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    Preface




    September 2007




    Gazing out across the turquoise blue waters of the Andaman Sea, digesting an extremely spicy portion of Lab Gai and attacking the next of a long line of Singha beers, I again contemplated the bizarre events of the last three years.




    The numerous tabloids, the magazines that I perused whilst awaiting my dental appointment and many a book covered the topic of ‘mid-life crises’, but never had their content come close to the truth of what I was now experiencing. How long would my crisis last? For me, there had so far been countless weeks of mild frustration and utter confusion.




    It was only yesterday that I had felt inexplicably low. It had been a totally unwarranted emotion considering the events of the preceding day. Whilst travelling back from Ao Chalong in a tropical storm on my motorbike, I had stopped for shelter and respite at a Tesco near Katu. I had been fortunate in spending most of the last fifteen months of my life living on the idyllic island of Phuket. Before entering the store, I withdrew from the plastic blue condom-like rain jacket, which had offered me surprisingly efficient protection from the rain and attempted to refresh my disheveled form. The air conditioning in the store was needlessly cool as the rain had fallen for three or four days and the outside air temperature had dropped to around a comfortable twenty five degrees. People were gathered around a central point in the huge hall, eagerly looking at relatively small TV screen. My limited knowledge of the Thai language and the images that appeared on the TV screen left me in no doubt that there had been an incident at Phuket International Airport. It transpired that One Two Go flight OG269 had whilst attempting to land at the height of the storm, tragically skidded from the runway shuddering to a halt against a boundary wall, whereupon it broke into two pieces and burst into flames. On watching the next day, the computer simulated graphics of what they thought may have happened my blood ran cold.




    Two days prior to the fateful day, I had returned from Bangkok perhaps not on the same plane, but certainly at the same flight time in exactly the same extreme conditions. It had originally been my intention to return on the Sunday but for some unknown reason I had returned on the Friday. The realization of just how fragile the balance of my life was helped to galvanize me into action. I had before attempted to record the amazing events of the last two years of my life. There was no way that I may have foreseen whilst in my forties, the way my life was mysteriously panning out in my fifties. I was now spurred on to complete this work. Even if in the end no one else ever read my story, at least I would have the satisfaction of knowing that I had succeeded in completing the work. My failure to do so thus far was perhaps partially a result of the confusion that suffused my head. Somehow the events of the last few days, gave me the necessary jolt to at least finish compiling my story. It was perhaps in some ways my story, but in reality it was possibly more a collection of the stories of others. Initially, I had not set out to write such a tome but when attempting to write about my own escapades, I inadvertently felt that the stories of others would potentially be of considerably greater interest and substance to the reader.




    Almost three years earlier, I had taken a nine and a half week holiday and had travelled to see a small part of this vast world and had towards the end of my adventure found myself in Thailand. The opportunity for me to undertake such a venture had come as a complete surprise and whilst certain other significant people in my life at that time rather wished that I had not gone away, I somehow knew that in a strange way this door on my existence just needed to be opened. I had to open the door and look inside and then strangely, several months later I would surprisingly walk through that door again and would further explore the world therein.




    Whilst recovering from a minor operation on both feet, I spent several days incapacitated, lounging around at home confined to my bed. Unable to do a great deal apart from hobbling the mercifully short distance to the bathroom, I started to write about this eventful holiday. Most of my scribbling was done in a rough long hand, but now I sat with my laptop punching the keys, clarifying my thoughts and recording succinctly the fantastic and at times fanciful happenings of this exciting, yet short period of my life. As I sat and stabbed at the black box, the telephone rang. On answering, I immediately recognized the voice I had known fleetingly for around twenty years. The caller inquired as to my health and my work activities of the last few months. She then completely ‘out of the blue’ and apparently having had no knowledge of my previous short visit to Thailand, asked me if I would consider travelling with her to set up a small school in this beguiling land. While the idea had certain enticing merits, I at first turned down this extraordinary offer. Having had in the previous week, my ‘meaningful long-term relationship’ unexpectedly terminated, I urgently needed to move forwards and yet, felt that if I were able to resurrect anything from this crumbling relationship, I would do so. It was not possible to do so and after enduring the excruciatingly painful Christmas period alone and after constant phone calls where I was repeatedly offered the new opportunity in Thailand, I decided that I needed to have some direction in life and that this would solve the dilemma of what to do next.




    Four days later, we flew out of Manchester to Bangkok, and on to Phuket, arriving jet-lagged and tired after twenty-six hours on the road. We talked animatedly throughout the flights and in an alcoholic haze hatched a further idea: to build a small complex of around six, two bedroom bungalows around a swimming pool and having a small ‘bar-cum-restaurant’, on the same site. There would also be a small bungalow in which would reside a Thai family who would be responsible for the maintenance, security and running of the complex. They and their extended family would help service the needs of the residents. They would take care of things such as laundry, taxi services and any other requirements that may be needed. I had to admit that I had a far greater appetite for the building project, than I had for the school. Whilst not completely ruling out the idea of a school I felt more at ease with the notion of being project manager for our latest hair-brained idea.




    My companion, the ‘governess’, as she will be referred to throughout this tale, had unknown to me, spent the greater part of the last four years of her life in this stunningly beautiful land. In recent years I have been mercilessly ribbed for the repeated use of the words, ‘stunningly beautiful’, but I stand by their use, as for the past eighteen months I have been fortunate enough to see before me, on an almost daily basis, the most glorious images ranging from perfect sunsets, vividly coloured flowers, to the constantly smiling faces of many of the inhabitants of this exotic island. I have witnessed and attempted to capture some of these scenes and used them to build up a photographic website, which I hoped would eventually grow and perhaps provide me with a small extra income. These photographs have given me the ‘raison d’etre’, when at times I felt particularly low. I was unluckily not of a disposition where I was able to just relax and enjoy my life. There was within me a need to excel at something before my life was curtailed either through illness, old age or premature death. My former life as a teacher I now recognized as being completely over, but I knew not, nor had any cognizance of what the next few years would offer. I held expectations that retirement would consist of tending a small garden and enjoying the love and comfort of a good woman, whatever that meant. It appeared that life was not going to turn out like I had previously envisaged, at least not just yet.




    I was to all intents and purposes now retired, but was still motivated to either succeed with my website, to project manage this complex, or to successfully write a book. There would perhaps naturally be other madcap ideas that I or my associates would dream up over the next few months.


  




  

    Part I: Nine-and-a-half weeks




    February 2004




    Joanna drove me to Manchester Airport, resigned to the distinct possibility that the relationship was over. This upset me, but there was not much that I could do about it. I had totally mixed up feelings, nothing new there. I had waited years for this opportunity to fulfill a childhood dream and to travel and see at least part of this vast world. I tried to put myself in Joanna’s place and tried to imagine how she may feel, but my excitement over-ruled any real remorse that I had about leaving her behind.




    I boarded the Malaysian Airways Jumbo jet for the twelve hour flight to Kuala Lumpur at half past ten on the morning of the 1st February 2004. I arrived in Adelaide almost two days later after an eight hour stop-over. I decided that I required a few days break on my own rather than immediately contacting my Uncle Ian, whom I had not seen since 1972. Ian had returned briefly to the UK around the time of my twenty first birthday, having emigrated on the ‘Ten pound Pomme tickets’ in the sixties. I felt that I ought to at least partially release the coiled spring that had grown inside my body, a build up of tension from the last fifty years. To do this in just a few days seemed like a tall order, but at least I would make a start. I looked at a map of South Australia and found the town of Glen Elg, lying fairly close to Adelaide. I noticed whilst walking around this interesting city and sampling some wonderful coffee, that I could catch a tram car to this nearby resort. It was ideal, only a tram car ride away. No-one need know when I had arrived and I would take a couple of days to indulge myself and relax. The sea was lovely, the temperature around 28 degrees and this quaint little place afforded me enough time and opportunity to just step back from life for a day or two. I swam in the sea, sun-bathed and walked until my feet ached. I was already beginning to enjoy this liberating experience. Conscience began to trouble me, but I decided that I would wait a day or so before contacting my uncle.




    Relax, they say, just chill out! I didn’t know how to do that, but very quickly I learnt how to do so. I had three days basking in the sun on an isolated beach some twenty minutes walk away. For company, I made do with the odd ant, pesky flies which regularly seemingly on the hour, attempted to land on the very end of my nose. I read my book and attempted to commit yet more nonsense to paper. I swam, showered and looked forward to six o’clock that evening when I was to meet my son who was flying in from New Zealand.




    I was definitely excited, but why did I have that down-in-the-mouth feeling? I had spoken to no one for about three days, save for ordering coffee or beer or an evening meal. It was weird; a self-inflicted period of isolation from the world, perhaps this self-indulgent meditative period would enlighten me? I may come to understand the unfathomable. My muddled mind may clear. I gazed out across the dusty sand, to the gentle lapping crystal clear blue-green water of the South Pacific towards a dark blue line where the sun-drenched sky met the horizon. Once again it appeared that I had drawn the trump card. The wispy white clouds of my mind were perfectly reflected in the translucent powder blue sky. I decided my reality was the here and now. I needed to relax and to get on and enjoy it.




    How do you recognize someone after having not set eyes on them for nearly thirty years? I rang the number my mother had given me. An Aussie drawl answered. It could have been anyone. I arranged to meet my uncle the following morning at the tram terminus. Gazing around the neatly arranged seating area and looking out to sea, I kept an eye out for visions of a man from the fog-like alcoholic haze of my twenty-first birthday party, visions that were of little use now, some thirty years on.




    ‘G’day pomme, is that you? I couldn’t find anywhere to park.’ A stilted conversation ensued; it really was not an easy meeting. Years ago, a family rift had occurred. It was of course nothing to do with me. I merely witnessed the nonsense, from a partial distance, but my Uncle Ian was skeptical and was wondering what this unannounced and unexpected visit was all about. I was in two minds as to whether or not to visit, but it seemed to me to be quite churlish not to make the effort and as I kept reminding myself, the altercations were between my mother, her mother and Ian himself. I didn’t want to spend the next three days, whilst on the other side of the world, with the constant sniping that I had to put up with some time ago. Family business was one of the issues that I desperately hoped to run away from. Why, I asked myself, had I so carelessly ventured back into this danger-ridden territory?




    The ‘excursion’, found the three of us driving a round trip of some two thousand miles into the desert. Three generations together, a very real ‘Boy’s Own’ adventure into the heart of Australia. A flat tyre, nine hundred miles from home, in the searing heat, the sighting of a King Roo, several snakes, koala bears and some of the most amazing scenery that I had ever seen was now forever indelibly marked in my memory. It truly was an amazing few hours of life, the madness of the adventure being far out-weighed by the experience itself. I need not have worried about any possible debacle or tetchiness, because as soon as we were about two or three miles away from home, my Uncle Ian changed from this cantankerous old man, into this extremely personable ‘scout-leader’ type. He too was simply quite delighted at his own escape from reality.




    Brisbane To Sydney




    Several days later, my son and I flew from Adelaide to Brisbane. I promised that I would try to return to Australia for my Uncle Ian’s Eightieth Birthday. It seemed like a good idea at the time and something that I could look forward to. I needed to create these ‘pegs’ in life, some things to which I could hang on to. Without my former career in education, a career that had really controlled me, given me routine, I appeared to have this yawning chasm of life before me in which I was not quite sure what to do.




    ‘Today is beautiful, tomorrow will be perfect!’ this is the motto of the city of Brisbane. Not only is the city tastefully and aesthetically constructed, it appears to have gathered amongst the inherent population specimen almost superhuman ‘model beauties’ of each sex, race and nationality of the world. It is as if some guru has carefully hand-picked the population and has equally carefully organized them to adorn the walk-ways, precincts and shopping malls of this wonderful place. As a voyeur, I quickly realized that this city must be a people-watcher’s paradise. The open air, alfresco-style living that is enjoyed by these Southeast Queenslanders is truly amazing. With almost one and a half million permanent residents, the tourists mingle effortlessly into the relaxed almost languid pace of life. It is a haven for the post-adolescent, the pre-UB40 traveller boasting numerous ‘back-packing’ establishments. Dormitories that sleep between two and eight people are readily accessible for around $20 per night. Laundry facilities, communal TV, pool tables, bistro, café-bar areas are all standard issue. They cater for a consistently changing population of travellers who either chose to do it this way, or those who simply cannot afford the camper-van dream.




    The next morning I awoke, so gradually, in such a relaxed manner, the likes of which I had never been able to do whilst back home in ‘Blighty’. There was no hurry, no alarm, no nine-to-five job waiting unremittingly for my attention. Gently coming to, I viewed a scene of utter devastation. Assorted clothes, books, personal hi-fi’s, half-used designer deodorants were strewn across bursting bags, large hold-alls and rucksacks of every description. The scent of well-used trainers pervaded the air with a putrid haze. Rugged-looking sandals adhered clumsily to the sides of huge rucksacks, attached by that incredible stuff called Velcro. Young, gangly youths lay on the floor and on the rickety beds, sleeping. Their angelic stubbly faces, contorted twixt a smile and a smirk. They lived their dreams by day and night, the lost or free generation. Some of the less enlightened amongst us would label them, ‘no-hopers’. But a dream and hope, is probably all they have to hang on to. They have no regular constraining permanent jobs, nor the income that goes with them. They have neither mortgages nor the arrears that so often accompany them. They have no two-up, two-down to excitedly renovate. They are in some ways, the disadvantaged generation. They are joined by their very own ‘hangers-on’, those monied ones who are really too young to be doing such a thing, the gap-year students, those who leave school early having a fistful of irrelevant and often meaningless qualifications. But far out-numbering these travellers are those who have gone through a three or four year university course and have been unable to access the career ladder. They find themselves qualified to do nothing. It is in these back-packers’ Boot Camps, in which their real education begins. They live at times on a nightly basis, at other times they decide to stay in one particular area, whist they take on work to fund the next part of their dream adventure. Some travel to follow the weather, and along the way they meet other people who have similar ideas or notions. Others have pre-planned routes and timetables. I considered myself extremely fortunate to have briefly experienced this way of life. I recognized that there could not be that many fathers who had enjoyed this scene alongside their son or daughter. I was truly blessed.




    From the half-light I ventured outside and sat in a white plastic garden chair, on the upper balcony of a wooden railed gangway linking some six, eight bunk-bedded rooms. The following evening, in another, similar establishment, I opened a door and was greeted by the cheerful voice of a young Rastafarian Canadian.




    ‘Hey man, how yer doing?’




    I subsequently found out that the young man hailed from Montreal and that he was travelling the world. Surprisingly, he also turned out to be a lovely well mannered young man. I stood open-mouthed as the youth attempted to rinse tangled tresses and proceeded to wash the soap away from his eyes. He continued our conversation, spluttering through the water as he spoke, but insistent that it continued. He was nineteen, yet he made no issue of the author’s fifty years plus, nor of my receding hair-line. It cannot be every day that a fresh faced youth who was quietly washing his hair opened his eyes to see a balding, aging, ‘silver-top’. His acceptance of this unusual meeting was matched by his confident and youthful politeness. My initial, internal reactions had been totally inappropriate. I had once again been guilty of an involuntary stereotyping, a habit whose frequency apparently increases with the aging process.




    The following morning I returned to my upper balcony ‘penthouse’ position, from where I could observe the morning emergence of the ‘Lesser-spotted Australian Back-packing Specimens’. The reception area, the hub of this varied community, slowly ground in to action. I wandered down to the kitchen area, where two girls who looked as if they may have come from Scandinavia, were making a brew of ‘rosy lee’. In these establishments, I learnt that you can help yourself to as much tea and coffee as you can manage to drink. It was also wise to stock up on toast and marmalade as you never really knew when you would next eat. Breakfast was included in the overnight price of around twenty dollars, or ten to twelve pounds per night. I sat under a large umbrella, sheltering from the already boiling sunshine, where I was joined by the aboriginal gentleman whom I had watched the previous evening when he taught three youngsters to paint a traditional aboriginal painting. It had been fascinating to hear first-hand the meanings of icons and symbols and of the ways they were used together to tell a story. He wanted to know all about me, but I was having none of it; I had too many unanswered questions and I wasn’t going to waste time talking about myself. The man recounted some tales which showed the shocking way that this indigenous race were treated in this outwardly civilized, yet deeply divided country.




    Having looked at several pieces of ‘original’ aboriginal art done the night before by the two blonde haired girls under the man’s expert guidance and after managing to politely refuse to buy anything, I went to wash my cup and saucer and prepared myself for leaving.




    Later that morning my son and I both set off on the McCafferty/Greyhound coastal route, leaving Surfer’s Paradise behind and heading towards the renowned and exceedingly beautiful Byron Bay. Some two hours into the journey, the coach over-heated and I caught a none-too-reassuring exchange between drivers as they awaited the arrival of a technician.




    ‘It’s a good job they ain’t aeroplanes, they would be dropping out of the sky like bird-shit’.




    We spent the next three weeks travelling together down the East coast, visiting Coff’s Harbour, Nambucca Head, and onwards to Sydney. Some nights we did motels, other nights we stayed in the hostels. We were in Sydney three days before we saw the bridge as a heavy fog had descended over the whole area. When the sky did eventually clear, the awaiting sight of the famous opera house, crowned in a glorious yellow golden light, was never to be forgotten.




    My son had set his heart on catching the Melbourne Grand Prix. He was meeting up with some friends from the UK, so at this juncture we parted company, not knowing when we would see each other again. Having left my marriage some years earlier, this magical experience and the prolonged contact with my son had been in my eyes, truly a gift from God.




    I flew from Sydney, back to Adelaide and then onto Kuala Lumpur, where my next adventure was to begin.




    Kuala Lumpur




    Arriving once again in Kuala Lumpur some five weeks after my initial visit gave me the feeling that I was revisiting a transit space station. The airport terminus, the transfer train system which takes you directly into the heart of KL are so state of the art, it appears almost out of this world. A good night’s sleep followed by an excellent breakfast helped me to recover from the long flight of the preceding day. The humidity again gripped my lungs as I strolled around the shopping complexes situated at the base of the Petronas Twin Towers. It was almost mid afternoon and perhaps a coffee was needed. I sat in a roadside café on Jalan Bukit Bintang.




    ‘Hello there, you from Leeds?’




    ‘Er, yes, how the hell did you know that?’




    ‘From Leeds, in England?’




    ‘Yes, I was born in Leeds.’




    ‘Good to meet you, first time in Malaysia?’




    ‘Yes, well apart from sixteen hours whilst in transit on my way out to Oz, earlier this year.’




    ‘Welcome to Malaysia, this is my sister Darbou, they call her ‘darling’ and this is my cousin from Penang.’




    ‘Hi there, pleased to meet you,’ I said warmly as I shook the hands of both ladies.




    ‘Do you know St James’ Hospital, in Leeds, they call it something else, don’t they?’




    ‘Yes, they call it ‘Jimmies’, I was born a couple of miles from there, in Crossgates.’




    ‘Will you talk to my younger sister? She goes there to learn to be a nurse at the end of this month. Will you tell her about Leeds and where to go and where not to go in that area? I hear that some parts of Leeds are not too good. Is that true? Is it a good place to be?’




    ‘It’s a great place to be, she’ll absolutely love it. How old is she? Not that it matters, Leeds is really buzzing at the moment, lots of things for anyone of any age to do, all they have to do is get involved. She’ll love it. You’ll never see her again!’




    ‘She goes on the 16th April. You have another drink with us and then you must come back to the house and eat with us. There you will meet my sister and then you can tell us all about it. Is that ok? Do you want another beer?’




    ‘No thanks, I’m fine, I have already had one, thanks any way.’




    ‘You should drink water or orange!’ said one of the attentive, yet silent women.




    ‘You’ll not sweat so much.’




    She had offered me several napkins throughout the conversation.




    ‘Where do you work, what do you do back home?’ asked the older of the two women.




    ‘Will you take me out for a drink tonight?’




    ‘Stop it darling, leave the man alone, you have only just met him, he may be married and have six children!’




    ‘Er no, I’ve only got two children and I’m not married, but I am in a relationship,’ I exclaimed.




    The man handed me the mobile phone and encouraged me to talk to his youngest sister, who said that she would love to meet up with me and to discuss Leeds. She added that she would be back at the house in twenty minutes.




    I foolishly, yet eagerly agreed to meet her there.




    In the past, I had accepted the spontaneous hospitality here offered. These previous experiences had been numerous and had been in Greece. I did not for one minute dream that this experience would be anything different.




    One of the two ‘until-now-silent’ ladies spoke.




    ‘I work in a book shop on the Jalan Bukit Bintang, the one near the Twin Towers, do you know it?’




    ‘Yes, I was in there this morning. How long have you worked there?’ I enquired, making polite conversation.




    Throughout the insignificant reply, I noticed that Mr. Abe was again using his mobile phone. Moments later we were speeding through anonymous streets. I was crushed in the back, in between the two ladies. My feet straddled the central, prop-shaft housing of the ageing Vauxhall Viva. I was driven to a quiet leafy suburb of Kuala Lumpur.




    On entering the house, I was introduced to an older, dark skinned gentleman, who I assumed to be of Caribbean origin. He was introduced as ‘Uncle.’




    ‘Come in, welcome, come in and sit down. What would you like to drink?’ I declined the offer of a drink, but readily accepted a seat in the comfortable looking armchair.




    Almost immediately, I was summonsed to the table. Two other women were hurriedly placing appetizing dishes on the pristine white tablecloth. The meal began in haste. ‘Uncle’ gingerly enquired as to where I had been in Australia.




    ‘Did you go to the casino in Darling Harbour?’




    I was absolutely gob-smacked, for it was only two days ago, that I had walked past the casino, whilst looking around Sydney.




    ‘Do you play blackjack?’




    ‘No not really, I’ve played once, but I wouldn’t say that I knew what I was doing.’




    ‘Have you played at Darling Harbour, I used to be a croupier there?’




    ‘No, the only time I have played was on the Hull to Zeebrugge ferry.’




    ‘I’ll show you a system where you can always beat the banker.’




    I swallowed a mouthful of delicious tasting barbequed fish and smiled suspiciously, giving a half-nod of agreement that I would be willing to learn of this method. More food was brought to the table and a hurried meal was taken. On completing my last mouthful, I was requested to sit down opposite ‘Uncle’, who then through a system of simple head and hand signals, he taught me a system whereby the banker could be beaten.




    Trying to avoid upsetting the old man, I explained that from my limited knowledge of the workings of a casino, I thought that it would be highly unlikely that the numerous cameras would not pick up such an obvious system. Uncle responded and said in quite a patronizing manner, that I was right, but followed it up by explaining that it would work perfectly well at home. He then told me that an extremely wealthy Thai gentleman would arrive at any time and that through absolute greed this man had regularly bet and won huge amounts of money.




    ‘If you help me win this money from the man, I will give you twenty thousand US dollars for your efforts. You walk away from here and no one needs to be any the wiser. You win, I win!’




    I protested that I had no money and that under no circumstances could I get involved with any thing like this. Two, one hundred-dollar bills were immediately thrust into my shirt pocket and at the same time, in through the side door, walked a tall gentleman, ‘Mr Thai’. He apparently spoke and understood little English and was carrying a small suitcase that he carefully placed on the corner of the adjacent table. Uncle greeted the man and proceeded to introduce him to the seated company. Nodding in a sagely manner, the visiting gentleman looked across at me and with his hands in the upright prayer position, he bowed gently. I responded rather pathetically and was joined at either side by the two sisters.




    ‘Only five games, I have an appointment at the hospital in an hour’s time, so the agreement is five hands only, win or lose.’




    ‘Look, I don’t want to play this, I’m no card player, I’m really out of my depth here!’ I rose to my feet, realizing I was in quite a sticky situation.




    ‘Sit down, you’ll be all right, just play the cards and you’ll be all right. Consider it as though you are just an agent, you are redistributing the worlds’ wealth. This man is seriously rich and I’ll be able to pay for my niece to train as a nurse and you’ll be able to pay for your trip to Australia and have some money left over to spoil members of your family. All you have to do is play these five games. He hardly speaks any English, so he won’t understand what is going on.’




    ‘Yes, but he’ll understand when he’s losing his money.’




    ‘No, he’ll just think that he is having a bad day.’




    Realizing at this point that I was now inextricably involved in a clever scam, I had to think clearly what I should do. Mr. Thai, whoever he was, had been painted as the greedy villain and after all, if the plan worked we would have all gained from his downfall. Mr. Thai could easily afford to lose. ‘For Mr. Thai, losing twenty thousand dollars would be the same as me losing a pint of Guinness’ I thought to myself. What harm was being done? Furthermore, I could see no way of getting up and just leaving the situation.




    Relaxing back and playing the hands was the furthest thing from my mind, but considering the various exceedingly limited options, I reacted to the banker’s requests. The two ladies sat to either side of me, attempted to calm me and another unknown gentleman appeared at the door and quietly sat in the corner of the room.




    Mr Thai, ceremoniously opened the aforementioned briefcase and placed, exactingly and pompously on the table a wad of US dollar bills. I had to respond. I did so by a curious and complex mix of astonishment, confused laughter and despair, I couldn’t possibly raise the sort of money that was required to ‘see’ the losing hand. My protestations were completely ignored. Two envelopes were placed on the table and each hand of cards was placed separately therein. They were labelled accordingly and with the wad of money, they were locked in a nearby safe, which stood conveniently in the corner of the room. Mr. Thai stood up to leave and told ‘uncle’ that we had one hour to raise the money to see his hand.




    ‘Gentlemen, we meet back here in one hour.’




    As the door closed, the occupants of the room gathered around me, reassuring me that I had nothing to worry about. They suggested that all they now needed to do was to raise the necessary money, from either an ATM machine, or by ‘borrowing’ jewellery from a nearby Gold Outlet, using my visa card as a guarantee.




    ‘We bring the jewellery back to the house for half an hour to finish the bet, then we return it to the shop before closing time tonight and then you’ll be able to afford to keep some of it, to take home as a present for your daughter. Come on cheer up, nothing could be easier.’




    I was again bundled into the back of another waiting car and was driven in moderate haste to a jeweller’s shop. Bucks Fizz was brought to our seats and we were asked what we would like to look at. My credit card was taken from me and the young girl keyed in the number. By some miracle some minutes later, the card was returned to me. I had given the wrong date of birth when asked the security questions. I was then driven to an ATM machine, but continued to protest to my captors that I never used the pin number and I really didn’t know how to get cash out from a machine. I keyed in the wrong number. I was then gently, yet firmly man-handled, into the car again and was taken to another shopping mall and to another Gold Outlet. There were no recognizable landmarks, no English names, I had no idea where I was, and was getting increasingly frightened by the situation. Yet again my card was taken from me and this time I was called to the phone to answer the security questions. I gave my mother’s maiden name wrongly and once again the card was refused. Minutes later, I was given my card back and we all hurriedly left the shop. At this point, my companions were realizing that the ‘deal’ was going down and Mr. Abe was walking on ahead busily informing whomever that things were not going well. I saw my chance. I had passed an escalator, bustling with people, when I noticed that the one next to it was not working and was only lightly barricaded from use. I pulled in both elbows and then forcefully thrust outwards, managing to wind both my immediate captors. I swung myself over the barrier and ran for all I was worth down the broken elevator onto the crowded lower floor. I ran to the end of the mall and saw a small coffee house. I entered the small place and sat myself behind a screen that I later found out was where the staff sat to have their quiet breaks when they were on their rest periods. I sat there for the next two hours, sipping coffee after coffee. Watching carefully around me, I made my way to the car park where I caught the first taxi that I saw. I felt my heart still pumping strongly in my chest, as I reached the hotel. Some ten minutes later in the safe haven of my hotel room, I calmed myself further, having another cup of tea. Had I been utterly foolish? I had certainly been extremely lucky. I considered what I should do next. Should I inform the police? What would I say to them? I had absolutely no idea where I had been taken, I had no idea of who my captors were and I had gone willingly to their house. Who would believe a word of what I said and yet somehow I had to prevent this happening to another gullible traveller. I attempted to think logically, but I was really in no fit state to make a sensible decision. It was only then, that I began to fully realize the very real danger that I had been in. My friendly captors had all worked very slickly as a team. I had been completely duped and had their plan worked, I might have been thrown out of the car at some deserted spot, or possibly fared worse still. They would have had the cash and the jewellery and I would have ended up having to pay a hefty credit card bill for my stupidity.




    I did not report the incident to anyone, feeling completely embarrassed by my gullibility. But how had they known that I came from Leeds? Perhaps the team was even larger and there was a member of the hotel staff who had access to my passport information. I became increasingly uncomfortable in the room and was not at all proud of my naivety. Later that evening, I skulked down to the bar reasoning that by now ‘they’ had probably lost all interest in me. I watched the Leeds United match on the sky channel and marvelled at how lucky I had been. I left Kuala Lumpur the following morning.




    Escape To Penang




    During several days touring the island of Penang, I began to relax completely into my new-found life-style. I had tasted excitement and decided that I would try and opt for a less dangerous existence.




    I read my books and took hundreds of photographs. I visited all the important places of interest and generally made the most of every opportunity that presented itself. One particular evening, having met two other guys, one of them being based in Germany, the three of us ventured into Georgetown, for a few drinks. That memorable evening I ended up playing pool in the corner of a bar. Unbeknown to me, it was engineered that I would, quite by chance, partner an exquisite looking creature. She wore a long silk, dark maroon, ball-gown style dress. I thought the dress was a little over the top for the occasion, but thought on the other hand, thought that the young lady was certainly making the best of her figure. She was quite beautiful. She was around five foot nine tall, had a superbly slim, yet curvaceous figure and had facial features that many women would die for. Her long shiny jet black hair trailed down her sleek back, almost touching the small of her back. The eyes and lips glistened and in the alcoholic haze, I found myself more and more attracted to her beauty. Luckily for me, one of my new acquaintances was not ‘completely born without a father!’ His words were something on the lines of, ‘She’s a beauty, isn’t she? But take a closer look at the Adam’s Apple.’




    I couldn’t believe my eyes. Yes, my friend was right. I was playing pool with an exceedingly attractive lady-boy! That was a close run thing. Thank goodness, I was contentedly in a serious relationship back home, otherwise things may have turned out very differently.




    Idyllic Langkawi




    The ever-changing hues that met the eye in the idyllic scene of Pentai Cenang beach in Langkawi were simply breathtaking. Watching the sun set over the Andaman Sea whilst sipping an ice cool gin and tonic must surely rate as close to true paradise. It is no wonder that the island of Langkawi is such a favourite destination for those on honeymoon. A warm, yet breezy wind gently stirs to life the coconut palms. They gently sway in the warm air, quietly breaking the silence.




    I sat in the aptly named ‘Go Slow Café’, an up-market beach bar, drinking a Tiger beer. I enjoyed an extensive unbroken view of the sun whilst it transcended the sky on its downwards journey. The sun radiated an orangey-red glow across the calm glistening water. The two masts of the small randomly positioned yachts and the dark silhouettes of the Rebak Marina Resort gave an air of tranquility yet mystery to the scene. If on your own and seeking romance, then this would probably not be the first place you would think of to visit. Most tourists arrive and hopefully depart as couples. However, it occurred to me that there obviously were opportunities to be found if that was what you were looking for. To my right there sat a group of Scandinavian girls and a much older French lady accompanied by a younger looking lady who looked as if she may be the older lady’s precious daughter. I pondered that if one were to be looking for a soul-mate, then here there undoubtedly would be possibilities to consider.
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