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    YOU have to award credit where it’s due, I think, and there has never been a more deserving recipient of the How To Fuck Your Life Up gold medal than the person bashing these words into someone else’s laptop. The fact I’m bashing them into someone else’s laptop rather than my own is probably a good place to start, really, but that would mean missing out on what I think is an essential part of the story – the part, that is, where I get to blame the whole damn lot of it on someone else: Womanis Horribilis.




    But allow me first to set the scene. I’m English – though only by birth, sadly; I clearly lack the bristling spirit of those tortuous Merchant Ivory films and endless period dramas starring Helena Bonham Carter (see? Even the actors’ names are posh) – but am currently living in Thailand. Except that’s not really true, because I’m not living in Thailand, but merely existing here instead. On someone else’s porch. Someone else is a Danish guy called Michael, and how I came to be living on his porch is sort of interesting, too, and I promise we’ll get there, but it’s very important that you know that the only reason I ended up existing in Thailand, living on Michael’s porch, and bashing words into someone else’s – Michael’s, actually – laptop, is entirely and redoubtably because of Womanis Horribilis. That is to say: not my bloody fault at all.




    Let’s roll back time, if you don’t mind too much, to when I was working with a friend on a horrible little local newspaper somewhere in the UK. It doesn’t matter where, because local newspapers don’t matter, no matter what I tried to convince myself at the time. I allow myself this career snobbery because there was a time when I was a Fleet Street Maximus (in my own world, anyway); a tabloid reporter extraordinaire. Top of my game, on the way up…. when a member of the Womanis Horribilis species entered my life, brightened it up, then ruined it, causing me – making me – to become horribly addicted to cocaine and booze and therefore ultimately having to relinquish my crown and become, well, resting.




    Anyway, that was then, and now is now – or at least, a February not long ago. I’ll be brief, here, but it’s suffice to say I made the heinous error of allowing yet another Womanis Horribilis to enter my life, brighten it up for six months, thereby drawing me into its cunning web of breasts and marvellous underwear and sunny smiles and charm and suchlike, only to then be ruined, naturally, which caused me to become depressed, somewhat, which caused me not to be able to work – the minx worked under me at the time; big mistake, gentlemen, so please take note – which caused my employers, eventually, to take such grand pity on me that they suggested – nay, insisted – that such was my pain and misery, I should take advantage of the permanent escape from the office that they were offering to me on an unwashed plate. And could I hand my company car keys back, too?




    Ten days later, I’m on Koh Samui, a breezy, but fiercely hot little island off the south east coast of Thailand. Cheering myself up, really, because I needed to be cheered up. After all, it wasn’t my fault that Womanis Horribilis had treated me so badly. No-one could blame me, no-one at all. Okay, so I drank a little. So did she. Okay, so I drank a little bit more. She didn’t. But I remained the alarmingly witty and amusing companion I’d always been, even if perhaps she hadn’t quite seen it that way. But I digress. There I am, late November, slurping noisily from a pineapple daiquiri on Lamai beach while my friend from back home sleeps off the quite considerable effects of the ten or maybe twenty Valium he’d consumed, rather greedily, the day before. Life was good. It was a little after ten in the morning, the sun was ablaze, I was half pissed already from the night before, a wrinkly old woman was pedicuring me to the max, and I was wearing a pair of ridiculous white cotton trousers. Couldn’t get better than this after everything that had happened at home, I figured. Certainly couldn’t get any worse.




    Oh no. Absolutely not.
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    SEVENTEEN days later I celebrated my 33rd birthday, the first time I’d had the opportunity to do such a thing on foreign shores. It is fair to say it didn’t quite go according to plan.




    For starters, I was lucky enough to share my birthday with the much-celebrated and honourable King of Thailand, whose celebrations, luckily for someone like me, included the closure of all bars and the apparent barring of selling alcohol for the whole 24 hours. Of course, a man of my stature and fondness for all things prohibited wasn’t going to let a little thing like a national holiday get in the way, so a party was held in my honour at Coco Bar the night before, and we got pissed as rats on illicitly obtained Sangsom Thai whiskey – which is really rum, but that’s Thailand for you – on the day itself.




    Ah, Coco Bar. Now there’s a tale. Coco Bar is a little place that sits right at the southern end, on the corner in fact, of Lamai Beach – which is not the beach incidentally, but the main road running through Lamai, actually parallel to what is, indeed, the beach itself, and which I assume is for the sake of sanity instead called Easy Street by Michael. Coco is run by Sao – pronounced sow, but meaning not pig (which is known here as muu, just to confuse matters further, although cows are not called oink) but sister or girl, apparently – and Oiy, which I understood to mean sugarcane but in fact does not mean that in even the slightest sense; a pair of ladies who could hardly be more different. Or “same, same, but different”, to use the entirely senseless local parlance. Oiy is as thin as a rake, permanently cheerful, and was happily cocooned in a relationship at the time with a large, affable Irishman who lived in Amsterdam but had chosen to take residence on the island for the last eight months. For “large”, read “huge” – and not in a muscular fashion. The man wore tents, let’s put it that way. Sao, on the other hand, is squat and solid, allegedly a lesbian, allegedly furious that Oiy is with Tent-Love, permanently grumpy, pronounces my name Justin as Dut-Tin, and has a glare to stop a thundering buffalo dead in its tracks at thirty paces. And despite it being my birthday, and despite her arranging food and balloons and festoons of flower garlands and even a cake with my name and candles and everything, Sao is actually quite unhappy with me. So unhappy, despite this display of bonhomie, that she’s already arranging to have me at the very least beaten rather badly – beaten like a ginger stepchild, you might say - and at the most killed. And in Thailand, least and most are never really very far away from one another. It seemed I’d run up rather a large bill, or tab if you will, which Sao felt I was somewhat reluctant to pay off. Reluctant I was not. Unable, however, would be a far better way to describe it.




    Before I left England, I’d done what most mature men with the best parts of their reckless youth behind them do, by completely disregarding the necessity of tying up loose ends. Loose ends of the type of cancelling direct debits, for instance. Or ensuring I was insured for my trip. Or telling hardly anyone that I was going away or where I was going, either. Hell, I didn’t need to. All I needed was my ATM card, my passport, a couple of pairs of ridiculous white cotton trousers, my mobile phone and charger, and my outstanding, globally celebrated wherewithal.




    And all was indeed well in Thailand for the first ninety minutes – stuck in Bangkok traffic with a taxi driver keen nevertheless on re-enacting Ayrton Senna’s untimely Formula One demise - until I arrived at my hotel. After hurling my bag into my room – helpfully bursting an economy sized shampoo bottle in the process, but not to be discovered until the following morning when searching, and I really mean searching, for clean clothes – I’d scampered off towards the Nana Plaza district, much in the manner of a puppy who’s been to the park before but is enjoying the fact it can pretend it hasn’t.




    Within minutes, I’m propped at a bar with a condom-clad Singha beer – they slip them in foam “condoms” to keep them cool in the preposterously hot heat – being mauled by four or five lithe young things who shared a common interest in near nakedness. I didn’t pretend to understand a word they were saying – apart from the bits where they said, in English, “sexy man” and “handsome man”, anyway. But so on and so forth, and my one night’s stay in Bangkok turned into two nights’ stay in Bangkok, the company of four women – separately, lest anyone think I’m some kind of pervert or, worse, a sex tourist – and the hasty departure of nearly four hundred crisp English pounds from my wallet. Still, I thought, what’s money – I had plenty left in the bank, and I still had my clothes, A




    albeit sticky ones, my passport, my ATM card and my trusty mobile phone. Armed to the max, you might say: the new buck in town.




    Touchdown in Samui, as I’ve said, was a day late, but the friend I was meeting was entirely unaware of this because he’d been eating Valium for a week in much the same way the rest of us breathe. Only just after one-thirty in the afternoon, and after falling for the taxi driver’s guff about “no touriss (that’s tourists, to you and I) now, no money”, I finally arrive at Coco Bar, which the driver had pretended not to know, just to bump the fare up with the clearly naïve and shockingly tan-less newbie, to find my companion draped over the bar, a Beer Chang-with-condom before him, hooded eyes shielded by shades, a look on his face that gave neither the impression of life or death, and a shrieking, near six-foot harridan of a woman beside him. At that point I had the chance of running while I had the chance, burying myself inside a little mud hut near to the legendary hippies where I would smoke ganja and drink home brew while reflecting on all that is good in the world, preparing for the inevitable assault on writing The World’s Greatest Novel.




    Instead, however, I chose to get absolutely shitfaced.
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    TRANSGENDERED men-to-women, or “ladyboys”, are a common sight in Thailand, where they are known as katoey, but one should not begin imagining a land half full of hulking six foot Mr Universe entrants wearing dresses while holding arm-wrestling competitions at the local buffalo stadium. This is Thailand, where “ugly” is largely an anomaly. Many katoey are simply stunning, easily mistaken for women, which they consider themselves to be and which is of course the idea, even when they haven’t had the full nip and tuck that most of them crave.




    Certainly, they’re a damn sight more attractive than the hulking six-foot Mr Universe entrant from Somerset who sat next to me for six hours on the second leg of my flight to Thailand, from Qatar’s Doha airport to Bangkok, who looked about as much like a woman as I do an aardvark, and who helpfully had diabetes, which twice offered me the joy of watching her/him/it lift the hem of an ankle-length skirt to the top of a muscular, stocking-clad thigh, which was then tugged down to the knee in an unsettlingly provocative way, before insulin was injected. Worse, old Mr Universe-Love was a bloody civil servant into the bargain. Wouldn’t you just know it?




    However, whatever they look like, one cannot with all honesty ever escape from the fact that they have been born men; men with balls and shaving rash and the propensity to burp after drinking too much. And only a slightly different individual or a complete fool, an idiot extreme if you will, would take one home. I fall into neither of those categories, however, because I did not take one home…




    I took two.




    Seasoned world traveller that I am, and this being merely my third time in Thailand and therefore aware of all the pitfalls/temptations here, you would think me either homosexual or plain perverted to do such a thing. I prefer to use the adjective “shitfaced”, however, because that is how I came to be in such a predicament. After the consumption, say, of three crates of Beer Chang – just don’t, by the way – and a vat of Jack Daniels, plus a few lines of the good stuff (which was in fact crap stuff) and god knows what else, Valium-Love and I decided to leave the confines of Coco Bar, where by now, after only a few hours, I was something of a popular fellow, having rung the drinks-all-round bell a few times (something else you should avoid, because people who normally sit nursing a cheap Beer Chang for about two hours suddenly get a raging thirst for expensive imported spirits), and wander down Lamai Beach – the one that isn’t a beach, and that Michael calls… oh, you know.




    We’d settled in a bar where two ladies with a lot of make-up were paying me an undue amount of attention. I knew one of them was a katoey, and I confess right away to thinking: Bugger it, I’m thousands of miles away from home, Valium-Love is so out of it he won’t ever know, and hey, when in Rome… So an hour later, they totter while I stagger, all in the general direction of my poorly located bungalow, poorly located because it is at the top of a steep incline not designed for ease of access by permanently drunk touriss. We enter the bungalow – and I remember this with alacrity, like all good, heart-clenching nightmares – and turn on the light. The katoey no longer looks like a katoey, but more like Mr Universe-Love of Somerset’s civil service.




    Suddenly chickening out, I hand her/him/it 1,000 baht anyway (about $20 at the time), show her/him/it the door, and off the fellow goes into the darkness… To be followed by the sounds first of click-clicking high heels and then a howl of manly fear as he fell rolling down the incline. Actually, that last sentence didn’t happen, which proves there isn’t a god, but I will wish to my dying day that it had.




    Happy and relieved to have put right this scenario, however, I leapt onto the bed like an Olympic high-jumper and proceeded to remove my clothes. Nadia, for that was her name, appeared from the bathroom in just a pair of panties, perky breasts pointing wickedly in my direction and a look on her face that said soft music and a carpet of roses probably weren’t going to be needed.




    Oh, how we danced. We rolled this way and that, bodies entwined, certainly in the her-hands-around-me-sense, kissing in a manner that put battling walruses to shame. But bugger this, I thought – which looking back was a timely, if somewhat spooky thought process – it’s time for the real action. And so, after a loving grope of her pert little bottom, I ripped off her panties. And that was when I saw something rather unusual, if you consider an erection sat bobbing on top of a set of balls attached to the same body as the best tits this side of Titdom unusual, that is. But… but… but…. (and not butt, butt, butt, okay?). Where the fuck did that come from? Where, exactly?




    My mind coagulated into a drunken mess of horror, confusion and melting desire, but with a body that was, quite literally, refusing to back down. And it didn’t get the chance, either, because Nadia – and by now, I admit, I was beginning to wonder if that was not an alias – was suddenly yanking away at it with even more vigour than before, and then saying hello to it in a far more intimate manner. As all good men of fine stature and hearty valour do in such circumstances, I decided action needed to be taken. One blow job later, however, I was nodding off to Beer World while Nadia was telling me she loved me and wanted to stay with me forever.




    I’ve had better mornings after, it’s fair to say. It was just lucky I woke first, because it’s one thing waking up with your own morning glory at the ready, but I still can’t counter the thought of what may have happened had Nadia woken before me. I made loud, manly farting noises in the bathroom which awakened the still-alarmingly-fine-breasted fiend in the bedroom, and told her she’d best be off, there was a 1,000 baht note on the bedside.




    “My name’s Neil, but only call me Nadia,” said Neil, not quite understanding my urgent need to have her/him/it vacate the premises. But soon she got the message and the bungalow door opened and closed minutes later. Emerging from the bathroom I felt a sense of utter shame, but also one of relief: At least no one would ever find out.




    So imagine how joyous the world became four hours later when, while toasting a good night out with Valium-Love, I discovered that Nadia’s best friend was Ploy, a katoey who just happened to work behind the bar in Coco Bar, where we were at that very moment sat. Marvellous.
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    SO Womanis Horribilis had struck again, albeit in a slightly more underhand way than usual. More so, in fact, because I was to discover later that Neil – who at the time of writing I have never even laid eyes on again, thank Zeus himself – had helpfully decided to give himself a tip on top of the 1,000 baht I’d generously given already, by stealing my rather nice little Samsung mobile phone. That is, the phone that had all the numbers I had in the world inside it, half of which I will never be able to retrieve, and which is worth around 17,000 baht out here in the Land of Smiles.




    This left me, then, with my trusty ATM card, my now slightly less sticky clothes, my ridiculous white cotton trousers, and my good friend Valium-Love in a state of near apoplexy due to non-stop hysterical laughter which only ended when he managed to surface into the real world in order to run, 100-metres style, to the nearest email bureau to tell everyone back home, including many he didn’t know, what had happened in Dut-Tin’s bungalow the night before. I’d been on Samui for less than a day.




    There really was only one thing to do, in the circumstances, and that was to get drunk to the max. Other customers began to trickle into the bar, whereupon they stayed for the length of Valium’s rendition of his “bender” mate’s nocturnal activities, before hurriedly leaving for somewhere with a better class of patron. We drank and drank and drank until we could drink even more, and then decided it was time we saw more of Samui. Our adventurous spirit awakened, we stumbled out of Coco Bar an impressive 150 yards to a bar on the beach – Auy Bar. With us came two of our new found friends, Barry “Baz” from Liverpool, and Jacques, from Amsterdam.




    Baz was a fine fellow, a man in his late forties with a genuine zest for life. Diminutive but stocky, he had a kind word for everybody and certainly no one had a bad word to say about him. Jacques was also an interesting chap – he was taking a year’s sabbatical from his high-flying job in advertising, where he was involved in writing slogans and helping to direct television campaigns for Heineken and such like. He lived, he told us, in a house in central Amsterdam, the property being near to the canals and worth approximately three quarters of a million pounds sterling, drove a company 5-series BMW, liked to listen to The Prodigy on his many car journeys to Paris, but had needed to recharge his batteries. He was 42, and if he didn’t take a break now, he probably never would.




    He was living with Jieb, a cheerful, somewhat raucous – and, it has to be said, somewhat plump – girl from Coco Bar. They’d been together four months, had recently acquired two black puppies, and they lived just across the treacherous hill from me at the Amadeus “Resort”.




    As we sat there in Auy Bar, beers splashing into our lungs, Jacques told us how he’d got a bit of a problem. He was under some kind of confusing Flemish tax audit that essentially meant his bank account had been frozen, which was a pain, because he had the equivalent of 900,000 baht in there. A Beer Chang costs around 50 baht here in the bars, and a month in Amadeus is around 5,500 baht, so you can imagine that wild times would be around the corner when his money was finally released – minus a fine of around 100,000 baht, sadly – in just three weeks’ time. Fact was, he confessed, his darned credit was running low. Could we possibly buy him a beer?




    Of course we could. Valium and I would never turn down the chance to buy someone a beer if we were able, Baz too, and besides, I have to confess we were more than interested in helping him spend his mountain of happy paper when it was finally in his pocket again.




    As we sat there, a particularly attractive farang – foreigner – sat down on one of the sun loungers in front of Auy Bar. As we nodded our lecherous approval, while at the same time vowing we’d never go back to European women because we’d learned our lessons the hard way and had learned them well, the girl was disappointingly joined by a rather dashing fellow - dashing because he was a handsome chap, looking a bit like he’d just appeared in a Gillette razor advert, and dashing because it dashed our hopes of talking to the woman that we wouldn’t even want to talk to because we’d all learned our lessons.




    However, their conversation was brief, much to our collective delight, and Gillette Man then headed in our direction, wielding an expensive looking digital camera. “We’ll have that off later,” said Valium-Love out of the side of his mouth, only half-joking because he and I were, after all, from Merseyside. Gillette introduced himself as Michael, from Denmark, who was on Samui with his filming partner, Rakel, making a television documentary for Danish TV about the scene over here – farang men with Thai girls, protracted relationships and so on. His English was excellent, but moreover he appeared to like my jokes – but then I am something of a jester, something I’ll get to later – and it turned out Baz was inexplicably working as a cabbage picker on a small Danish island 40 kilometres from Michael’s home town. Our new friend joined the little coterie with remarkable ease.




    So there we were, Dut-Tin, Valium-Love, Baz, Jacques and Michael, with The Lovely Rakel sunning herself in the foreground, enjoying our beer and generally enjoying being rather fabulous people. Michael and I instantly hit it off, being such great guys that we are, and all was well in the world…




    Except what I didn’t know at that point, and couldn’t have, really, was that I was in the company of one man who would almost get me killed, and another who would narrowly prevent that from happening.
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    NIGHT fell, and it was back to Coco Bar again, whereupon I continued to gorge myself on the delights of Beer Chang, Jack Daniels, Sangsom and Cokes, and later, when things began to go a little hazy, the delights of Dang, another of the bar’s accommodating staff members. Dang had pursued me the night before, apparently, and was a little confused as to why I’d instead sought the attention of two blokes instead. I was too, in fact, and so to rectify the matter – and to futilely attempt to rid the sorry episode from my mind – I agreed with Dang that she should accompany me up the Impossibly Steep Hill of Sorrows, whereupon she proceeded to roger me in a manner one can only describe as “to the max”.




    She wanted to do the same thing the next morning, too, but translation difficulties meant she failed to grasp that I was hungover to the point of expiry, that I needed sleep like I needed air, that her constant manipulation of my nether regions was frankly a waste of time in my condition, that I was no longer wearing the miraculous beer goggles of the night before, and that she had the face of a wildebeest after it had been set upon by a pride of starving lions. Womanis Horribilis, you might say. Valium-Love helpfully referred to her later as Orang-u-Dang, which put me off forever.




    Two days later – two days of constantly being inebriated in either Coco Bar or Auy Bar, running up a large bill in the former – I met Pookie, who was so attractive – to me, anyway – that I was bizarrely convinced she was a katoey. Tall, with long, slim legs, and had a balcony – to quote Michael – that you could perform Shakespeare from; none of the features you would normally associate with Thai ladies. And so, in what must be one of the finest chat-up lines this side of stupidity, I asked her: “You’re a lady-boy, aren’t you?”




    She was impressed by this, I could tell, as she proceeded to acquire the enigmatic smile so synonymous with the Far East. She didn’t talk to me again that night, most likely unable to trust herself at the hands of my unassailable charm. Luckily, over the course of the next few days, we did indeed become acquainted, enjoying our little chats at the bar. Gallant as ever, I was desperate to rip her clothes off in the bar itself, perhaps to the sound of Queen´s We Are The Champions in the background, but instead – canny as I am – I decided to wait until her large and extremely dangerous-looking Danish boyfriend had departed for Scandic shores.




    Unluckily for Pookie – and for me, too, it must be said, seeing as it killed our friendship just as the aforementioned clothes-ripping had begun – a few days later I went to the ATM only to discover that the cupboard was bare. Remember that thing about typing up loose ends? Well, the direct debits I really should have paid more attention to. Men-folk – what are they like?




    With a sinking heart, I realised I was now a full time vagrant living in Flat Broke Central, and the folks back home didn’t quite seem to understand the Thai way of dealing with these things. Think machetes, Thai boxing, swimming with fish, that sort of thing. Not really the thoughts that send you off to a childlike slumber.




    Not that things were completely out of hand, really. Things can be sorted out. Money can be arranged. The fact that it is ten wallet-busting days before Christmas and it’s the worst possible time ever to ask people for loans hardly comes into it.




    No, what you really need if you want to get into serious, gut-wrenchingly fearful trouble, is a Jacques. And as I believe I may have mentioned, I was blessed to have one of those already.
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    THE average wage for what we charmingly call bar girls – well, they are girls, and they are in bars – is around 3,000 baht a month, plus board – sharing a single room with up to six other girls – and a cut from any drinks they get bought by drooling, ogling farang folk who are perhaps not in touch with their honourable side. That 3,000 baht a month was at the time about fifty pounds, and below the minimum wage. Teachers and police officers make barely more.




    Land of Smiles it may be, but Land of Big Bank Accounts it is not, unless of course you consider the corrupt officials that everyone pretends don’t exist and, of course, the Thai Mafia, both are whom are not necessarily unrelated. “Dark influences” or “influential people” is how the Thai media rather quaintly describe such people.
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