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    Dedicated to the veterans of the Nawanakorn campaign




    We are writing to confirm that Neville has been excluded from school for a fixed term of five days. This follows the incident during the school’s production of Romeo and Juliet on the evening of 10th May. Neville, who was in the lead role, decided to appear as a Teddy Boy and proceeded to harangue the audience about the need for everyone to “return to the Fifties”. In the ensuing fracas Miss Nvembi Obigdou, our school’s Equality and Diversity Officer, was covered in pink spray foam and a grandparent had to receive emergency first aid after choking on an Everton mint. It is clear that Neville’s behaviour continues to be prejudicial to the good order of our school community, hence the reason to exclude him again.




    Headmaster’s letter to Mrs Palmer, 13th May




    I took a deep breath then got started on the first of the trainers’ packs for our latest contract. Piles of student books, teacher’s books, cassette tapes and papers lay in front of me on the desk. It was a big contract with six English classes a day for the supervisors and a special conversation class for the execs. A lot of serious and much needed wedge but I was running out of time again. Actually, I had been running out in a lot of other ways, too.




    You – Mister Neville!




    Christ, who was that now? I looked up. Standing in the office doorway and holding her peaked cap was Gift, a big Thai woman with dark skin; one of the SSL security guards.




    I put down the trainer’s pack. Yes, I sighed, anything wrong?




    Mister Neville, can you come with me please? she said in Thai. You have an emergency.




    An emergency? Suddenly an awful thought struck me. My bloody passport! Christ, supposing it was something about my passport? Well I was completely knackered because at that very moment it was in a brown envelope in Melbourne or Timbuktu or somewhere else courtesy of Dougie’s dodgy visa service. Or maybe it wasn’t my passport – maybe they’d finally tracked me down.




    Oh, God. I felt faint.




    Mister Neville?




    Yeah, I muttered in English as I stood up. Let’s go.




    I put on my cap and jacket, left the office without locking it and followed Gift down the soi, past the sing-a-song restaurant and through the covered market; nods and smiles from the women at the stalls.




    Hello, Mister Neville.




    Hello.




    Hello.




    We left the market and carried on past the hospital and over to the SSL entrance. There was the guard hut and striped barrier by the side of the sign and the other security guard, Mister Elephant. But instead of sitting in that red plastic chair of his, he was standing up and fiddling with his belt buckle and all tensed up. He saw us coming and grinned nervously from behind the reflective-lens of his Raybans.




    Christ, I needed a piss.




    We reached the hut and I could see myself in the Raybans: a gaunt white bloke with sweat breaking out all over his face.




    Right, I said trying to sound calm. What’s going on? What’s this emergency?




    But the pair of them just stood there.




    Well?




    Mister, Neville? said Gift finally. You told us to keep an eye out for any foreigners we hadn’t seen before.




    And?




    Gift went into the hut and fetched out a pair of old army binoculars. Here, she said, see for yourself.




    I took the binoculars. Where am I looking? I said.




    Over the side of the Asia Highway by the footbridge, said Gift.




    Oh, yeah.




    What do you think, Mister Neville?




    I think we’ve got a problem.


  




  

    Part One


  




  

    Lovely day tomorrow




    What is amazing about the Fifties is how excited people will get about it in the future. Maybe because they’ll mistake Marilyn Monroe, tail-finned pink Cadillacs and Sun records for real-life. I don’t know. Maybe America was like that but austerity post-peace Britain bloody well wasn’t.




    I looked around. The nearby bomb site instead of a Blonde Bombshell; the rusting Capstan gig sign instead of a fancy, chrome plated car. The dirty west London street strewn with litter and horse shit splattered along the road instead of Sun-drenched Memphis. The corner shop with that Capstan sign was made even meaner by a dusty window, meager display and poorly lit interior. The morning sun hung above the street trapped in a pallid funereal shroud of sky, almost completely washed out – like someone had switched a button and turned off the colour.




    The only contrast to all this gloom was me.




    I was leaning against a lamp-post with my back to a garage (the tinny sound of Ted Heath and his Band coming out of a transistor radio from somewhere within). I was kitted out in my Teddy Boy finery: knuckle-length hounds-tooth Edwardian-style drape jacket with velvet collar and drainpipe trousers with a pair of highly polished black brogues. I had the crook of my thumb in my ivory brocade waistcoat pocket. Very much the classic Ted pose.




    Anyway, enough reflection; this was my last chance to venture down to this part of London before I made my escape.




    *




    Where on earth have you been? said Pim. You’re late.




    Out and about, I said as I sat down at the bar counter of Meson Juan’s.




    I saw what she was drinking and ordered the same: a San Mig.




    You’re dressed in your Teddy Boy clothes; I thought the Burnell Arms wasn’t on until tomorrow.




    It isn’t but I had to see someone, that’s all.




    You’re not in trouble with the police again, are you?




    Damn it, for some reason the waitress had stuck a wedge of lime in my beer bottle. I’m sure they don’t actually drink it like that in Spain or Mexico. Bloody hell…




    Hey, Neville, I said you aren’t in trouble again are you?




    Pim gave me that look of hers. The one with her eyes half-closed that said either I was lying or I’d had one of my moments when I couldn’t remember what I’d done. I batted her back a well practiced rueful smile then started to fiddle with the bloody silly lime wedge.




    I thought about when I first met my passport to safety. It was at my local Thai restaurant. Like the other girls Pim was working six nights a week for bollocks and ploughing through her studies during the day, which in her case was an MBA. I’d been to Thailand earlier in the year on the trail of a long-lost relative and checking it out as a potential bolt-hole. Of course I didn’t tell Pim that. I said I’d fallen in love with the temples, what with me being a Theravada Buddhist with a big T. She laughed at that and said I didn’t look like an English Buddhist. I said she never met one. Pim said that was true and later agreed to help me with this Thai reading and writing home-tutor course I’d nicked from the library. I used to take my exercise books to the restaurant where curious diners would peer over their green curries at my cluttered table.




    It wasn’t long before Pim’s patient indulgence and dry humour got me thinking, and I asked her out on an actual date to my local – not a pub but a tapas bar. It took nearly three months of asking but she finally agreed. It was strange the fist time, to see her out of the faux traditional Thai dress she had to wear for work and the roles being reversed, her being served by Westerners for a change. Encased in a chunky jumper and black jeans, Pim looked like a mobile Liquorice Allsorts. Away from the dim lights of the restaurant, I also discovered how very Chinese-Thai she looked: pale complexion accentuated by short black hair and a small straight nose. At the end of our first date I gave her a kiss, Thai-style; that’s a very gentle sniff on the side of the cheek rather than a slobbery Western lip-kiss. Pim was impressed by that kiss and how I behaved in public; I didn’t try to hold her hand or put my arm around her or anything like that. Also, I hadn’t tried to drag her into bed, which is what Pim thought all English blokes wanted to do on the first date.




    Honestly, I was shocked.




    After that first successful night out, I was gradually pried away from my normal social life of being a Face in that fast-disappearing world of the London rock and roll scene with its heavy boozing, birds, 45 records, jiving and nefarious activities. Instead I dabbled with sensible evenings in with Pim in my Forest Hill flat.




    However, the Chinese owner of the restaurant didn’t approve of our blossoming love affair and one night there was a huge argument that resulted in Pim being sacked. So she moved into the flat; something a respectable Thai girl would never have dreamed of doing back home. In celebration, Pim christened me with a nickname, Tee. All Thai’s have nicknames so it was a compliment in a way. Tee means cute little boy in Chinese-Thai, although it’s hard to get across the strong familial affection implied. A cute Chinese boy! When Pim told me what it meant I thought she was taking the rise. I’m a guy with a gammy leg, I told her. I went to a special school, don’t drive and – are you listening, darling – I’m a Teddy Boy forty years too late. I’m about as much at home in modern Britain as Heinrich Himmler at a Bar Mitzah.




    But you are a cute boy even if you don’t know it. I like your big nose, white skin and you’re a gentle man underneath your personality. She said it quietly, confidently like stating that chillies are hot. And, she added obliquely, your Prince is not a god.




    I’ve been called a lot of things in my time but definitely not cute. Believe me, it wasn’t easy being special in a special school.




    She pinched my arm as I pulled her close. Whenever she beat me in an argument, which was often, I always used to retort uncharitably: You might be right but you’ll always be shorter than me. The tiny brute would then snatch my walking stick and hit me with it. No prisoners.




    Pim definitely saw me as a challenge. A guy who once went to a school for maladjusted children and still hadn’t got over it; a guy who needed saving from his books, vintage records, forgotten films and a bagful of strange proclivities. I told her she should have been a volunteer therapist like me, helping the less fortunate in our community. In fact, so strong was Pim’s conviction that I needed saving she invited me to join her out in Thailand once her MBA was finished in July. She was confident I could be saved out there. I feigned surprise and told her I needed to think about it.




    But of course that wasn’t entirely true. I knew I needed to escape from Bloody Awful Britain and had built up a massive head of steam. At one end of the political spectrum it was all sleaze and at the other the Left had lost its way and retreated into puerile anti-Americanism. Now the country’s economy was finally getting back on its feet it seemed like everyone had plunged head long into crass mass consumerism. The streets were awash with brightly coloured shell-suits and over-priced training shoes and don’t get me started on hand-held phones; instead of going away, the bloody great brick things seemed to be getting more popular. And people were obsessed with property prices. What had happened to houses as homes? Social engineering had got worse with political correctness and snooping was still the order of the day as the statues of Great Britons were obscured by an ever growing forest of new fangled surveillance cameras. And no-one could be authentic, straightforward anymore; they had to be ironic about everything. What had happened to the values, great music, the optimism and sartorial elegance of the Fifties? Why didn’t people polish their bloody shoes anymore?




    Mind you, it wasn’t fair to blame everything on Bloody Awful Britain. The truth was I had been lucky to get away with all sorts of nonsense on the street; and when I had been caught it was for something minor and all I ended up doing was community work – as a volunteer Jungian psychotherapist of all things. But my luck couldn’t last for ever. I knew full well my nefarious activities would eventually catch me up big time. I had to get away before they did. Well, I’d been to Czechoslovakia, Finland and Paraguay and come away shaken but not stirred so maybe Thailand would do it for me.




    I told Pim I’d fly out there in October.




    *




    Benny Liu and I were sat opposite the Alice in Wonderland poster in the waiting room at the Speer Centre for Healthy Thought Control. Benny was the last of my patients. Despite me breaking all the rules at the centre and helping him sort out all that shit with his gambling mates, he didn’t seem too bothered about me leaving. I warned him I was relocating to follow up a new business opportunity in Asuncion and wouldn’t be there for next week’s session or, indeed, any after that either. I swore him to secrecy. But all he wanted to do was talk about getting a girlfriend yet again.




    Blimey.




    We went round in circles until finally it was five to eleven and the end of our session. Benny leaned forward. Neville, he said, can I ask you something personal, my friend?




    I sighed. Yeah, I suppose so but we’ve got to wrap things up here.




    Neville, do you think I should visit, er, that herbal massage parlour – the one above the occult bookshop?




    The place run by Miranda De Carlo? You do know her real name is Bernard Fluck? She used to weld boiler plates together in a Darlington factory before undergoing a change of sexual orientation and heading south.




    I didn’t know she used to be a welder.




    Look don’t be daft, Benny. It’s not really a massage parlour is it? It’s a knocking shop – a brothel.




    No, no, I don’t think so. Look at me; I mean how else am I going to find companionship?




    You’ll find something there but it won’t be that.




    Come on.




    I bit my lip.




    Go on, Neville,say it’s OK for me to go there. Anyway, you won’t be here next week – you’re making a run for it.




    I told you I’m going abroad to relocate.




    Benny grinned. But you’re not allowed to leave the country, are you? They’ve got your passport.




    They think they have.




    Really? Benny winked at me. So come on what do you think about Miranda’s then?




    I bit my lip. So eleven months of therapeutic work had ended up with one of my patients asking me if he could go to a dodgy massage parlour run by a transsexual welder. What a waste of time for both of us. There was a point when I thought I might actually be doing a bit of good for him and all my other patients but of course it had all been bollocks really. He didn’t take me any more seriously than I did. So why not just give the guy a bit of slack for once?




    Oh, alright, I said. Yeah, go on then. Pop round there, knock politely and see what she can do for you. I hear she’s got a strong grip.




    Honestly?




    It probably won’t do any harm.




    Her grip?




    No her companionship. You might even be able to get your social worker or whatever she is to give you the wedge for it. I know, say you’re going on a personal interaction training course but don’t say where. They love all that skills building stuff. Make sure you wear a diving suit though.




    A what?




    Condom.




    Oh, I won’t need that for companionship.




    Blimey.




    Benny beamed from ear to ear. It was the first time I’d seen him look even remotely happy.




    Thank you, Neville, he said. I don’t care what the others say. You’re OK for a white man – no bull.




    He leaned forward from his wheelchair, moved the oxygen tank to one side and weakly shook my hand.




    Just one thing, I said.




    What’s that?




    Whatever you do don’t let on to this lot I’m leaving.




    I won’t.




    Suddenly Nurse Mizuka stuck her head over the reception counter. Mister Palmer, you can go in now.




    Oh, thank you, nurse.




    *




    On the first Monday of October I went back to my flat and put my cunning plan into action. I packed all my Ted gear into a suitcase that had belonged to Granddad Roy. Contrary to popular opinion – reinforced by Seventies pop groups like Showaddywaddy – the Teddy Boys of the early Fifties didn’t strut around in bright red drape jackets and white winkle picker shoes. I knew: I’d collected the black and white photographs and taken them to my tailor. In their Edwardian finery, the original Teds looked incredibly conservative by the awful dress standards of modern Britain. Outside of the rock and roll clubs most people who met me thought I was either an undertaker or going to a wedding. So into the suitcase went my dogtooth drape jacket with a black velvet collar, one vintage tie, a Maverick tie white shirt with detachable collars, black drainpipe trousers, an ivory brocade waistcoat and two pairs of shoes: black, suede creepers and Oxfords. I’ve always thought that if you’re going to visit another person’s country you should at least dress up rather than down for it – Auntie Iris thought people would just stare. I also packed my off duty clothes: jeans, plain t-shirts and plimsoles I’d bought at an auction and of course, my pocket watch: a gold plated piece made in 1923. The locket on the end had two small faded photographs I’d put in of Granddads Percy and Harold.




    Apart from my Ted finery and related items, the other important things to go in the suitcase were my books. Paperbacks mostly like Joseph Conrad and Graham Greene, and some nineteenth century travelogues. My favourite book to go was a tatty copy of Lord Jim. I loved Conrad’s Eastern tale; the fine naval officer who seeks redemption after abandoning the pilgrims onboard the Patna. Other non-fiction included was a history of Sun records and also a bundle of vintage porn mags featuring women in heavy eye-liner with pneumatic breasts. Well, I liked them.




    I couldn’t take any of my film collection on VHS but a few vintage cinema programmes were easy enough to pack. I included Powell and Pressburger’s A Matter of Life and Death and Ealing’s the Ladykillers and my favourite US film From Here to Eternity with the astonishingly delectable Deborah Kerr and superbly chiselled Burt Lancaster with his panther-like movements.




    Finally there was the Music: all Forties and Fifties, everything from the Dining Sisters to Buck Griffin, the Moonglows, Dean Martin and Link Wray and even a bit of Clifton Chenier. But I’d only take the stuff on cassette tapes abroad with me. My massive collection of Doo Wop, Zydeco, Rockabilly and Rock and Roll vinyl would have to stay behind with Great Auntie Iris in Streatham.




    Once everything was packed I handed in my flat keys to Mister Patel, then went round to Streatham to say goodbye to Great Auntie Iris.




    Good luck, Neville, she said, I hope you know what you’re doing. Harold never had much luck out there.




    Don’t worry, I replied as I gave her a peck on the cheek. Fine clothes and books; everything I need to make a fresh start.




    And they are all right about you stopping seeing that doctor lady, Neville?




    Auntie Iris as always getting my therapeutic relationship round the round wrong way, bless her! For the umpteenth time I explained I was the one doing the therapy and, of course, they were fine about me leaving.




    I didn’t think you were allowed to leave the country, Neville.




    It’s not a problem, I said. They like to see us being pro-active.




    I gave a not very convinced Auntie Iris one more kiss then left her on her doorstep and made my way to the Asian travel agents near the station. I collected my first- class one-way ticket to Thailand, took the train to Croydon Terminal 3 and checked in at the Imperial Romanum Airways desk.


  




  

    This island Earth




    Modern air travel: Imperial Romanum Airways, Fokker-Whitley 747 passenger jet, thirteen hour flight, no stops and six thousand miles. Needless to say I was the only person on the entire flight properly dressed in a tie, jacket and polished shoes. Honestly, you couldn’t make it up.


  




  

    Diving bell down




    Lord Jim had arrived at the bustling port of the Oriental Capital in a lifeboat and reasonably dressed even though he’d been cast adrift at sea for a very long time; I arrived at Don Muang International Airport, Bangkok in a plane full of people who looked they’d just stepped off the beach. I collected my suitcase and got through customs with a steely look.




    Pim was waiting for me at Arrivals and we soon sped away in her Korean car. I peered out of the smoked glass windows: it’s amazing what you can do in less than forty-eight hours when you have a mind to...




    We drove north up the six-lane highway. Twenty minutes later Pim pointed out Laksi Plaza, a gargantuan department store that looked like a cross between a wedding cake and a Hollywood Roman mausoleum. Then she told me we were in Rangsit; a dreary concrete concoction of spaghetti roads, dodgy hotels and shop-houses. There was a lot of construction going on. Pim said it was all on the verge of major development and I spotted another bustling department store, Merry King. It was positively restrained in design compared to Laksi. Much to my relief Pim continued on up the Asia Highway. A few more kilometers north we passed universities and textile factories, which in turn gave way to paddy fields.




    At five past five on Tuesday afternoon we reached Pim’s village and drove through a rusty set of security gates. The village wasn’t the traditional buffalo and paddy field variety that I’d imagined but a modern development of a hundred and fifty homes built for middle-class Thais, which meant spacious detached houses with walled gardens. The village was all very leafy with palm fronds dipping over white brick walls. Security guards peddled rusty bicycles along the little streets and itinerant fruit, veggie and broom sellers plied their trade. Maids and small children came out to pick and buy. Not a foreigner in sight. Good.




    We pulled up outside Pim’s house. She got out of the car and pulled open the gate. I followed her in. The house was large and had a vaguely gothic look about it, lots of dark wood exteriors, heavy framed windows and a rambling overgrown garden; a sort of Siamese version of Bleak House. Hordes of dogs scampered about yapping.




    Pim pointed to a room that overlooked the garden pond. That’s my bedroom, she said. There was a balcony with lots of dark palms in pots.




    She led me over to the sala, a ramshackle Thai-style gazebo made of teak with a sweeping roof. The rest of the family was assembled there. I took off my brothel creeper shoes, stepped in and Pim did the introductions. I tried to remember the rules about the Thai greeting, the wai: clasp your hands together and bring them up to chin height for social equals but higher for your betters.




    There was Uncle Ant, Auntie, her son Benny and Pim’s sister, Orange and her boyfriend Nick. I knew Pim’s parents had died years ago in some sort of unexplained domestic accident so I wasn’t expecting to meet them – hell of a surprise if they had turned up! It was good in a way, though: Thai people don’t do sex out of wedlock so I could never have moved in had her Mum and Dad still been alive.




    Auntie was quite tall with lank hair and whiskey- watery eyes. She wore Japanese designer jeans, orange flip-flops and an LA Raiders sweatshirt. Auntie smiled easily and clutched a Marlboro cigarette. Benny was nineteen and thin. He struck me as the kind of young bloke who, if he’d gone to my school, would have been called a lanky streak of piss and been bullied a lot. Pim explained that Benny was named after Benny Hill who was the King of Comedy in Thailand. What could I say?




    Ant was an uncle from Bangkok. He was a sprightly fifty-eight year old who sported a trim Clark Gable ‘tache and a nice line in sharp, white leather loafers. I was told that Uncle Ant usually visited the house at weekends to talk to Auntie. Apparently, at the end of every third month Auntie went to Singapore on some sort of financial business on his behalf. All very mysterious but I liked Ant and he seemed completely unfazed by the foreigner who’d turned up in the house. He spoke reasonable English too.




    Orange was twenty-seven, a year older than Pim, and like her sister had a pale complexion. Orange’s hair was much longer though and she had a constipated, unhappy expression fixed to her face. At first, I thought it was because of me moving in and then, after a few days, I realized it was.




    Nick was Orange’s boyfriend. He was the same age as me but balding and had uneven, oddly shaped teeth; there was the look of the mischievous gnome about him. He carried a Minolta XL and zoom lens over his shoulder. Nick soon developed the disconcerting habit of laughing at me as if I was the butt of a private joke: a strange girly sort of laugh that tailed off at a high pitch. It made me frown, which made him laugh even more. Orange sometimes joined in.




    Inevitably, I didn’t get the wais right in that first introduction but everyone was polite. Pim led us all out of the sala and around the walled garden. It was a very large gloomy affair choked with rampant bamboo. In one corner, nearest the road, was a concrete spirit house obscured by large ferns. The other corner was dominated by a gnarled old mango tree with claw-like branches, reaching out.




    The patio was a much more cheerful place: bright bustling tropical flowers burst out of pots all over the place and a dark blue miniature fountain gently tinkled. A canvas canopy jutted out from the side of the house to keep out the sun.




    What are the neighbours like? I asked.




    Pim picked a leaf out of the fountain. We don’t really need to have much to do with them.




    Uncle Ant looked at me then said something in Thai to Auntie; everyone laughed.




    What was that? I grinned.




    He said you’ve got a good character, explained Pim. You know, ngu heng; the Chinese believe you can tell someone’s personality from the shape of their face and head. He says you’ve got a good one.




    I’ve always had well proportioned nostrils.




    Uncle Ant nodded in the direction of the garden and said something else. The others didn’t laugh this time.




    What was that?




    You should stay out of the garden, Tee.




    Why? I asked with mock seriousness. Are the Siamese Undead lurking in the undergrowth then?




    Suddenly one of the dogs – a Lhasa Apso with a short, brindle coat – appeared. It took an unhealthy interest in my stick, locked its paws around the shaft and started shagging away at it. Good grief.




    How everyone laughed as I struggled unsuccessfully to prise him off – especially Nick.




    His name’s the Mechanic Dog, explained Pim, because he likes sleeping under cars. Now he likes you as well! She grabbed MD roughly by the hind legs and yanked him away.




    For the remainder of my time at the house MD would be my faithful companion. Mind you, I could never work out whether it was me or my leg he liked.




    The rest of the family dispersed and Pim led me into the house. We took off our shoes (always obligatory) and placed them neatly amongst the flip flops and trainers. She slid open the door and we stepped into the living room.




    The uniform dark wood panelling, parquet flooring and furniture added to the gloomy interior. Black and white faces stared out from heavy photo frames. An old television set dominated a small shelf unit along with portraits of the royal family. There was something odd but I couldn’t place it. At the far side of the living room was the toilet (everyone called it the rest room) and to the right a small passage led to the stairs, a dining area, the kitchen and, most interesting of all, the family’s Buddha Room.




    I asked if I could have a peek. The room was small and smelled a bit musty. One side was cluttered with tiers of miniature wooden tables. On them was a host of black, bronze and silver Buddha’s in different poses and styles; photographs of revered monks and deceased family members. And scattered amongst them all was the detritus of ritual: half melted candles, a box of matches and ashy mounds of incense.




    Pim took me upstairs. There were three bedrooms coming off the landing. I didn’t get to see inside Auntie’s and Orange’s rooms but Pim’s was light and airy; a relief from downstairs. It was very neat with a large comfy bed, fluffy toys all over the place and a large antique wardrobe. There was also a small bathroom with a shower attached.




    Well, is it what you expected? asked Pim as I put an arm around her.




    Christ, she smelt lovely.




    Yeah…yes it is, I replied absently. I‘d suddenly realized what was odd about the house: apart from a couple of dictionaries and telephone directories, there weren’t any books. Blimey, an entire family that didn’t read.




    Tee… she placed a hand gently on my crotch.




    I forgot about the books.




    Pim, why don’t we close the door? I asked hoarsely.




    No, said Pim as she moved away and smiled. Uncle Ant’s got to go home to Bangkok so we’d better go downstairs and say goodbye to him. Then you need to get unpacked and have a shower.




    We could have one together…




    It had been more than two months since we’d made love. A tight, heavy sensation throbbed between my legs.




    I’ve got a surprise for you, Tee, she whispered. Go and wait in the shower room.




    I fought down an urge to pull down her jeans and grab her pale pert bottom. She closed the bedroom door and I waited in the bathroom. I could hear her moving about. My chest began to pound. What was the surprise? Pim in a St. Trinian’s schoolgirl uniform? Stilettos? A Diana Dors suspenders set? A set of those Japanese anal beady things with the fluffy…?




    Come in, Tee.




    I opened the door and stepped back in to the room.




    Pim was sat on the bed wearing her white ankle socks and pink silk nightdress. I gasped. In her hands was a neatly folded bundle. She gave it to me. These are for you, darling…




    I gulped, walked over and accepted the gift.




    Do you like them?




    I held up the black shiny pyjamas with their glittery-gold dragons and chop-suey calligraphy; the sort of thing a Californian porn star might have worn for a shoot with an Asian theme.




    Well?




    Yes, er, fantastic.




    Honestly?




    Yes, totally unexpected. Thanks.




    Tee…, Pim lay back onto the bed.




    I watched as she slid her night dress up to her waist. Milky white thighs culminated in a taught abdomen and fluffy black bush.




    Tee, kiss me…




    Christ…Pim! I threw my stick on the floor and lunged onto the bed, fumbling with my belt.




    She opened her legs and grabbed either side of my head.




    Oh, Pim!




    I was pulled onto her softness.




    Tee, kiss me there!




    Pim, I…we’re in my film, From here to Eternity…




    No, put your…there…stay!




    Her legs clamped tightly round my back and she started to moan.




    Oh, Pim…we’re…Deborah Kerr…and…I’m Burt Lancaster…




    Suck gently. Now, Tee!




    Deborah Kerr…say you’re her, darling!




    Suck now, suck!




    Say…




    In a single movement Pim bodily turned me onto my back and sat astride; she began rocking furiously.




    Can we…Deborah, can you…?




    Stay there, Tee. Stay!




    Pim suddenly gasped and fell forward; I tried to move.




    No, no, keep still!




    A moment’s pause then she sat upright and began drawing in deep breaths.




    Oh, Christ… I was desperate. Aarrrgh.




    Pim stroked the sweat off my nose.




    Tee, tell me what you want, she asked softly.




    I let out a moan.




    Tell me, darling, tell me…




    Can you get off a minute, my bloody leg’s gone dead.




    *




    Being middle class, the inhabitants of our village worked in Rangsit or Bangkok in white collar jobs. And being Thai and middle class they drove to work in flashy cars that were as big as their easy-credit bank loans would allow. The only people who used pubic transport (as Pim mistakenly always called it) were the poor who serviced the village from the surrounding hamlets.




    I, of course, did not drive so I knew I’d be something of a contradiction in the village: a rich foreigner who walked or used pubic transport.




    You had a choice of pubes. If you were heading south or north you flagged down a coach or bus on the highway. For travelling around the village and connecting hamlets there were the songtheaws. These were converted pickups with two benches placed parallel to each other at the back.




    The day after arriving in the house I breezed out of the house early in the morning in search of the local songtheaw. I wanted to get ground-mobile as soon as possible. Auntie – who was already up and cleaning the Buddha Room – was very amused when I told her what I was up to. Pim wasn’t. In fact, I think she was mildly embarrassed.




    I left the MD whining at the gate then walked to the end of the street and waited.




    Auntie had told me the service started its round of villages from sometime early morning until early evening. Those places were the ordinary rural affairs with shacks and houses on stilts – what foreigners imagined Thai villages should actually look like. Auntie told me many of the peasants sold their produce in a big covered market near the highway at Kilometer 77.




    A songtheaw suddenly turned the corner and pulled up in a screech of dust and wailing luk thung country music. Apart from the driver and his pet octopus it was empty. I walked over. It had a large sound system at the back of the cab and the body was covered in glistening chrome and fashioned into bizarre, esoteric patterns. On the side was a large, spray-painted mermaid with curling letters underneath her:




    Rangsit is Man U Xman




    The front of the cab had a real cow skull nailed to it and was painted jet black.




    From my first visit to Thailand I knew about songtheaws. The first passengers sat on the benches, the next lot eased all along the tiny central aisle and finally the last ones used the foot plates at the back, where they hung on fiercely to tiny metal handles. I hopped onboard and made my way to the back near the cab. That way I wouldn’t get in the way or poke anyone’s eye out with my stick. The pickup shuddered and started on its spluttering journey and we soon left Pim’s village behind.




    I stuck my head out to get the wind in my face. Paddy fields shot past as the sound system speakers blasted out. Zooming along at a cracking pace was fun. It was cool and the horizon golden red with the promise of better times.




    At a crossroads we picked up the first passengers, more followed and soon it was full of people from the surrounding hamlets: vacant old men, women with pha-sin skirts and rattan hats; dark, gnarled hands clutched at bamboo baskets. There were plenty of discreet glances in my direction but precious little chat. Was it me being there?




    Squeezed up against me was a wrinkled old dear with a faded orange blouse. At her feet was a large basket crammed under the bench, full of spring onions bunched together with string. A teenage girl hanging on the back suddenly shouted out to the old lady and asked how much the onions were.




    Five baht a bunch, replied the old dear. The teenager nodded and waved three fingers back at her. Passengers started talking to each other; the railway line glistened in the distance. We picked up speed as the spell of my onboard presence was broken.




    With one hand the teenager carefully got out three coins from a battered leather purse. She then passed them to a primary school student on her left, who was wearing a boy scouts uniform and a US marine-style haircut. The boy passed the coins to an old man sitting to his left. The man, holding the coins tightly in his bony hand, gave them to a fat flower seller standing in the aisle. She lurched forward – as the pickup took a sharp turn – smiled, regained her balance then leaned over and pushed the coins into my old lady’s hand who placed them gently into the fold of her skirt. She then took out three generous sprigs of onions and handed them to the fat lady. The fat lady gave the vegetables to the old man and so all the way back. Someone whispered that the foreigner was watching.




    I pretended not to understand and looked out to the fields, smiling.




    A few minutes later the songthaew jerked to a halt; we’d reached the Asia Highway and the covered market. But I stayed onboard and went all the way back again.




    *




    Three days into my new home. MD and I relaxed in the patio area by the fountain, which had become our shaded tropical lair. I poured out a large bottle of Kloster lager into a glassful of ice. Then I noticed MD starting to edge towards my stick so I warned him off with a nudge. Like many Thai households, one dog wasn’t enough. There were thirteen of them in our place; more Battersea Dog’s Home than Bleak House.




    The dogs ranged from healthy, robust types of mixed parentage to a yappy, pure bred poodle and were divided into those allowed indoors and those who weren’t. If the latter sneaked in they were given a bloody vicious thrashing by Auntie with her rattan stick. With all those dogs, the house might have looked very large but it very quickly began to seem small.




    At least the human family wasn’t too big; I wasn’t a stranger to Thailand and knew it could have been a lot worse. In fact, apart from Auntie, I didn’t really see much of everyone else except at meal times. Pim was out a lot trying to find work armed with her MBA. Orange spent most of her time in her bedroom doing whatever sour faced sisters did in the privacy of their rooms. Benny divided his time between Rangsit and Pattaya and Bangkok doing whatever he did. Auntie was forever cleaning, cooking and gardening (usually at a ferocious pace) and it was her that I ended up spending time with.




    Auntie was the only one who drank alcohol except me. We’d already become accomplices in crime. Normally, we tippled regularly on Sangthip whisky (technically rum in my opinion as it was made from distilled sugar cane). Pim didn’t approve of our drinking at all and accused me of encouraging her aunt’s bad habit thing, which was of course completely true.




    MD scratched his belly and I gave him a tickle. I felt good. Things had got off to a promising start: I’d successfully escaped Bloody Awful Britain without getting nicked, found my very own Siamese village and a slightly strange house to boot. But I knew it was important to keep the momentum going. If I was going to make a successful escape out here – whatever that meant – I needed to make every day count.




    I poured out the remaining beer into my glass and came to a decision: the next thing was to get a handle on my surroundings and crank my Thai language skills back up to speed.




    Only two things worried me. One was the fact that the family had absolutely nothing to do with the neighbours but maybe that was normal in these sorts of villages. The other thing was the garden. Ever since Uncle Ant’s warning I’d kept away from it. Over in the corner I could see the spirit house, unattended and uncared for; maybe I should pluck up the courage to go in there and investigate.




    *




    I spent the next week getting to know the village, the outlying districts and Rangsit proper. The village itself was attractive and spacious but had a curiously insular feel. There wasn’t a pub or even a restaurant; nowhere to socialize, so how did you get to meet people? As far as I could tell in the morning most of the villagers commuted to work in their dark-windowed cars. Then they returned straight home in the evening to disappear behind their gates and walled gardens. Children were looked after by maids.




    The surrounding hamlets and villages might have been materially poorer but at least they left their front doors open.




    I wondered if there was another, darker side to life in my village?




    The outlying district surrounding my village was pretty much all paddy fields and scattered hamlets. It never ceased to amaze me how – once you left the developed land along the highway – you found yourself deep in rural Thailand. It was never far away.




    Finally, I went down to Rangsit by coach where we’d driven through on the way up from the airport. They were building a huge shopping complex there. It was even going to include a miniature overhead railway built by Swiss engineers. The sprawling construction site added to the concrete congestion of the area and even more was on the way. It said a lot about Rangsit that its most attractive feature was the department store, Merry Kings. Pim told me that she remembered cycling around Rangsit as a teenager when it was still green and undeveloped. Christ, hard to imagine now.




    Satisfied I knew the local geography, I borrowed a hefty dictionary from Pim and started working on my Thai language skills. I did this in three ways. First, I tried to practice speaking as much as I could with my family, mainly Auntie. The challenge was that like many Thais she wanted to practice her English and couldn’t see the point in me speaking anything other than functional Thai. We managed to reach a compromise of sorts.




    Second, I read Auntie’s newspaper, which she got delivered every morning. That was really hard work. The text didn’t have any punctuation or even spaces between words, the alphabet had forty two characters and the script itself was totally alien – it looked like a strange cross between Arabic and Japanese. I enjoyed trying to write it though and even made use of one of Pim’s old exercise books.




    Finally, in order to improve my listening skills I watched TV. I kept a pen and paper handy so I could follow up the words with Pim later. However, my appalling intonation – Thai has five tones and I was tone deaf – really grated with her. So she limited the number of language questions I could ask to five a day.




    *




    My next step forward was psychological and totally Tee. It might have been bizarre by other people’s standards but after only two weeks in the village I cautiously entered a strange and unfamiliar world: the modern world of casual summer wear.




    Back in Britain I took great pride in dressing forty years out of date and preaching the message to the unbelievers. I religiously wore my drape jackets for nights out and the only exceptions to this had been the corduroy jacket, sensible jumper, desert boots and Elvis was an Archetype badge I wore at the health centre. I was determined to continue fighting the good fight in Thailand but it wasn’t long before my terrible discomfort with Thailand’s climate prompted Pim into action; she bought a pair of shorts and some polo shirts for me from Merry King.




    Try these on, Tee.




    Shorts, I don’t think so. At first I stubbornly refused. I’ve got sartorial standards to maintain and it’s a matter of principle, I said. I didn’t give up a wonderful life in Britain to start wearing shorts. People died in the War to stop this sort of thing, you know.




    Do you remember that photo of your grandfather? asked Pim patiently.




    Yes.




    I was pleased she remembered it; Granddad Percy standing against a painted palm-tree backdrop in Cairo 1942, fag in hand and forage cap set at a rakish angle. Percy the British soldier. Percy the Player. Mind you, it always struck me as odd that the backdrop had been necessary. Wasn’t being in wartime Cairo exciting enough without it?




    Well these shorts I’ve bought you are big and baggy like the ones he wore as a soldier, Pim continued, and shorts like this were used throughout the British Empire as well.




    Mm, it was a clever move on Pim’s part. I suppose they do have a vaguely Imperial look about them, I said.




    Reluctantly, I agreed to try them on.




    I looked in the mirror. I had to admit they were comfortable and my legs stopped feeling damp as well.




    Alright you’re on, I said. I’ll give them a go but only for the rest of today.




    But from that moment on I wore the shorts around the house, often practicing carefully contrived poses in the patio for MD’s benefit. Pim thought the whole thing was funny and said she didn’t know why I’d made such a fuss about it in the first place. Still, she pointed out, it was a step in the right direction.




    Pim was right; it was an important step for me. A week after first agreeing to try the bloody things on I even started taking my socks and sock suspenders off as well.




    There were rules though, even in a hot country like Thailand. One Friday I decided to wear my Empire shorts on our regular shopping expedition to Merry King. Much to my surprise Pim told me to put my jeans on.




    What on earth for? I complained. First you pull me one way now the other.




    Because we’re not going to the market – we’re going to the department store. It’s not polite to wear shorts there.




    I’ve seen tourists wearing shorts in department stores. They’re always wearing them; at the airport, at the bank! Even in bloody temples.




    You’re not a tourist, Tee, you’re family now.




    I was never going to win so I beat a Dunkirk-retreat upstairs. A bit of cultural apartheid, I thought. Foreigners were allowed to get away with being rude precisely because they were foreigners but I was a paid up member of the family and things were different. I realised Pim and the others might smile at Westerners and tolerate their odd ways but that didn’t mean they approved of them. I got changed into my drainpipe trousers and brothel creepers.
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