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Prologue


    Rugged mountains rise steeply on all sides, covered with dense greenery as if a blanket flung by a careless hand.


    In the valley below I see an earthen track beside a mountain stream, a wooden cart drawn by two oxen and guided by an old man. On his head, a coolie hat made of woven palm leaves.


    The stream winds across the valley floor, brown from the opening rains of a new season. In the jungle reaching to its edge, a small square of open ground – it’s a rice paddy, the only clearing and flat half acre for miles around, at one corner and raised above the ground, a little hut of bamboo sticks, thatched with the straw of last seasons rice crop.


    A scene witnessed from a train, or a bus somewhere in SE.Asia.


    An old lady walks by. She’s carrying several small pyramid-shaped cages made of dried grass stalks. The woven cages, works of art. In each, two tiny birds for sale.


    I say to my friend. “Why she sell these little birds?”


    The answer. “So you can free them.”


    The cost, ten baht.


    It’s all so bitter-sweet.


    I watched as she knelt before her Buddha in a temple, or at a street side shrine. I felt something that I have never felt before, she seemed so pure, so perfectly lovely.


    Sometimes, we’d kneel together in prayer as if in rehearsal for some other world.


    When a Thai person invites you to light the three incense sticks with them, to place them at the altar before their Buddha and make a wish for a better life, a better tomorrow, a win in the lottery, whatever – this is Thailand.


    To do this is not to abandon any existing faith, but to submit oneself, for a brief portion of time and life, to the very heart and essence of this part of South East Asia.


    

  


  
    PART 1


    Songlee

  


  
    
-1-


    He first visited Thailand in the 1980s. This was a package deal; the result of a lucky, correct one-word answer to a simple newspaper quiz. His name had been drawn from the barrel, a one in a million chance. It included accommodation in one of Bangkok’s top hotels for a seven day stay.


    Jim Roberts, at twenty four, had hardly travelled anywhere from his home city of Perth in Western Australia and was certainly a very hesitant overseas tourist. A rather conservative guy, his thoughts had always been more towards the safer English speaking countries such as the UK, the US, New Zealand, or parts of Europe that many first time travellers visit.


    His excitement on boarding the 747 and then actually leaving the country on this holiday package was like a dream coming true, tempered only by some concern for what would happen when he reached the end of the flight; being alone he would have no shoulder to lean on, no-one to joke and laugh with – but the travel agent had told him not to worry and that there would be someone to meet him at the Bangkok airport terminal, someone with a car or mini-bus from his booked hotel. “If there’s any problem, just go to an enquiries desk in the terminal and show them your travel and hotel booking documents,” the guy had said. “Everyone’s very helpful over there.” Then with a laugh in his voice. “You’ll have a ball.”


    On arrival at Don Muang airport, the main terminal for Bangkok, all his fears were soon cast aside. After passing through customs and into the huge arrival hall, the excitement and activity all about him was electrifying.


    Sure enough, he soon spotted a fellow amongst the crowd, holding a cardboard notice with his name on it, so gathering up his small amount of luggage, he headed towards the man. “Mister Roberts?” the little Asian guy inquired. “My name Francis” – Jim discovered that many Asians give themselves a simple European nick name when dealing with English speaking tourists – “I take you to hotel now, okay? Car outside.”


    The Indra Regent was huge, a modern hotel right in the heart of the city. After reaching the long reception desk, he handed the girl his travel documents and was soon booked in and given a key to his room. He could have found his own way, but had hardly turned to pick up his bags from the floor, when a man in a fine uniform had beaten him to it. He led the way to one of several elevators and pressed the UP button.


    His room on the ninth floor was large and with all mod-cons, a stocked fridge, tea and coffee making facilities, big bathroom and of course air conditioned. Wow! and that big queen size bed, he couldn’t resist falling back onto it. From the big window he had a wide panoramic view over this packed and endless city.


    By now his timid thoughts about Asia were starting to change.


    Within hours he began to gain a taste for this country and its people.


    Although at first hardly moving more than a stone’s throw from his hotel, he soon became fascinated by the place – by the food, the rich world of smells and all the other indelible sensory experiences. He was fascinated by the ornate art that could be seen everywhere, by the calm people and their exquisite manners, even by their arcane spiritual beliefs.


    For the first time the word exotic began to take on a real meaning. His love affair with South East Asia had begun.


    First impressions of any place are often the most lasting.


    This chaotic city of about 8,000,000 inhabitants, streets teeming with people and traffic. Cars, buses and trucks, noisy two stroke motor bikes and tuk tuks – those three wheeled vehicles powered by a motor bike engine or similar, the driver up front, a partly enclosed cabin extending back over a passenger area. Constant noise, vehicle horns, the roar and revving of motors, the strident sound of Asian voices all around.


    Many major streets lined with make-shift stalls selling radios, cassette players, watches, jewellery, clothing, toys and just about anything else you could think of. Flanking, and in between these stalls, people sitting shoulder to shoulder on stools, selling their wares from small tables, even out of boxes – these traders occupying half, sometimes more, of footpaths already packed with pedestrians.


    On corners and along the side of roadways and in nearby side streets, food being cooked on small carts that held glowing charcoal fires. All day, all night.


    Many narrow streets to lose yourself in, these filled with the smells of fruit, spices and people. Leading off these streets, dingy almost mystical alleyways, no wider than a metre or so, hemmed in on either side with cloths and clothing hung from roof rafters to floor. On quieter streets, people asleep on the footpath, under parked trucks and in shop entrance-ways. Many crippled and poor beggars, often in strategic places where you must pass them. They will look up at you, sad eyes imploring, hands steepled before their faces. A tin can, or a piece of rag laid out on the footpath nearby will often contain a few coins to entice you to give.


    This is Bangkok, Thailand.


    Months later and back in Perth Jim could only dream of the time he had spent in that exotic country, its happy people, its beautiful women, its laid back guys and the wonderful spicy food. Soon he was making plans to return, but next time as a backpacker, to travel and explore the place under his own steam.


    It was October of 1988, only a year later when he returned.


    No longer the timid first timer, and with his appetite for travel wetted, he had booked a flight to Bangkok, stopping off in Singapore, giving himself time to look about that city.


    Two days later he flew out for Bangkok by Thai Airways.


    Once again after landing, and on entering the arrival hall of Don Muang airport, the rich tropical smells of the place pervaded him, bringing back the memories of last year and hinting at an exciting few weeks ahead.


    He was not travelling on any package deal this time with hotel accommodation and transfers thrown in so he took a taxi to an area on the eastern edge of the city, an area that his Lonely Planet travel book suggested held many cheap hotels. This was also a major tourist and entertainment area near the end of Sukhumvit Road.


    The Golden Gate – about a three star hotel, just off Sukhumvit Road was cheap but good value, pleasant staff and comfortable rooms, air conditioned and with a fridge and TV. Planning to travel up to Chiang Mai in the north of the country, he only intended staying in Bangkok for three or four days.


    His first day back in this exciting city.


    He had soon settled into his room, unpacked and hung his meagre items of clothing, changed into jeans and a light tee shirt, sandals on his feet. It was time to set off onto the streets that he could see from the window of his hotel room.


    By now it was early evening; his stomach was telling him that it was time to look for somewhere to get a meal – not a hard thing to do in Bangkok. The Thais love their food, as they do preparing it, usually hot and spicy. He was soon tucking into a liberal helping of egg noodles and salad at a side walk café, accompanied with a cold Singha beer.


    There were lots of tourists, particularly back-packers in this part of the city and numerous hotels, from five star, right down to the humble three star Golden Gate that he had chosen. There were guest houses aplenty, some as good as two, or nearly as good as three star hotels. But most of them fairly basic; just a hard bed, a couple of chairs, a few hooks to hang clothing from, sometimes a fan but seldom air con. These cheaper places often only charged three or four Aussie dollars a night.


    A street block away from the Golden Gate was one of the main entertainment areas. Nana plaza was a horse-shoe shaped, open forum, with a wide opening from Sukhumvit Soi 4, the centrally enclosed area skirted by two storey inter-connected buildings. The ground area crowded with restaurants, delis, open air cafés, and bars. The upper levels of these surrounding buildings seemed to be occupied entirely by strip clubs and go-go bars. These opened onto a narrow semi circular balcony that ran right around the inner side of the buildings and reached by a staircase at each end.


    The streets of Bangkok are always crowded, but in this place, night time is party time, a different sort of crowd. All out for a good time, music everywhere, street vendors selling food, drinks and trinkets. Areas that were closed or non existent during the day became dance clubs or open air bars and coffee joints at night, then stay open until the early hours of the morning.


    It didn’t take Jim long to find Nana plaza, the place was packed with locals and tourists – it was like a show ground – he was soon edging his way onto an empty stool at an open air bar between a couple of guys out for a good time and a bit of serious drinking. The bar, oblong shaped, completely encircled a long work area at its centre where drinks were prepared, this central bench held liquor bottles, snacks and of course the ever clanging cash registers. The girls in this place – at least half a dozen of them – were bright and breezy, in jeans and tee shirts, and flat out serving the thirsty customers.


    One of the young fellows sitting next to him asked where he was from.


    “Australia,” he answered. “You?”


    “Same,” the other guy said. “How long you been here?”


    “Just got here,” Jim said. “You been here long?”


    “About ten days now. Place grows on you. Spent a bit of time in Phuket, and Pattaya.” Then he asked, “you been anywhere else?”


    Jim told him he was planning to catch a train up to Chiang Mai but hadn’t made any booking yet.


    “Been there too,” the fellow had said.


    He said he was from Adelaide, just out of university. Back-packing about South East Asia for two or three months on an open ended plane ticket. Said he’d also spent time in Singapore and Malaysia.


    The beer was good and cold, this climate sure gives you a thirst.


    Jim was soon into the swing of things, joining the other Aussie in good natured joking and banter with one of the girls whenever she could take a break from her duties behind the crowded bar – a pretty girl, lovely smile and always with a quick answer to any remark or joke in her lilting Asian accent.


    “Heard you say you were from Australia,” the guy on the other side of him said. “What part?”


    “Perth, in Western Australia,” Jim answered. “Just got here today.” He didn’t have to ask the guy what country he was from. He was obviously a North American. Fair hair, drawling accent.


    “Been upstairs yet?” he asked.


    “Not yet,” Jim answered.


    “You gotta go man, there’s some real flesh up there. It’ll only cost you a few beers just to look, one for you, one for the chick you’ll have on your arm within five minutes.”


    Jim finished his beer and the few peanuts that had come with it, and then decided to go and have a look. While drinking at the bar he couldn’t help but notice the constant cacophony of music coming down from these upstairs establishments that faced onto the plaza.


    He climbed the stairs, then on reaching the first curtained doorway a short way along the balcony, was literally blasted by the loud music from within and pounced upon by a couple of briefly clad young women. “Come see, come see,” they insisted. “You like. Very good.”


    At first, a bit stunned by it all, he’d said, “later, I come back later.” Then quickly moved on.


    There were at least a dozen go-go bars on this top level. He peered through the doorways of several as he walked along amidst encouragement from the girls to enter. In most, the same view; dimly lit room, hazed with cigarette smoke, many guys, a few women but mostly the establishment’s hostesses. On a central elevated stage, gyrating to the beat of recorded rock music, usually between about four and eight girls, mostly clad in skimpy bikinis.


    Well, as the guy at the bar downstairs had said. ‘You gotta go see.’


    Finally he did just that, letting one of the girls lead him inside. Apart from the dimly lit stage area where half a dozen scantily clad girls danced to loud music, the room was so dark after the outside lighting of the plaza; he had to rely on the hostess who’d met him at the door to lead him to a stool facing a bench that ran down one side of the room. One must say the Thai girls are so good at engendering you with their friendship they almost immediately put you at ease. Although it seems they will spend just enough time with you to ask you what you would like to drink, and then move over to the bar at one side of the room to fill your order, including a drink for themselves, at your expense. They mostly only drink coke, but he once heard someone say that often it’s no more than coloured water.


    As there is never an entrance charge, these establishments make their money from the inflated price of drinks – the coloured water that the girls drink is probably tipped down a sink when you’re not looking, or when they leave you.


    After his beer arrived, he was left alone to watch the girls’ uncoordinated jumping about on the stage to the music, some obviously bored, others really seemed to be enjoying themselves. Finally after about ten or fifteen minutes of this, the music died down and they all tumbled off the stage to the main floor to be replaced by the next shift.


    As the next bracket of music started he was joined by one of the previous dancers. “Allo,” she greeted him. “I Moo. What your name?”


    “Hi there. My name Robert,” he answered, and why not, he certainly didn’t feel like Jim any more. “You dance very well,” he had to say.


    “Tank you Wobert, you buy me dlink from bar. Okay?”


    “Okay,” he answered, “but no dlink for me,” he imitated, holding up his still half-full glass of beer. He handed her a fifty baht note. She trotted off to the dimly lit bar in a far corner of the room, soon to return with her glass of coloured water and twenty baht change.


    “Where you come from?” she asked.


    “Australia,” he answered. “You know?”


    “Not know Stralia,” she answered with obvious disinterest. These girls often have no education; only know about America, Germany, Singapore and maybe the UK.


    After a few more shouted words of small talk to his new friend, he finished his beer.


    “I go now,” he said. Although he’d only been in the place for about twenty minutes, he decided to check out one more place before calling it a night.


    “I come with you Wobert?” she inquired.


    “No no, I meet friend outside,” he lied.


    Most of these girls are available and willing to accompany you back to your hotel. Apart from the price you will eventually pay them for their service, they will ask you to pay a bar charge of two or three hundred baht to take them out.


    With all interest in each other gone, they parted; she to con another customer, he to see if any of the other establishments had anything better to offer.


    After passing another half a dozen doorways and glancing into several, he decided that they were all the same, noisy bars with girls dancing on a central stage, the inevitable hostess trying to invite him inside. But he’d already decided, just one more beer and allowed himself to be enticed into one of the last establishments.


    This one was pleasantly different; most of the girls on the stage were topless. Most were like match sticks, with the chest measurements of young boys, but at least something a bit different to look at. He was led to a small table near the stage by a hostess then quickly asked about that beer.


    His girl returned with the drinks, joining him at his table. Soon they were chatting and laughing, he with one eye on the semi naked dancers. After a while Jim noticed that there was mild commotion coming from the bar area. Some uniformed men had arrived. Within seconds the girls were off the stage and out the back, to return just as quickly in their G-strings and bikini tops. His lady friend of only a few minutes, with no more than casual interest told him that the uniformed men were police officers.


    It seemed this was no big deal, it happened fairly regularly. His friend said that the bar had probably been tipped off in advance of an impending raid. He watched as the men had a seemingly friendly chat with the staff and a drink, on the house. The law departed soon afterwards and the next shift of dancers were on. They were all starkers again.


    He hung about just long enough to finish his drink, then deciding that he’d seen enough, left the plaza and walked the short distance back to the Golden Gate.


    He slept until late next morning, an easy thing to do after a few beers the night before and with the heavy curtains draped across the windows.


    By the time he found his way down to the hotel coffee shop for a breakfast of fried eggs and ham, it was close to ten o’clock.


    He walked the two or three kilometres into the centre, or perhaps more accurately, part of the centre of this huge city, then wandered the street markets and through some of the stores, stopping off in one of the large department stores for a bite of lunch.


    He didn’t intend doing any more than this on his second day, he would still have plenty of time after his proposed trip to Chiang Mai to do all the touristy things. He wanted to visit the grounds of the royal palace again, he’d done this last year in a conducted tour, but that was different, now he wanted to do the same thing, but in his own time. A trip on the city klongs in a long-tail boat was also on his wish list. These klongs are canals, originally built to convey people and goods about the city. Most of them have been filled in now, but some still remain and are still in use today.


    It must have been after two o’clock, when in a state of fatigue he hailed a tuk tuk to take him back to the Golden Gate. There was no way he was going to walk back in this heat. He thought to himself, ‘Jesus, this place can be like a furnace!’ With the temperature only in the low thirties, it’s the humidity that gets to you. On reaching the hotel he collapsed onto his bed, read a paper back for a while, and then slept for the rest of the afternoon.


    At night the streets of the Sukhumvit strip become a bazaar with hundreds of people milling about. For many metres on either side of the road, the sidewalks are lined with tables loaded with all kinds of goods for sale, apart from the inevitable food stalls, there are stalls selling clothing and richly coloured Thai silks, music tapes, books and magazines, beaten silver and jewellery items from the north, bronze urns and cutlery and all kinds of toys and trick items. At times it’s a real crush even to move along the sidewalk.


    That evening after a spicy meal and a couple of beers in Nana Plaza, he decided to call it a night. Tomorrow he would find his way to the railway station and see about booking a seat on the train to Chiang Mai.


    He awoke the next morning with a lousy sore throat. My God, and it was only his third day in the city. When he took his first deep breath he burst into a coughing fit. He reckoned he must have caught a wog from the air conditioning on the flight from Perth. He’d had a feeling last night that he may be coming down with something. The beer he’d drunk at a bar in the Plaza didn’t help him much either. He hoped it wouldn’t hold him up for too long. His main concern was that it may turn into a real dose of flu.


    Dreading the effect that this could have on the remainder of his holiday, he decided soon after getting out of bed that he would try to seek some medical help.


    He’d noticed yesterday during his exploration of the immediate area that there was a medical clinic on Sukhumvit Soi 4, not far from the hotel. He decided that this would be a good place to start. He arrived at the centre at about 10:00am, happy to find no one else in the waiting room. After recording his name and hotel address the receptionist asked him to take a seat. She told him that the doctor was with a patient at the moment but shouldn’t be too long.


    He sat down and made a pretence of studying the illustrations in a magazine. To read it was impossible, it was all printed in Thai. After five minutes and a few explosive coughs, the receptionist who obviously wasn’t too busy, asked. “You come to see doctor with bad cough?”


    The Thai people are probably no more inquisitive than we are, but they often have no hesitation in voicing their interest. Sometimes after only a short meeting a Thai person will not hesitate to ask pertinent questions such as, ‘how old you?’ or, ‘how much money you make?’


    “Yes,” he spluttered, then slipping into the clipped English of these people, continued, “I think I pick up influenza from air con in hotel. Need to see doctor for medication before it gets worse.”


    With that, she was interested to know what country he was from, where else he had been and inevitably: “You like Bangkok?”


    Feeling a little sorry for himself, he answered. “Yes, Bangkok’s great, but it gets a little lonely after a while if you’re by yourself.”


    He felt his answer to her may have sounded a bit pointed and wished he had the courage to add something smart like. ‘But someone like you could make it so much less lonely for me.’


    Wishful thinking! Perhaps he should work at it.


    She was a pretty girl, with such a lovely smile and as there was no one else about they were soon at ease chatting to each other. She had a reasonable grasp of English.


    Shortly afterwards, the doctor finished with his patient and asked Jim into a curtained off booth. He was a nice enough young chap and spoke excellent English. He said the usual things, “yes there is a lot of this sort of thing about,” while tapping Jim on his chest and looking down his throat, then gave him an injection in the backside. Finally he scribbled a few notes on a pad and after tearing the page off, told him to take it to a chemist for some tablets and a bottle of cough mixture. The doctor said he would like to see him the next day, asking him to make another appointment while paying the girl on his way out.


    This must have been a fairly standard consultation, as the girl knew how much to charge him without speaking to the doctor. She gave him a card for an appointment at 10:00am the next day.


    Jim left the clinic to search for a chemist shop to fill the prescription that the doctor had given him and found one not too far away. Returning to the hotel he dosed himself up on the foul tasting cough mixture, and then decided that he’d stick with the cough tablets instead, they didn’t taste too bad.


    Spending the rest of the morning on his bed reading, by mid-day he felt a lot better, even began to feel hungry again so headed downstairs and out into the streets to find something to eat. Apart from restaurants and cafés, the streets of this city abound with out-side food vendors of all kinds. People cooking pancakes, sweet corn and little sweet cakes – he even watched an old lady frying grass-hoppers. “You like?” she grinned with a mouth-full of bad teeth, and then popped one into her mouth. He pulled a face. She laughed.


    On a street corner he watched a man in shorts and singlet use a wooden spatula – heat hardened and work polished – churn a steaming mix of heat beads and chestnuts in an oversized wok supported above an open fire – chestnuts in Bangkok! It’s autumn in China now, that’s where they come from.


    He thought of the farm in south-west Aus, a couple of chestnut trees. Mother used to roast the nuts in the kitchen oven. We’d burn our fingers peeling off the shells.


    But now he settled for a couple of steaming cobs of sweet corn and a plastic bag of pineapple cut into small pieces, a stick poking from the top to skewer the fruit with, then walked back to the Golden Gate to eat the food in his room.


    Jim spent the afternoon resting, he even slept a bit. By later in the day he was feeling decidedly better. After making for the street again for a light snack, he retired to a bar in Nana Plaza for a couple of beers, then sensibly called it a night, heading back to his hotel early.


    He arrived at the clinic next morning just before ten o’clock for his follow up treatment. Once again there was nobody else in the waiting room. The girl greeted him with a smile of recognition. This time as there was no one about, he remained standing and chatted to her at the counter near her work desk. She was so easy to talk with that it wasn’t long before boldness overtook him. “If you’re not in a hurry to get home after work, would you like to come have a cup of coffee with me this afternoon?” He asked.


    After a moment’s hesitation she answered, “Okay, I come with you.”


    Jim was so thrilled. He’d made the move. Now it would be plain sailing. He’d have the company of this lovely girl.


    Shortly after arranging to meet her outside the clinic at 6:00pm when she finished work, the doctor asked him in. He had a look down Jim’s throat, then after chatting for a while, mostly about his travels, gave him a clean bill of health.


    Before heading back to the hotel, he reminded the receptionist that he would be waiting for her when she came out that evening.


    It was about ten to six as he stood self-consciously on the footpath outside the clinic.


    She came out right on six o’clock, so delightful in a bright cotton dress. A happy smile on her face.


    “You wait for me?” she smiled.


    “Of course. You like coffee?” he asked.


    “Okay,” she replied.


    They headed about twenty metres down Sukhumvit Soi 4 to a small coffee shop that he knew of and found themselves a vacant table. Over a cup of coffee, any shyness on their first meeting soon disappeared as they developed their friendship. She was just as interested to know about Australia, as he was to know about her country.


    As they had chatted he told her he hadn’t had a chance to have a good Thai meal since his arrival in the city, explaining that it was often difficult for a foreigner to order. She seemed so sympathetic that soon an inevitable question was developing in his mind. He found it easy to ask her if she would like to take him out to dinner, quickly pointing out that of course he would pay.


    She was delighted at this suggestion, saying that she had no other plans. She lived with her sister in an apartment block not far away, but there was no need for her to go home. From then on she seemed to take over, realising just what he wanted.


    He found out later that although she and her sister lived together, they didn’t really have much to do with each other.


    “I take you to very Thai restaurant where there will be dancing on stage,” she said, “very good, but price very cheap.”


    He was delighted with this idea as he really had not had a square meal since arriving three days ago. He’d only been pecking at light meals in street side cafés and snacks from food carts.


    Jim guessed that Songlee was in her early twenties. Her oriental eyes were set in a lovely face of flawless and dark complexion. Eyes that were as black as coal, iris and pupil seeming to fuse into bottomless dark wells.


    Now he recalled a very apt quote he’d once heard. Take care, a careless man can drown in the eyes of an Asian woman. He was conscious that he was falling into this trap now, and was loving every moment of it.


    She was tall for an Asian girl, but with Jim being over six feet tall, the top of her head still only reached his shoulder, a head crowned with hair of an almost blue-black tinge, and with a natural waviness. She combed it so that it fell across the right side of her forehead and down over her cheek. She had a careless part on the left side so that her hair, held in place with a large tortoise shell clip, flowed down behind her left ear and onto her shoulder. She had a nice figure, certainly not the straight line contour of so many Asian girls.


    With her smiling eyes and ever so white teeth, she was so lovely.


    She explained that the place they were going to was fairly informal and they could go as they were. They left the coffee shop at about 7:00pm and hailed a taxi outside.


    The Tumnak Thai restaurant was about ten kilometres away. Reputed to be the largest restaurant in the world, it certainly was huge, covering an area of about four hectares. It had seating for thousands of people. Built out over a lake, it was made up of lots of timber floored areas above the water, each connected by covered ramps. It was open on all sides, but each area and the ramps were bounded with wooden railings. In the centre of the complex was an open expanse of water. Protruding out over this was a large stage.


    Songlee could be very authoritative. The best tables in the restaurant, those facing the stage all seemed to be taken, but at her insistence, they were shown to a table for two against the railing over to one side, but still with an excellent view over the water to the stage.


    Although smiling and polite to him, the attention of the waitresses was towards her. She had spoken to them in her own language. They had obviously been told that she was in charge here and she wanted the best service. On her suggestion that he would enjoy a sea food meal, he agreed to leave all the ordering to her. After perusing the menu and much discussion with one of the waitresses, she placed what sounded to be a most complicated order. Jim was to discover that when the Thai people order a meal from a menu, they often like to give instructions on just how they would like it cooked, sometimes even the measure of ingredients, and how they would like it served.


    After a beer for him and orange juice for her, the first thing to be served to them was a large whole fish simmering in the centre of a bowl, half immersed in a delicious spicy soup of mixed vegetable pieces. The bowl sat on a small portable charcoal brazier which was placed in the centre of their table.


    Many Thai dishes are served in a soup mixture of some form, either as they had it surrounding the whole fish, or on its own with lots of chunky pieces of sea food or other meat and vegetables. Along with the fish was a bowl of steamed rice, a bowl of various cooked vegetables, also several small bowls of spicy sauces.


    She insisted that he do nothing except eat, drink and enjoy himself. She served him the best pieces of meat that she could break away from the fish and kept his bowl topped up with the delicious soup, also making sure his beer glass was full. This attention was quite overwhelming. It was great to be fussed over. She had also insisted on arrival, that he sat facing the stage, so that when the dancers came on, she was the one who had to screw around to see the entertainment.


    After this delicious meal, only a portion of which they ate, the bowls were taken away, then later they were brought a large flat platter of fresh fruit cut into small pieces – paw paw, pineapple and watermelon.


    Songlee was too good to lose, even after such a short time he was becoming very attached to her. They’d had a lovely evening and he was sure they were going to see a lot more of each other.


    They left the Tumnak Thai, taking a taxi back to the Golden Gate and after arranging to meet her after work the next day, he had paid the taxi to take her on to her apartment.

  

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.png
XinX11





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
ITHAPPENED N






