understanding.’




    Suddenly, his recollections of that day were interrupted by Sally. ‘Looks like my timing’s up the creek. We’re here a lot earlier than I envisaged. Normally the M25 is chock-a-block but today we’ve sailed through. Never mind, it’s better to be early than late and you should be able to select good seats for your flight. And we’ll even have time for a leisurely coffee together before you go through.’


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Feeling secure, the warmth of his body against hers, again Joy allowed her mind to drift. She thought of the afternoons, which were always a drag . . .




    By one o’clock, the fifty plus girls that worked in the same establishment would be up and about, all busy with some chore or other in preparation for the night’s work ahead. Usually, at that hour, Joy would be sitting with her friends and idly gossiping with them. Air stale, the acrid smell from cigarette smoke still lingering from the night before, dim light failing to conceal the run-down state of the décor and furniture of the establishment, nothing could disguise what it really was. She hated the place but had always felt trapped. Stuck in a rut with little alternative. Yet she knew that was not entirely true for it was a free country and no one had forced her to work there. However, to leave would have meant going back to a life of poverty and the need to scrounge a living from the monotonous routine of laborious, repetitive factory work, or from long hours labouring on construction sites, or from toiling in the paddy fields.




    Joy had decided long ago that returning to that type of work to earn a crust was no longer an option, at least not if she was to earn a reasonable reward for her toils. She had already spent five of the best years of her life working long, hard hours within those areas of employment and all for a pittance.




    Life had not always been so unkind. Coming from a large family, Joy was the third of seven girls. Brought up on her father’s farm, she had spent her early years playing with her sisters and friends whilst their parents planted rice seedlings in the waterlogged paddies. Accompanying the water buffalo for their daily soak in the river had certainly been enjoyable. Happy times when, as the buffalo soaked and wallowed in the muddy waters, she would swim, frolic and play upstream. She could swim like a fish and nothing in the water ever frightened her, not even the leeches. They would seek her out as she swam in the murky waters, attaching themselves to her skin before extracting her blood. Removing them had always been a painful process.




    But then, as childhood passed, came a chapter in Joy’s life that would continue to haunt her. Her marriage. A marriage that almost immediately after she became a mother turned to disaster. Her husband of one year, despite the birth of his newborn son, completely lost interest and wanted nothing to do with either her or the boy. He just walked out on them. Even to this day, she was not really sure why.




    Barely eighteen at the time, it had left Joy in trouble, with no income and little prospect of any improvement. Nothing but sad times ahead, it had seemed.




    With the additional burden brought on by the need to look after her baby, Joy had little choice but to find work that could support them both. When it came down to the serious stuff of actually having to spend the entire daylight hours of each day under the hot sun, wading through a paddy during seeding, or toiling in the straw during harvesting, days were no longer such fun after all. The appeal and amusement were no longer there, especially after spending so many hours each day working to receive just a few baht.




    Joy was aware of the responsibilities of being a mother and, in the early days, did her best to try and endure the hardships of working on the family farm. Once a prosperous concern, it should have been able to support the whole family comfortably. Many acres of paddy and chilli, and a large herd of water buffalo to work the fields, had supported generations of her family. Not now though, for it had been all but lost—squandered and mismanaged by her father, sold off so that he could finance his perpetual gambling and drinking habits, sold off bit by bit until there was almost nothing left. How she hated him for betraying them so and for the torment he had given her mother, whom she adored.




    In the end, the need for more money, coupled with a deterioration in her health, brought about by the excessive burdens of work and single-parenthood, left Joy feeling desperate. But what to do?




    It wasn’t as if Joy was unintelligent, far from it, but having missed out on a rudimentary education, there had never been the opportunity to learn to read her native language. Her younger sisters had been sent to school but by the time her mother had realized its true importance it was too late for Joy. Such disenfranchisement had left her with little choice but to try seek employment in Bangkok where, it seemed, other girls from her own village had fared reasonably well. It was not something she had wanted to do for it meant leaving her son, her home and her mother.




    It was not uncommon for young mothers, married at an early age, to have been forced to entrust their child to their own mother. That way they could seek work in the kingdom’s capital or one of the other major cities.




    It had been a tearful departure, one that Joy hoped she would never have to endure again; a day on which she had felt so vulnerable, so petrified, so unsure of the future that lay ahead of her. She had cried for most of the seven-hour bus journey to Bangkok. A long slow ride into the unknown and not for the faint-hearted as upon arrival at Mor Chit bus station Joy was well aware that her troubles would just be starting. Where to stay? How to find a job? How to get by? These were just some of the many questions she had continually asked herself on the journey.




    Soon, with determination, Joy found work in a factory and persevered with the drudgery of a monotonous routine. Upon learning that the construction industry was mushrooming she took a labouring job. She might as well have been in the paddy fields for the sun was just as hot and the money only marginally better.




    Then, out of the blue, the wages stopped coming, the work slowed and, inevitably, Joy along with hundreds of others were laid off. Where to turn for work was a problem for no one was hiring.




    Once again Joy was worried as it was clear to see that even girls fortunate enough to have had the best of educations were at the moment faring no better in the employment situation. The economic climate was not healthy. Many industries were being adversely affected. In the bigger businesses the unfortunate employee was usually the first to suffer. Managers and owners alike made cutback after cutback, reducing and even delaying salaries in attempts to maintain their own lifestyles and then, in trying to save their businesses from financial ruin, lay-offs would become inevitable.




    It appeared that the only ones doing well out of the crisis were those employed in the tourist entertainment industry and many girls, including Joy, found themselves being lured. This was a step she had not wanted to take but in seeing that suddenly her friends from the construction site were financially solvent and listening to them glamorize their work she made her decision and took the plunge.




    Hurriedly, upon arriving home, Sir Dennis entered the house by the front door and made his way through the hall. Having heard his car pull up, and a little surprised to see him home so early, his housekeeper appeared from the kitchen to inform him that his wife was in the vegetable garden and that his daughter had just left. He snapped at her that he knew already Julie had left, muttering that she had nearly killed him on her exit from the estate.




    ‘I’m sorry to hear that, Sir Dennis,’ she replied.




    ‘Yes, but what else can we expect? She drives like a bloody maniac. Anyway, please inform my wife of my return,’ he growled. ‘I’m in my study if she wants me. If she’s interested.’




    Unlocking the study door, he walked in, slammed the door behind him, slung his briefcase down on the couch, strode to the drinks cabinet and poured himself a stiff bourbon. Returning to the couch, he sat down and agonized over his situation.




    Sir Dennis was on the horns of a dilemma—in serious trouble and desperately short of funds. He and his consortium of fellow financiers had invested in several projects throughout the Far East, of which those in Singapore, Malaysia, Thailand and the Philippines were now in serious trouble. Increased costs incurred on the materials imported for those projects, as much as fifty per cent over the original estimates, were now forcing those ventures into serious financial loss, even insolvency, as investors became jittery and withheld necessary funding, leaving those enterprises unable to complete. And without completion he could not recover his investment. To make matters even worse, the country in which he had banked the hard cash to support further business ventures in the region was now blocking repatriation of funds. Effectively, his regional investments were going down the tubes and the mountain of money he had set in place was now inaccessible to him.




    Oh, how I wish I had pumped my money into exports from those countries instead of risking all on vast infrastructure projects that have fast become financial albatrosses.




    Sir Dennis could not see an obvious way out. The money he had invested was all borrowed and the lenders would soon start to put the squeeze on him if repayments began to miss their due dates. Those lenders were especially aware of the financial ruin facing the so-called tiger economies of Southeast Asia so, of course, they would be watching the situation very closely. Although he had not missed a repayment so far, their nervousness would be increasing for they were no fools and would know exactly how much he was hurting.




    Losing, of itself, is not the problem. I win and lose all the time. But in the past, my winnings have always more than covered my losses. Dammit, I ought to be able to find a way out of all this. After all, it’s not as though I haven’t been through the mill before.




    There’s that few million in Iraq that will never be retrieved nor will I ever receive any compensation. That money’s lost for ever. Although that wretched Gulf War brought me to my knees, I recovered, didn’t I? And in double-quick time, too. True, it was mostly thanks to those risky but successful investments in the Far East that had been yielding abundant returns. But it enabled me to absorb my losses in Iraq and I survived. Yes, I staved off the wolves from the door, and recovered quickly, but it’s hardly worth cheering about, is it? What good has it done me in the end? This time round I’m in a lot deeper and with a lot more partners. This time the affected investments are not just a small proportion of my total portfolio. This time, the situation is worse. Much, much worse.




    I’ve always worked alone in the past. Apart from Iraq it was always, always successful. Why ever did I change from my own individual method? Why? Did I become too greedy?




    Now I have friends and partners to appease and that’ll take some doing. They’ll be the first to bay for my blood. But what to do? That’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question. Or, in my case, more like a billion.




    If I leave my fate in the hands of others it will simply lead me ever deeper into the abyss of no return. No, the more I think it through, the more certain I am that there’s only one solution that will give me any chance at all.




    I need to control the course of history. If I’m to stand any chance of recovering any of my money, I have to change the political and financial direction of that blasted country.




    Drastic times called for drastic measures.




    But what?




    He sat back, finished his bourbon, lit another Dunhill and blew the smoke high into the air. He did not hear the door to his study open as his wife entered.




    ‘So, things are bad then.’




    Sir Dennis, a little startled, turned to her and tried to manage a smile. ‘Is it that obvious?’ he asked.




    ‘Yes dear, I’m afraid it is. You know, you are so predictable and it becomes especially obvious when you come home early in the afternoon, sneak into your study, and then start smoking. Then I know something is definitely up. The last time I saw you smoke was during the Gulf crisis, when you lost a fortune. Should I sell the Ferrari?’




    She looked at him sadly, for she knew only too well that her husband was in it up to his neck. The talk of the morning coffee rounds, the golf club and just about every social gathering of any status was how the Stones were facing financial ruin.




    ‘You might have to, dear, that is if the creditors don’t get it first.’




    ‘Oh! That bad, eh? Oh well, not to worry, I know you’ll find a way, just like last time.’




    She sat on his lap, hugged him, and kissed him squarely on the lips. ‘Come, darling, let’s make love on your rug, here in the study. You know how you please me when you’re in crisis mode. I’m here for you. Be as rough as you like.’ Then, standing, she slipped out of her dress, removed her panties and stood before him, totally naked.




    Sir Dennis often wondered why his wife, still beautiful and radiant in her mid-fifties, had such an insatiable appetite for sex. It was way beyond his capability to service her as often as she would like, so usually he turned a blind eye when she strayed. It was not that he was never up to it or never in the mood. Far from it. It was just that his preoccupation was with his business activities, and carnal pleasures inevitably took a back seat. But when moments of intimacy did arise between them she could always turn him on like a switch.




    Despite his absorption with his problems, he knew it would be pointless to refuse her offer, for when she was in a mood such as this she would persist, relentlessly, until he gave in. So without wasting any time he stripped off to the buff, took hold of her and forced her to the floor. She put up a gentle struggle. That, he knew, was just her way of teasing him. And then he rolled her over and mounted her immediately, right there on the rug. She gasped, and gave a long, low moan as he forced himself into her. Just at that moment he noticed the open study door. ‘Marie, the door!’




    She held him tight as he struggled to dismount. ‘Don’t worry about it, dear. I want it open. You know how the servants love to watch when we make love. It gives them something to gossip about with their local counterparts. It’s well worth it, darling. They just can’t keep it to themselves. You should see the looks I get from some of the wives around here, not to mention the invitations from their husbands. Let’s give them a show to talk about.’




    And for the next thirty minutes or so, that’s exactly what they did.




    The Colonel replaced the receiver and turned to his companions.




    ‘Well, that was an interesting conversation. Hmm.’ He picked up his whisky glass, a shimmering kaleidoscope of refracted sky. Turning back towards the source of his glass’s prismy dance, his eyes wandered its intense blueness as he pondered over the telephone call.




    Jonathan guessed something was about to materialize. Intuitively, he sensed that the Colonel, though now officially retired, still had his finger on the pulse.




    Since the completion of their last mission together a year ago, the Colonel had spent most of his time at home, relaxing and pottering in his garden or preoccupied with the woman in his life, Rachel Fisher, whom he had met during the course of that last mission. The two of them had become extremely close, and although they lived separately they spent a considerable amount of time together.




    But is it all a front? Has he been keeping in touch with those people he trusts? Have those who know of his special talents been communicating with him? . . . Well, if that’s what’s been going on then he’s had me fooled. I would’ve put money on his retirement being genuine.




    Jonathan smiled to himself as he recollected the tale that William had spun following the antics of the two during their first outing together in the Longhorn Learjet. That trip to the Seychelles had been the start of a relationship that had certainly done the Colonel a power of good, imbuing him with a new lease of life at an age when most of his contemporaries were winding down.




    Suddenly, turning back to Jonathan, the Colonel saw the faint smile and smiled back. ‘I know what you’re thinking,’ he said. ‘And I really have retired, but . . .’ He paused, anticipating an interjection. But it never came, for Jonathan decided, just in time, that it might be less than wise to tell the Colonel that although that was what he had been thinking a few moments earlier, the cause of his smile was due to thoughts of a rather different nature.




    ‘Anyway, Jonathan, there’s an opportunity opening up that I’m sure you’ll find interesting.’ But before the Colonel could continue, there was a sudden jolt followed by several shudders through the floor and seats. As the Colonel gripped the armrests of his seat, William’s voice came over the intercom.




    ‘I suggest you fasten your seat belts. We are going to fly through some high cloud formation that may make the ride uncomfortable for a while. I suppose, to comply with international regulations, I should put the sign on.’




    The seat belt sign illuminated, and Jonathan laughed at their pilot’s dry sense of humour.




    David and Robert, in the rear cabin, had been dozing since takeoff. Turning his head towards them, Jonathan could see David adjusting his seat belt. The Colonel’s seat belt had remained fastened since boarding, and now Jonathan buckled up again.




    ‘So, Colonel, what was it you were saying?’




    The Colonel smiled. ‘There’s an opportunity for you to take over my Fixit-man role, for our government wants someone to step into my shoes and continue with my work.’




    ‘That’s a tall order, do you really believe I could fill your shoes. I wouldn’t know where to begin or have the first clue on how to prepare for a mission.’




    ‘Come, come, my dear boy, you’re more than qualified and certainly experienced enough. You’ve always excelled in the field under my command. You’re more than capable of putting together a mission; the rest—the diplomacy, the paperwork—well, you’ll soon get the hang of it.’




    ‘Would you be involved?’




    ‘My dear boy, I’m in my seventies now. I’m enjoying my life, what’s left of it, and I’ve absolutely no desire any more to get involved in cloak-and-dagger work. I’m happy to advise and give you any useful contacts and to feed you any work opportunities that might occasion themselves via myself in the future. However, I will not be, nor shall I get, involved any further than that. Besides, our last mission was deemed a failure and I was officially “terminated”.’




    The Colonel’s face lit up at the humour of that situation, at the deception that he and his team of agents had managed to accomplish on their last mission. Seen by his superiors to have been a debacle, the mission’s success was known only to his team, the couple involved and himself. For the Colonel, the only reward had been to dispense with his services.




    Jonathan knew what was going through the Colonel’s mind. Never one to brag or speak of his past missions, the Colonel relished with inner pride the deception they had achieved.




    This present trip involved visiting the couple twelve months after the completion of that mission, to the very day. The Colonel had seemed a little envious at the remote tropical paradise he had found and created for them.




    As for Jonathan himself, certainly he would like his own hideaway where he could live a life of luxury and, similarly, be waited on hand and foot.




    Jonathan sat in silence awhile, pondering over the Colonel’s proposal. He was about to reply, when the Colonel beat him to it. ‘What’s there to think about, Jonathan? It’s perfectly simple. If you want to move up the ladder and become recognized in the intelligence fraternity, this is the best opportunity you are ever likely to get. Before, as one of my agents, you were totally unknown to anyone. Now I can introduce you to the right people—people in key positions, people in high places. A successful first mission could see you taking over permanently. And besides, you would be well paid.




    ‘You’re starting to sound like a salesman,’ Jonathan responded. ‘But I’m not so sure that I’m ready or even want to take over your previous role. I’m a field man, not a behind-the-scenes organizer.’




    ‘Maybe for now. But you will grow old and be forced out of the day-to-day fieldwork. If you want to stay in intelligence you ought to be making your move and making it now. It will put you in a position of being able to delegate responsibility precisely as you see fit. I can assure you, from experience, that just as it was for me dealing with yourself, David, and the others, you’ll find it infinitely more rewarding to be your own man. What is on offer for you represents an unparalleled opportunity for certain doors to be opened and I strongly suggest you take it. And what’s more, Jonathan, in my estimation you’re the best man for the job.’




    Jonathan reflected on the Colonel’s comments. Had he ever known him to get it wrong? ‘Put like that, Colonel, how can I refuse? I’m sure you’re right.’




    ‘Right about what?’ David asked, as he joined the two of them.




    ‘Can’t you read?’ Jonathan replied jovially.




    ‘Read what?’ David enquired, as he looked around, somewhat puzzled at Jonathan’s question.




    ‘Our captain has the seat belt sign on.’




    ‘Oh, that,’ David laughed. ‘We passed through that turbulence a while back. Now it’s as smooth as silk.’




    At that point, the cabin shuddered and the aircraft bucked. Jonathan laughed as he watched David stumble and fall into the reverse seat opposite the Colonel. Once again, the Colonel gripped his armrests tightly.




    ‘So what’s cooking?’




    ‘Oh, nothing, just small talk about the Colonel’s retirement.’




    Jonathan judged it unwise to say anything to David for the time being about the possibility of promotion. Now was not the time to be talking. Later, after he had thought things through thoroughly, and not before everything was signed and sealed.




    He wondered how the Colonel was in a position to approach him with this offer. After all the Colonel was hardly in favour any more. But now that David had arrived, he couldn’t ask the Colonel anything. Never mind. All in good time. There’ll be another opportunity.




    ‘Sorry about the rodeo back there,’ came William’s voice drily over the intercom. ‘For those of you falling off your saddles, rest easy. The turbulence has been reined in. But please keep your feet in the stirrups and your seat belts fastened. We’ll be descending shortly into Stansted.’


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Joy closed her mind to the past and, turning to face the man she was snuggled up against, raised her head and looked towards him. In the dim light she detected the slightest of movements—a twitch of facial muscle—and he looked towards her, smiling, focusing upon her eyes.




    They had each other’s full attention now and this was, she decided, her cue. Gently, she kissed him on the lips. It was such a brief kiss yet, at his response, the merest quiver that her instincts told her was one of pleasure, she kissed him again, firmly, planting her mouth onto his, seeking with her tongue, forcing a way between his tense lips, deeper, ever deeper.




    As he relaxed with pleasure she turned up the heat, positioning her body over his, her two hands holding his head firmly, working her lips harder, her tongue exploring his mouth, probing, probing, forcing to the back of his throat, barely allowing him the chance to breathe, her long black hair, untied and loose, falling forward, shrouding them both, her breasts, small but firm, bobbing above his chest, tantalizingly swaying, nipples, hard, brushing his skin so lightly, tongue now firmly against his, stirring his emotions until suddenly she felt him rise.




    Withdrawing from his mouth she raised her head and sat back, upright. Then, throwing her head back, removing the canopy of hair covering her face, stroking it back with her hands, deftly gathering it, tying it up in a bun, pressing her lips to his once more, she began moving her hands along his body.




    As her kissing and touching became more intense, his own hands began searching, feeling for every detail, mapping out the smooth contours, squeezing her buttocks firmly, hands passing over their perfectly rounded form, hands exploring further, hands stroking her thighs, her inner thighs, seeking, approaching, finding, caressing the softness concealing her innermost sanctum, fingers gently manipulating, delicately parting her, easing, probing, passing through to her warmth.




    Working gently, his fingers massaged until her dampness came. Then, withdrawing, clasping, rotating so that he was now on top, he took her hand, guiding her.




    She knew exactly what he wanted and taking hold, his firmness pleasing her, without hesitation she steered him. Parting her legs a little more, she thrust herself upwards to him. Safely piloted, he began to manoeuvre.




    He was gentle for he knew from her tightness that upon his entry she had experienced a little discomfort. He worked slowly, tenderly, until her first soft sigh, at which, sharing and enhancing her pleasure, he began to pump. Working to the sound of her moans, quiet at first but rising, he varied the action and rhythm until she came, his own pleasure being in her satisfaction.




    Joy was enraptured and a little amazed at how this man was working for her fulfilment and not selfishly just for himself. His pumping had slowed to a snail’s pace but he was still stiff and Joy knew that this was only the beginning. She smiled up at him as gently he worked, returning her smile. Then the frenzied action started again. Twice more he brought her to the boil and still he was so strong.




    Joy knew that the moment had come to bring him to his own zenith. Letting him continue to work, she moved in unison with him until, nearing the moment, they thrust towards the summit. Reaching the ultimate ecstasy together, Joy climaxed and he pulled away from her, rolled onto his back and, with a final gasp, released.




    His thoughtfulness pleased her. She stroked him but his hand reached down quickly to hers and moved it away. She tried again but his strength, although sapped, was still enough to push her arm back. Heaving breathlessly, she curled up to him, his body soaked in sweat and, once more, snuggled her head against his chest. Utterly exhausted, Joy just let herself melt into his body. It was by far the best sex she had ever experienced and she could hardly wait to go again.




    The ringing of the telephone did not register immediately with Sir Dennis, who was asleep on the rug in his office, his wife in his arms. At first the telephone slotted nicely into his dream and it took some time for him to realize that it was no longer a dream but reality.




    He struggled to free himself from his wife’s entanglement but she had him pinned neatly to the rug. Managing to get his head up he could see that the study door was now firmly closed. Unsurprising really, for it had probably been closed by the housekeeper, no doubt worried that their daughter might come home and see her parents lying on the study floor, both naked as the day they were born. Not that it would have fazed her in the least, for she was well versed in the art of lovemaking. Or so Sir Dennis had been led to believe by his wife, who regularly detailed the idle chitchat that freely floated around the neighbourhood concerning the exploits of their one and only daughter.




    If his daughter had been a boy he would have felt proud at what surely were gross exaggerations, but as she wasn’t a boy, well . . . it was a crime. Still, he had to laugh for it seemed that he and his family brightened up the routinely dull and monotonous lives of many in the village, possibly the next, and maybe even the one after that. Perhaps they were celebrities throughout the county. But he didn’t give a hoot. On the whole, financial worries aside, he was happy with his life, loved his family and, with his position and standing in society, expected to be a topic of conversation. Certainly his wife relished the limelight and played up to it at every opportunity.




    Despite her trim and lean figure, he struggled to move her. He was not as fit as he used to be, and by the time he had eased his wife over and freed himself, the phone had stopped ringing. He looked across at the grandfather clock and was surprised to see that it was now after six. He must have been sleeping for close on two hours.




    ‘Oh, darling! That was wonderful. Do let’s go again,’ now fully awake she begged of him.




    ‘Not now, Marie. I have some extremely important work to do if I’m to bail us out of this mess and save us from financial ruin. Keep yourself for later. No doubt by bedtime I’ll be all wound up again and ready to release my frustrations.’




    ‘Oh, okay then,’ she replied, disappointed but understanding, for she knew the seriousness of the situation in which her husband found himself. She enjoyed her lifestyle and the trappings his success had brought her. To lose it would be a nightmare. ‘I’ll let you work in peace. I’ll have Joan bring you a meal. Don’t work too late, darling, otherwise I’ll have to come and get you, and I doubt I can wait too long.’ She stood up, grabbed her dress and walked out of the room, naked.




    ‘Marie, please! Show some decency around the house,’ he shouted after her.




    Just to wind him up she wiggled her butt with great exaggeration and carried on regardless. Once out of his sight she wrapped the dress around herself.




    Sir Dennis retired to the adjoining bathroom, showered quickly and dressed. He needed to make several telephone calls, and though already late with the most important one he was not worried unduly for it would not do to give the impression that he was panicking over the situation. On the other hand, neither would it be wise to appear complacent.




    His life and business empire were on the brink of falling into the control of others and he needed to be sure that if it did, they would be understanding of his situation and not pull his strings too hard. He was a financier, contractor and entrepreneur, not a marionette. But he had not been averse, when the chips were down, to yanking the rug from under others in similar situations, so he knew in reality he could not expect any favourable treatment from his own creditors. I’ve no choice. I’ve got to find a way out, somehow. So much at stake. So little time. I’ll have to dig deep. There must be a way. There simply has to be. With that thought he reached for the telephone and dialled.




    It was a sad farewell, and tears flowed as the three girls hugged each other in a final embrace before they parted company at Heathrow airport. Both Sally and Susan were sorry to see Chutima leave, for over the past months they had become close friends with her.




    Both girls had been astonished when Robbie, returning from his ordeal in Thailand, brought Chutima along as well. Although they had suspected he had taken a liking to Chutima the moment he met her, and had fallen for her immediately, never in their wildest imagination did they think Chutima would accompany him home.




    It was a pleasant surprise, for Chutima had given all three of them a lot of help and support during their time in Thailand.




    Sally and Susan felt sorry for Robbie. It had become more and more apparent over the past few weeks that things were not working out for him. On the other hand, they understood the turmoil in Chutima’s mind and the pressure under which this put her.




    Sally was convinced that Robbie had made the right decision to take Chutima home to Thailand for there, she knew, he would find it easier, with more opportunity to make a new and better life for himself.




    The four of them exchanged wishes of good luck, and then Robbie and Chutima walked into the passenger area, turned to give and receive a final wave, and disappeared from view.




    Sally and Susan turned and walked away. ‘I’ve never been good at goodbyes,’ Susan said, wiping the tears from her cheeks.




    ‘Let’s look on the bright side, Susan. I can foresee another trip to Thailand.’




    Susan looked at Sally, a little puzzled. ‘Why’s that, Sally?’ A sudden, suspicious feeling swept over her. Is Sally up to something?




    ‘Simple deduction.’ Grinning, she waited for Susan’s reaction.




    ‘Well, come on, Sally, you know I’m never able to work out what goes on in your mind.’




    Sally stopped walking and laughed. ‘It’s so obvious, can’t you see?’




    Susan shrugged her shoulders. ‘I’m sorry, Sally, you’ve lost me.’




    ‘Robbie and Chutima are in love.’




    ‘So?’




    ‘My guess is that now they are on their way back to Thailand, Robbie will set the date and he will marry Chutima in Bangkok. And, mark my words, he’ll propose before the end of the month.’




    Susan looked at Sally, surprised. ‘Well, come on then, Sally, tell me, what’s he told you then that he hasn’t told me?’ she enquired, believing that Sally knew something she didn’t.




    ‘Oh! come now, you know Robbie would tell us both, especially something as important as that. Besides, he knows we’re close friends. No, I’ve just made an educated guess.’




    They resumed the walk back to the car park. ‘Actually, Sally, now that you’ve brought the subject up, I wouldn’t mind flying out to their wedding. In fact, I can’t think of any more romantic place in the world for a wedding than Thailand. And we get to soak up all that tropical sun, sea and sand, too. Whichever way you look at it, Sally, it certainly beats Bognor.’




    Sir Dennis thought for a moment and then, picking up the receiver again, dialled an extension.




    ‘Henry, oh I’m glad I’ve caught you. I know I gave you the night off but please could you drive into Oxford and pick up Lord Dewhurst at the railway station. . . . He’s on his way back from the House. . . . That’s right, bring him here. . . . Yes, I would really appreciate it if you could stand by to drop him back home afterwards. . . . Sorry, I forgot you’ve never been there. Foxleigh, just the other side of Oxford. . . . That’s right, Henry. You take the left turn there and it’s about a mile beyond the Ferret and Firkin. . . . Yes, of course, the Phantom.’




    Sir Dennis poured himself another bourbon, paced the study, straightened the rug, removing the panties his wife had discarded earlier. He checked the Remy Martin bottle and glasses, for his guest would no doubt partake of a tot or two of cognac.




    Two hours later he heard the distinctive sound of his Rolls-Royce pulling onto the gravel driveway at the gatehouse and was waiting at the front door of his mansion as it pulled to a stop.




    ‘Reginald, how good to see you,’ he greeted his friend. ‘Likewise, dear boy. Likewise.’




    ‘Please come in. Let me take your coat.’ He led the way. ‘We’ll go into my study,’ he said, guiding him through the hall.




    ‘Thanks for coming over at such short notice. Cognac? Still prefer the Remy?’ Without waiting for the reply, Sir Dennis poured two large glasses and handed one to his friend.




    ‘So, Dennis, we’re in trouble again, eh?’ Lord Dewhurst enquired.




    ‘Yes, I’m afraid so, serious trouble,’ Sir Dennis replied sheepishly.




    ‘I guessed that, you old fool, otherwise why all this can’t-tell-you-over-the-phone nonsense.’




    Sir Dennis looked at his friend. ‘I’m sorry about that and for dragging you here at night, especially at such short notice. I would have come to you but, well, no need to dwell on that.’ He smiled.




    Lord Dewhurst howled with laughter. ‘I should have let you come. It would have been a jolly good entertainment to see you being roasted by my old lady. She will never forgive you, you know. Anyway, enough of this nonsense. I can’t spend all night so what is it, dear boy?’




    Sir Dennis sat at his desk and looked solemnly across at his friend. ‘Southeast Asia,’ he replied.




    ‘So you’ve got yourself caught up in that crisis, have you? Serves you bloody well right.’ Knocking back the contents of his brandy glass, he rose from his chair. ‘Well, if that’s all, I might as well be off.’ He turned and, bursting with more howls of laughter walked towards the door.




    Sir Dennis was dumbfounded. Then, upon reaching the door, Lord Dewhurst spun round. ‘Got you! You thought I was off, didn’t you?’ Once more, the room filled with laughter. Returning to his chair, Lord Dewhurst asked, ‘So what’s the problem and how can I help? Oh, and before I forget, I must take a look at your old lady. I’ve always fancied her you know.’ After another burst of laughter, Lord Dewhurst took out his handkerchief, removed his spectacles, and dried his eyes. Still struggling to contain his mirth he said, as soberly as he could, ‘Go ahead, please.’




    Lord Dewhurst listened intently. He liked Dennis; they had been pals for years and had always helped each other in times of crisis.




    Sir Dennis explained his financial situation, how heavily exposed he had become in Southeast Asia, and how much money he needed to keep afloat in the short term.




    ‘The sort of money you’re talking about here is way out of my league. The best I can do on the financial front is to buy you some time. Possibly a month or two, three if you’re lucky. I’m sure you understand completely that were you not to recover anything substantial, it could well finish me off, too. But you and I are good friends, Dennis, and I know you would do it for me if I were in the same situation. So I’ll do my very best to help you as much as I can with your little predicament.




    ‘But first things first. You still haven’t told me exactly how you propose to get out of this mess. Tell me about your plan. I know it can’t be straightforward, you old schemer. That’s why all the hush-hush mustn’t-talk-on-the-phone crap, eh?’




    He eased forward, and leaned his elbows on the desk, eager to hear of the skulduggery Dennis was concocting.




    ‘I want to topple a government.’




    ‘Whoa, whoa, wait a minute. Did you just say what I think you said?’




    ‘Yes, you heard correctly.’




    ‘No wonder you wanted to talk here and not at my place. You know something, Dennis? I like you, just why I’m not so sure, but it’s probably because you never think small, always big, and that’s my style. Why not, I say? But come on, Dennis, if you want me to help, you’ll have to tell me everything. You haven’t even told me which country!’




    ‘Reginald, you follow the markets. Couple that with what I’ve already told you and it only leaves one answer, doesn’t it?’




    ‘Let’s throw out the bloody dictator. He’s been there too long, anyway,’ Lord Dewhurst replied. ‘Get Michael Heseltine to teach some of their politicians a thing or two about kicking out the party boss.’




    Sir Dennis had to laugh as his friend toyed enthusiastically with the idea of toppling a government.




    ‘So, dear boy, pray continue, this is going to be an interesting night after all, maybe even better than watching my old lady kick your butt.’




    ‘I know it’s a tall order, but I’m convinced it is the only way I can go. Time is no longer on my side and somehow I need to retrieve a large chunk of my funds, and fast.’




    ‘Do you actually have the money in your bank account there?’ Lord Dewhurst asked.




    ‘In sterling, based on their present fixed exchange rate, well over a hundred million. It was getting on for two hundred million at the time of the crash,’ Sir Dennis added with a moan.




    ‘Then why don’t you repatriate what you have, cut your losses and move on?’




    ‘It’s not that simple. They’re not going to let me take that sort of money out of the country. If they were to let me take out such a huge sum, they would have to do the same for all those other foreign investors who want to get their investments out. And you know what that would do. Their economy would disappear down the tubes. It would go into free-fall so fast that nothing would stop it and when it finally hit bottom, there would be nothing left to take. Their currency would be worthless, not worth the paper it’s printed on. No, the more I think about it, the more I’m convinced that we have to do whatever is expedient to change their financial policy.’




    ‘Okay, I’m with you but how?’




    ‘As far as I can see there is only one way to do that. We must dispose of the present leader, oust him, by fair means or foul. I really don’t care but he has to go.’




    Lord Dewhurst rose from his chair and began to pace about the room. ‘Fair means requires general elections or the party to kick him out at their annual conference. Unlikely to happen and even if it did it would not guarantee a change in policy. Besides all of that requires time and that is one commodity you don’t have. Hmm . . . interesting. Bombs are messy and rarely produce the results you expect. I was in the bomb squad during the war, you know. Blood and guts all over the place. I do so hate such indiscriminate violence. Looks like it’ll have to be the bullet then. I suggest you find a good sharpshooter, one who can hit plumb between the eyes.’




    Returning to his chair, he sat down, and pushed his glass across the desk for a refill. ‘Thanks old chap. So, Dennis, say you take out the dictator, who would you put in his place?’




    ‘Who we would put in is not that easy. In an ideal world, the best person would be the previous finance minister. He has the experience, and the right ideas and ideology to make the type of leader that the country really needs right now. Not only that, but he’d be sympathetic to investors in general. He’d pursue a better and morally defensible monetary policy. And he has a huge undercurrent of support among the populace.’




    ‘Isn’t he the chappy who’s in gaol now and undergoing trial for some bedroom nonsense?’




    ‘The very same.’




    ‘It’s a risky business you know, and for starters it won’t be an easy task, not something you could hope to arrange alone. And it would cost you. A million at least, maybe two to take out such a high-profile figure. Finding and hiring the right professional killer is never easy. The better they are, the higher their fee and, even then, you have to pay a big chunk up front with no absolute guarantee that the contract will be executed successfully. However, I do have a good connection, one who knows how to arrange these things. But don’t forget, too, that today’s fixers don’t come cheap, either.




    ‘Another thing. How on earth do you plan to get your proposed leader into power?’




    ‘First things first. For there to be any chance of change, we have to get rid of the present incumbent. Then our man would have to be sprung from gaol, legitimately. Then we would have to hope and pray that he still has the stomach for leadership and is prepared to stake his claim for power. If he does, and is successful, it represents the best chance. And if he doesn’t, well, not only would the world thank us for removing an irritant but we’d still not necessarily be financially ruined. You see, Reginald, even if our man doesn’t gain power immediately, there are other politicians waiting in the wings who would make one of their first priorities the liberalization of the present economic policy, wise men who would restore confidence among foreign investors by unfreezing investors’ assets. And don’t forget that there are many deeply religious politicians for whom the present policy amounts to nothing less than stealing other people’s legitimate property.’




    ‘That’s all very well, Dennis, but I’m not as convinced as you are that it will work out the way you envisage. And if it doesn’t work, I would be going down with you for having been your friend who tried to help. Oh well, in for a penny in for a pound, I suppose. I’m getting old anyway, so what the heck? I’ll cover you immediately for your next repayment. After that we’ll see how it goes. Tomorrow, I’ll talk to my contact and see whether he can come up with the right man to undertake your mission.’




    Sir Dennis felt mightily relieved. At least he had a month’s grace. ‘Thanks a million, Reginald. Another cognac?’




    ‘No thanks, Dennis, time I was off. I’ll just say hi to your old lady though, before I go, otherwise the next time we meet she’ll bitch at me for not having said “hello”.’




    ‘I’ll just call her for you.’ Making his way from the study and across the hall, Sir Dennis shouted up the staircase leading to the bedrooms, ‘Marie, can you come down to my study a minute?’




    Returning to the study, he helped Lord Dewhurst with his coat, then returned to his desk, called Henry on the extension and asked him to bring the car round to the front.




    Based on the earlier escapade in the study and the promise Dennis had given her for a second helping, Marie dashed down the stairs eagerly and, both to raise his frustration and to annoy him, she slipped out of her dressing gown, dropping it to the hall floor, just a few feet away from the partly open study door. Pressing her naked body teasingly against the door frame for a moment, she said, sexily, ‘Yes, darling, what is it?’ and then, seeing he was speaking on the phone, walked on through into the room. Dennis dropped the receiver.




    Lord Dewhurst, who was standing by the bookshelves behind the door, burst into another inimitable howl of laughter. Shocked, Marie whirled round and, upon seeing him, simply froze.




    ‘Oh! Dennis, you’re a real pal. I know I wanted to give her the once-over but don’t you think that’s taking things a little too far? Time I was off, I think,’ he chortled. ‘I’ll be in touch. Good evening, Marie. A nice even tan,’ he said, as he walked between her and the door and out into the hall, desperately but unsuccessfully trying to keep a straight face.




    Marie remained rooted to the spot, still in a state of shock and total embarrassment at her predicament.




    ‘Nice one, Marie,’ Sir Dennis said, unable to keep the smirk from his face as he followed Lord Dewhurst.




    Moments later, the Rolls-Royce pulled up in front of the entrance steps and Henry marched round to open the rear passenger door. As Lord Dewhurst entered the car, he paused and said, ‘I say, Dennis, don’t expect the same from my old lady, will you?’ At that he burst into another fit of laughter which, Dennis was sure, would be repeated many times on the drive to Foxleigh.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Relaxing, Joy’s thoughts wandered to just how lucky she had been and to just how much of the old lady’s prophecy really had come true. Once more, she began to recall the events of the past few days, happenings that had led to the euphoria of her present situation. As she had prepared for work that lucky night, little had she dreamt or believed that any of the old lady’s predictions might materialize, and yet much of it had occurred already, and almost exactly as she had been told it would. Her thoughts went back to the evening that had led to her present situation. . . .




    As always, precisely at seven thirty in the evening, work was preceded by a roll call, whereby the girls working that evening climbed up onto the stage to be counted and logged in for the shift. After this ten-minute routine the music started and work began.




    Except for Saturdays, most evenings started slowly, especially early in the week, and this particular night was no exception with only a few regular patrons showing up by eight o’clock and most of the clientele arriving after nine. Irrespective of who arrived or when, work for the girls went on.




    Usually, the main part of Joy’s work did not occur until ten at the earliest so she often had a little time on her hands before she would be called upon. With just a few customers that particular night, she sat and chatted with her friends although, as ever, the blaring music made conversation difficult. Already, Joy had forgotten about the old lady and her prophecy. She sat, she mingled, and when the mamasan was not looking she shot upstairs to her room to take five.




    Five minutes would be more like thirty, but Joy was rarely concerned, for the mamasan was a friend and turned a blind eye to such disappearances. And if the owner arrived the mamasan would send someone to warn her.




    Though it was expected of all the girls that they mingle with the patrons, Joy and a select few were excused from the grind of having to perform a dance routine regularly throughout the night. Not that it had always been like that for at the beginning she had been just a normal part of the team. But it was the special attention the owner paid to a certain small elite that made Joy realize that if she was to advance to a less mundane level within the establishment she would have to do something a little special. It had taken her six months to work up that certain something. The owner liked what she saw and since then Joy had improved her lifestyle and doubled her pay, an income that was still a long way from being enough but a lot more than she had ever earned before.




    Unexpectedly, the music from the bar below changed from the usual run-of-the-mill rock and heavy beat. Joy looked at her watch, and was not wrong. It was early. That could mean only one thing. Enough customers had entered the bar for the show to begin. Her boss was always keen to ensure her clientele were well looked after and not kept waiting.




    Slipping back down to the workplace and then to a room at the rear, Joy stepped out of her dress quickly, changed her panties and bra for a G-string and matching top that tied with strings across her back and around her neck, and tugged a pair of high-heeled, thigh-high, black suede boots over her stockings. Fussing with her hair, pulling it, pushing it, teasing it to the required look, retouching her make-up, soon she was ready.




    When the music changed again, Joy knew she had just three more minutes to complete her preparations. Standing, looking herself over, she grabbed a leather jacket from the rack, slipped it on, took a final check in front of the mirror and then, satisfied, waited by the door.




    Her cue was simple—when the music stopped. Then, as it did, she moved out, squeezing through the mass of people, some seated, some standing around. A few familiar faces were to be seen and as she passed them she smiled. Turning her head sharply, she gave one guy a stern look, for he had grabbed her backside as she was easing her way through. And then she laughed at him, a sneer of a laugh, suggesting what he should go do to himself. That embarrassed him. By now, Joy was used to that type and generally knew how to turn such situations to her own advantage. The very nature of the establishment in which she worked tended to encourage such behaviour but for the most part it was taken in jest.




    Reaching the side of the stage, Joy climbed up and stood with her back against a decorated column, waiting for her dance partner. Looking down and around the room, the surreal glow of the ultraviolet light, the smoke-laden air, and the hundred or so pairs of eyes all focusing upon her were enough to make a girl nervous. Indeed, at the beginning it had been very difficult for her to overcome that phobia, but she had gritted her teeth, thought of home and the extra money, and had got on with it. Now she gave it not even a second thought. The room, as far as she was concerned, was empty. Just herself and another girl, similarly attired, who had now climbed up and was leaning with her back against the column at the other end of the stage. Both were dressed to thrill, for that was the owner’s specific intention. Entice the punters to come in from the street, tease them, tantalize them, mesmerize them, raise the heat, and increase their thirst for more drinks and maybe a takeaway.




    The background music continued as a young girl scurried on her knees along the stage floor, rag in hand, wiping and cleaning away the water, perspiration, and sundry objects deposited during the previous entertainment. Waiting patiently, Joy smiled at her colleague while the young girl completed her small task. It did not take her long to finish for the island stage was quite small, just a metre and a half by five, interspersed with fourteen shiny chromium-plated poles screwed floor to ceiling, but room enough for about twenty go-go dancers to perform at one time. Then, as the cleaning girl climbed down from the stage, the music went ballistic, the strobe lights pulsed and the show began.




    The beat of the music was heavy and as the words of the song ‘Highway to Hell’ reverberated around the room the two girls began their sultry, sexy routine. And the audience sat back and simply stared. Most had probably seen Joy’s sensual dance before but that did not diminish their interest. More than likely, they had returned purely to see her perform. And perform Joy certainly did, giving nothing less than a hundred per cent, for she would give them all a show to remember.




    Deftly using the chrome poles, she danced to maximum effect, moving and gyrating her body to the beat, leaving nothing to the imagination as she went through a ritual of seducing each and every customer within the bar. Up the pole, down the pole, in and out around the poles she cavorted, allured, tempted. When the rhythm of the music changed, her mood changed, and when the beat slowed, she slowed. Whatever the music, whatever the beat, the look and movement of the two girls was very come-on.




    As ‘Highway to Hell’ ended, another tune took up, a slow tempo number, whereat Joy removed the leather jacket, kittenishly revealing her skimpily-clad body. Then, gripping one of the poles she swung around it and then clasped a second pole. In one continuous movement she turned head over heels and landed neatly with the splits, whereupon she proceeded to taunt the onlookers, caressing herself, running her hands over her breasts and down her thighs, teasing them all.




    Then, unexpectedly, she saw him. The spitting image of the man that had been described to her by the old lady that very afternoon. Joy was shocked, and for a split second faltered in her routine. She turned away, thoughts now flashing through her mind, and then looked again, all the while continuing her scintillating pole dance. Her partner gave her an enquiring look, though only for a second for she was concentrating on her own performance, but nevertheless she was concerned as Joy had never been known to miss a beat.




    It was uncanny, for Joy could see clearly the similarities to the man described in the prophecy. ‘In the near future,’ the old lady had told her. But to happen so soon had taken her by surprise.




    She longed for the music to stop so that she could go and meet him. He was just too handsome to remain sitting alone for long, especially in this establishment, for all the girls would be after him. But to leave the stage at that time was not possible for she must complete her routine. Quickly, she decided that during her final two numbers she would focus her energies on him and seduce him. Seduce him, from right there on the stage, with every ounce of her being.




    Almost imperceptibly, she changed her position, hardly enough to be noticeable, though her partner spotted the change and immediately guessed that something was up. Joy set her smoky eyes at the man and for the duration, until she finished her routine, her performance was fixed on him and him alone. She smiled, she pouted, she seduced him totally and with one song to go, she knew already that he was hers.




    For the entire last number neither had eyes for anyone else, such was the hypnotic magnetism between them. Joy finished off her routine with such passion and energy that the atmosphere in the room became electric. Customers and girls alike, having sensed that something was afoot, if not already looking on at the proceedings had turned to watch. It did not take them long to realize where Joy’s focus of attention lay. And the girls who had sat and listened to the old lady, earlier that day, also spotted the similarities and recognized him to be the predicted one.




    At the completion of the routine the applause was deafening. Joy bowed to the audience several times, each time thanking them with a wai—hands held together at chin height as if in prayer. Then, as she clambered down from the stage, she noticed that another girl had homed in


    on him. Wasting no time she scurried through to the dressing room where she slipped back into her skimpy black dress. Peering through the doorway and out into the bar she looked at him and the other girl. She could tell clearly that the girl was getting nowhere. That pleased her and she relaxed. Smoothing her dress down she looked in the mirror. Satisfied with her appearance she headed out to meet him.
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