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    CHAPTER 1




    ‘Ha-llo! Wel-come!’




    ‘Ha-llo! Wel-come!’




    The Siren calls rang out from every bar, as I strolled along the dusty main street of Chaweng Beach, Ko Samui. Everyone welcomed me to the island: every shopkeeper and bargirl wanted to be my friend. Oh, yes! Goodbye to boredom, checkout queues, traffic jams and our dismal British weather. In those few days in May, the Australians had gone home and the Europeans had yet to arrive. For an island economy based on coconuts and tourists, there were plenty of coconuts but a severe lack of tourists. My popularity soared. Perhaps they were more interested in my traveller’s cheques than my sparkling personality, but it was an enjoyable experience all the same.




    Life was good, enjoying the last of the sunshine after the intense heat of the afternoon. Sunshine and smiling people! I passed amongst them like a celebrity. In shorts, T-shirt and Corfu sun hat, I could have been anyone, a billionaire or a dustman, and they gave me the benefit of the doubt.




    Even my physical stature seemed to have grown. Thai men were small and Thai women were tiny. For the first time in my life, I felt like one big guy. Perhaps I’d put on a little weight, but that’s not necessarily a bad thing; better to look prosperous than under-nourished. I may have looked a clumsy, sweating oaf amongst the graceful Thais, but one physical feature set me apart: - my nose, not particularly large but big enough to identify me indelibly as a farang , a long nose, a Westerner privy to modern culture and technology, a rare and fascinating beast in the off-season.




    I didn’t intend to come to Thailand; I meant to go to Bali. Not that I knew anything about Bali either. I’d been eating in a restaurant when I caught the conversation at another table. A couple were telling their friends about their marvellous holiday. I strained to listen in to their adventures. It all sounded terrific. What was I doing with my life? Divorced, with my friends all married, I hadn’t had a decent holiday in years. Bali sounded exotic, a long way from home, and so ideal for my escape from terminal boredom and the growing feeling that my life was going nowhere.




    The weather was lousy that spring; I swear it rained every weekend. On yet another wet Saturday with bugger-all to do but visit the supermarket, I stood waiting, waiting, waiting in an endless checkout queue with my brain turning to mush. What a miserable way to spend a life, I thought; there must be something better than this! Cold, wet and despondent, I watched the rain beat against the plate glass window and thought of Bali. Forcing a mutinous trolley across the rain-sodden car park, I decided to escape.




    I recruited a friend of a friend as travelling companion and surfed the Internet travel sites, but my grand plan was short-lived. The Indonesian economy collapsed, and they blamed the West to the extent of burning Christians. Riots broke out on the neighbouring islands, and Christians were fleeing for their lives.




    I was at my desk, locked in battle with the computer, when I received the call. ‘Rob? It’s Gary. Are you having any joy with this trip to Bali?’




    ‘No joy at all, mate. I reckon Bali’s out for the foreseeable future. I can’t find anything for less than a grand, and the situation’s getting worse and worse out there. It’s not that I’m scared, you understand, but I don’t fancy getting burned alive.’




    ‘Me neither - Rob, listen! Did you see the Sunday Times travel supplement? There’s a trip to Ko Samui on special offer, eleven nights for four hundred and fifty quid. It’s a bargain!’




    ‘If you say so, Gary! Am I supposed to know where Ko Samui is?’




    ‘It’s an island in the Gulf of Thailand, down south near Malaysia. It’s supposed to be brilliant: palm trees, coconuts, the whole tropical island thing. And they don’t set light to people.’




    ‘That sounds perfect. Well spotted, Gary! Give me the number and I’ll phone up right away. When we get back, I’ll look it up on a map to find out where we’ve been.’




    Two minutes later I phoned him back. ‘Gary, it’s all systems go. They’ve got two tickets for the twenty-first, in two weeks time, but we’ll have to act fast. I can book it now on my plastic, if you’re up for it.’




    I expected jubilation, but no, a loud silence at his end told me something was amiss. At last he said, ‘Rob, I’m really sorry about this. I’ve been thinking. This isn’t a good time.’




    ‘What are you talking about? Not a good time? It’s the perfect time.’




    ‘It’s all a bit sudden and I’ve got a lot on, what with my old dear and everything.’




    ‘I hope you’re not backing out, Gary! Please stop this right now and tell me you’re not backing out.’




    ‘I’m backing out, Rob. I’d prefer to wait until later in the year.’




    ‘Later in the year? Are you crazy? We’ve got to seize the moment, Gary. It’s now or never!’




    ‘Sorry, mate, no can do. I can’t make it. You’ll have to include me out.’




    Blast! Drat and double drat! How could I wait until later in the year, when only the prospect of escape had sustained me through the past few weeks? There was no alternative; I would venture into the unknown, by myself, to a place I’d never heard of. I picked up the phone and read out my credit card details, so sealing my fate. It was an impetuous move, but I had no regrets. In Thailand there was a surprise around every corner, and I was having a brilliant time.




    Ko Samui wasn’t quite as I’d imagined a tropical island, not exactly unspoilt. I suppose I expected a sleepy village, scattered huts, hammocks strung from mango trees and hopefully a beach bar. There might be an occasional glimpse of a doe-eyed maiden darting shyly into her doorway, returning from the market with a basket of fruit. Instead I passed countless bars, restaurants, travel agents, souvenir shops and fast food stalls. A hundred thousand street signs were scattered in gay profusion along the main street, a riot of bright paint and neon, and the whole place was festooned with electric cables, hanging like thick black cobwebs from building to building to pole to building. Kamikaze moped riders raced through the town, raising the dust and shredding the air with their exhaust.




    Not a peaceful retreat then, but on that late afternoon the street was quiet, with just a few vendors setting up their barrows for the bustle of the evening. As for the maidens, they were doe-eyed, sure enough, but far from shy.




    ‘Ha-llo! Wel-come!’




    Welcome or not, I had no intention of stopping at the Magic Lantern. I didn’t rule out a liaison with a pretty bank clerk or a schoolteacher, but no way would I get involved with a bargirl. Besides, it was a crummy little bar and a long way down my list of places to visit. I walked straight past, pretending not to notice, but the girls were familiar with the habits of their prey. They knew I’d be back in twenty minutes max, and were lying in wait for my return. This time they massed for a grand assault on my eardrums, four bar girls standing in a row on the edge of the pavement. As I drew near, they repeated their greeting, shouting in unison at the tops of their voices.




    ‘Ha-llo! Wel-come!’




    I had to laugh. They collapsed in giggles and my iron resolve melted under the onslaught, unable to resist the magnetic attraction of girlish laughter. I wasn’t chasing women - no, honestly; I was stone cold sober - but I could hardly ignore them after their rousing chorus. Surely it wouldn’t hurt to join them for one small beer, for the sake of my health, to avoid dehydration in those tropical climes.




    I entered their lair and sat on a rickety stool between two of the girls. Once within the shade of the bar, I had to admit they really were quite enchanting and since I was the only customer, they all crowded round. To my right sat a pretty little waif, golden brown, with laughing eyes and a turned up nose, her hair curled under her chin in a bob. She was playful as a kitten, presumably Siamese.




    ‘What your name?’ she asked.




    ‘Rob.’




    ‘Lob? What is Lob?’




    The girls couldn’t cope with that capital R, and made a collective gurgling sound like a flock of turkeys. ‘Lob? Lob? Lob! Lob?’ I tried a different tack.




    ‘Bob, B - O - B, Bob.’




    The girls looked mystified; they didn’t take to it at all. Then I had a flash of inspiration. ‘Mister Bob! My name is Mister Bob.’ The girls were delighted.




    ‘Mister Bob! Mister Bob! Hooray! Mister Bob!’ By the end of the week, everyone in town called me Mister Bob.




    ‘And what’s your name?’ I asked the pretty waif.




    She poked her thumb at her chest. ‘My name Gai’




    ‘She is chicken! She is chicken!’ shouted the other girls helpfully over her shoulder. It was my turn to look mystified.




    ‘Gai is Thai name. Is chicken in English.’




    Aha! I’d read this in my guidebook on the flight from England. Thai names are all but unpronounceable, but luckily for me they used pet names, usually one syllable and often the name of a plant or animal. Rarely had I seen anyone who looked less like a chicken. With her elfin face and boyish frame, Gai was a perfect miniature in a sleeveless top and short denim shorts. Even in ridiculous high-heeled wedges, she still didn’t reach my shoulder.




    ‘You are a very pretty chicken, Gai.’ I turned to the other girls. ‘I will like Thailand very much if the chickens are like this.’ Not a great joke, I know, but good enough in the circumstances. Gai reached round me to prod the girl on my left.




    ‘This one, she is Bia. She want speak with you.’




    Bia was taller and a little older; she spoke better English and she was gorgeous. If Gai was a kitten, Bia was a she-cat, with long, lustrous, black hair in a high ponytail down to her waist. She had sculpted features, with prominent cheekbones, opal eyes and a big, big smile.




    I hardly knew which way to turn for the best, but Bia took the decision from my hands, dominating the conversation and leaving me no chance to pursue Gai whether I wanted to or not. She said, ‘We see you every day, Mister Bob. Every day walk, walk, walk! We say “Hallo! Welcome!” every day but you no come to bar. Why you no come to my bar, Mister Bob?’




    What could I say? I kept walking because my internal body clock had broken a spring and I was unable to sleep at appropriate times. And I walked straight past because it was the most run-down bar in town. Decor wasn’t a strong feature of the Magic Lantern. Frankly, it was a dump, little more than a shack, half-open to the street. There was the bar, a few well-worn stools, two low, wobbly tables with low, wobbly chairs, and a fridge full of beer. Faded flags of many nations hung forlornly from the ceiling, but failed to delight the eye. Air conditioning consisted of two electric fans that creaked, clicked and whirred at opposite ends of the bar.




    Bia said, ‘Me no like you walk past bar, Mister Bob. For two days me no like. Today me say to girls: come out bar, shout you, come to my bar!’




    The other girls piped up, ‘Bia is cashier! Bia is cashier! She stay behind bar. You very special man, Mister Bob. Today Bia she come out from bar, she want speak with you. She never come before, Mister Bob, never! You very special man’




    ‘Well, thank you for your interest, Bia.’ A very special man, eh! It was still a novelty that they noticed me at all.




    ‘You very handsome man, Mister Bob.’




    Good Lord, what astonishing perception! This simple fact had eluded womankind throughout my adult life. ‘Very white! All girls want white like you.’




    That much, at least, was true. Bia was the darkest girl in the bar, and I was the whitest person in Asia. My skinny white legs, so rarely admired at home, were at last appreciated for their shy, delicate beauty. Bia placed her arm against mine, comparing our skin colour. My failure to prepare for this trip was already paying dividends and I shelved my plans for a major bronzing session on the beach.




    ‘I’m sure you know you’re a very beautiful woman.’




    ‘No, not beautiful. Bia is too much in sun. Bia is farm-ah.’




    Surely she was kidding! I said, ‘You look pretty good to me --much prettier than farmers in England.’




    It was easy to chat to Bia; her English was quite good and I was rapidly developing the art of mime. She was modestly dressed for a bar girl, wearing hipster jeans, fetchingly turned up to the knee, and a short navy top that showed off her slender midriff. Her tummy was a rich, deep, golden brown, like an advert for Ambre Solaire.




    We were interrupted by a motorcyclist who pulled up outside the bar, revving the engine in a cloud of blue smoke. He shouted to Bia across the pavement, she shouted back and he rode off.




    ‘He ask for my friend, Pla. Me tell him she not here - take show-ah. Pla is very beautiful lady, more white than Bia. Very high class, Pla. She my best friend.’




    Minutes later, the beauteous Pla stepped into the bar from the back door, dripping wet and clutching a white towel to conceal her nakedness. Wow! Proof positive for me, of love at first sight! This had never happened in England. For a full minute my attention was diverted, my gaze fixed while she wrapped a towel round her long black hair. Pla disappeared to complete her ablutions and returned to join us at the bar. She looked heavenly, in a wispy, white, cheesecloth shirt, with dramatic wide sleeves like an angel.




    This was getting ridiculous, but isn’t it what we find in life? You wait for ages then three come along at once. After two bottles of Singha and a few colas for the girls, I was really settling into my holiday, drinking cool beer on a tropical evening with three delightful companions. Pla and Gai were undoubtedly appealing, but I had an affinity for Bia, her ready smile and her laughing eyes. Never had I felt so close to a farmer.




    I’d hardly eaten since I arrived, my appetite having vanished with my sense of time, on touchdown at the airport. Now my appetite came roaring back and I was ready to eat. Yet having entered the Magic Lantern, I felt strangely reluctant to leave! After two days of wandering about by myself and faced with imminent starvation, it struck me that my meal might be more enjoyable with company. There was precious little custom at the bar. Would it be possible for Bia to join me?




    Consternation amongst the girls! Bia and Pla disappeared through the back door then a minute later the lovely Pla reappeared, grabbed her bag from behind the bar and took my arm. My communication skills were obviously falling short of the mark. Perhaps they popped outside to toss a coin, or maybe they’d fought a catfight over me. I didn’t wish to appear finicky so we set off down the road.




    I said, ‘This is a surprise. I was expecting Bia.’




    Pla replied, ‘Bia is cashier. She no like go with men. She never go.’




    We ate under the stars in a restaurant garden. Pla ordered the meal, something suitable for a namby-pamby farang who couldn’t tolerate spicy food. I don’t know what I was eating, but I enjoyed the meal immensely. Pla moved her chair alongside mine and fed me morsels from her fork. If my friends could see me now, I thought. Eat your heart out, Gary! I can picture Pla, pale in the moonlight, a vision in white, in soft focus. Blasted cheap camera! We walked arm in arm amongst the stalls that lined the street, selling everything for the tourist: CDs, bags, T-shirts and knuckle-dusters. From the back of a stall, I heard the dulcet sound of someone playing guitar.




    I was thirteen when The Beatles started their campaign for world domination. Like all my friends, I asked my Dad for a guitar, but I actually got one and learnt how to play. I listened at the stall for a while to make sure this guy wasn’t too good, and then asked if I could borrow his guitar. Though I say it myself, my performance was a great success. Could any woman born resist my Lionel Ritchie? Passers-by gathered round while I serenaded Pla and clapped politely for each song. A few brownie points there, I thought - very good for my street cred.




    On our return to the hotel, we were apprehended by a security guard who insisted we go to reception. The receptionist lady was very polite, though I wasn’t.




    ‘Is extra 900 baht, Sir, for additional guest.’




    ‘900 baht? I can rent another room for 450 baht!’




    ‘Is hotel policy, Sir.’




    ‘Hotel policy, my arse! What about the hundred and fifty quid I’m paying as a single person supplement?’




    And so on. There I was with the most desirable woman on my arm, and this security twerp was attempting to piss on my fireworks. I was furious and unleashed a stream of invective, which luckily no one understood; then we stormed out. It was just as well that Pla and I had popped back to my room on our way to the restaurant, so my sense of urgency was diminished.




    We decided to go back to her friends at the bar. To be honest, Pla was very appealing, but too, too quiet. She spoke so little English and I spoke no Thai. Oh, Pla! Oh, sweet, heavenly, accommodating Pla! When I attempted conversation, she answered with a smile or a single word, and we simply ran out of things to say. My miming skills were stretched to the limit and there just wasn’t the rapport I had with Bia.




    More people were on the street and the Magic Lantern was humming. Bia and Pla were soon busy behind the bar and I began to get restless. I’d heard about a small music bar on the edge of town, with a live band that invited audience participation. Being something of a muso, I intended to participate.


  




  

    CHAPTER 2




    The music bar was much further off than I’d expected and the alcohol began to take its toll. Somewhat the worse for wear, I trudged along the main street, beyond the bright lights to the darkness on the edge of town. I was about to turn back when I heard a faint but distinctive sound, electric guitars played slightly out of tune, the hallmark of a live rock band. The sound led me to a small, anonymous bar with tables spilling onto the street. Some sort of celebration was in progress and the place was packed. Every seat appeared to be taken so I hovered outside at first, unable to sit down, remain standing or face more alcohol. Fortunately, the landlady spotted me and called me over.




    ‘Hallo? You wanna drink?’ She was a jolly little round lady with a cheery smile.




    ‘No! No, thank you! I am not well. I am sick.’




    ‘Please to come in, sit down.’ She came out from the bar, took my arm and found me a chair amongst the revellers. ‘Moment!’




    She reappeared with a large glass of iced water. Those ice cubes were potentially lethal for a farang and the advice to travellers was, ‘Don’t drink the water.’ Being British, of course, I was far too polite to refuse just because it might kill me.




    ‘You ok? You sit here listen to music, ok? If you sick you call to Um. ’Is my name, Um, ok?’




    The ice cubes didn’t kill me. I sat and watched the band, and sure enough, began to feel better. The band members were all Thais and very good musicians, but the singer was having trouble with the English lyrics, copied phonetically from tapes I’d guess. When they played an old Eagles number, Take It Easy, he was in serious need of assistance. Mister Bob to the rescue!




    I attracted Um’s attention and called out, ‘Um, I know this song. Can I sing with the band?’




    Um signalled in semaphore and the band welcomed me on stage. My days of looking like a rock star were far behind me, but, exceptionally amongst the drunken tourists, I could actually sing. Um was most enthusiastic, ‘Very good! Very good! Please to sing for us again.’ During the break, I chatted up the band to ask if I could borrow a guitar. The musicians were all in favour. They liked people to sit in; they played every night and it livened up their evening. Um forced her way through the crowd and tapped me on the shoulder.




    ‘Please, someone is looking for you.’




    ‘Who? Me?’ Um nodded.




    ‘No, there must be some mistake; no one could be looking for me. It’s not possible. I’m six thousand miles from home.’




    Um insisted that I follow. This was ridiculous. I didn’t know where I was myself, the name of the bar or the street it was in. I called her back. ‘Um, really, you must be mistaken. I am alone in Thailand. No one knows me. No one knows I’m here. They must be looking for someone else.’




    ‘Someone else called Mister Bob?’




    Um led me out to the street and there sat Bia on a huge black motorbike. My jaw dropped. She looked sensational in skin-tight white trousers and a sparkly white strapless top. When I appeared, she draped herself over the bike as if for a photo shoot.




    ‘Me come watch you play gitt-ah, Mister Bob. Pla say you very good play gitt-ah!’ Pla must have said something more and it must have been a good recommendation.




    I’d lost my seat, but we were ushered through to the front by the stage. Everyone stood aside for Bia, and I followed in her wake, watching her hips sway as she moved through the crowd. Her smooth shoulders glistened, her dark skin in contrast with the white top. There was glitter in her hair. She was easily the most glamorous woman in the bar, looking good and she knew it, confident of her desirability. For my part, I adopted a nonchalant expression, as if I escorted glamour models on a daily basis.




    From my research, I’d learnt that Thai women were shy, subdued and undemonstrative, reluctant even to hold hands in public. Bia was obviously unaware of this research and had no idea how to behave. We sat in front of the stage and she laid her hand on my thigh, then snaked an arm around my shoulder and nuzzled my ear. She was a very affectionate sort of girl, I discovered. I slipped my arm around her bare midriff. Mmmm, mmmm! Yes, please!




    ‘Bia, I thought you were working tonight, at the Magic Lantern.’




    ‘Ah, me speak with Mama San, me say “Mister Bob, he go play gitt-ah in music bar. Me like very much. Me want go find him.” Mama San say: Go motorbike, Bia, find Mister Bob.’




    ‘But how did you know where to find me?’




    ‘Me go quick quick on motorbike, look look in bar everywhere. Me ask if see farang man, his name Mister Bob.’




    When the band returned, the guitarist summoned me to the stage and handed me his guitar. He was a very good player, but their material was laid-back, man, a little slow for the party atmosphere and the people wanted to dance. After a brief scrum, the band and I decided on some rock and roll starting with the Elvis Presley classic, Jailhouse Rock. I used a little trick of mine; I played the opening bars in a limp, half-hearted fashion then stormed in with the opening line.




    The effect was electric. People leapt to their feet, dancing like crazy between the tables. I Saw Her Standing There, Unchain My Heart, Twist and Shout, Hound Dog ... the hits kept coming and the crowd were delighted. With the band cooking and Bia gazing up from the sea of faces, I was a man inspired. It was arguably the high point of my musical career and those years spent strumming the guitar in my lonely room were vindicated.




    I was attempting to hand back the guitar when Bia jumped up on stage. Somehow she produced a rose from thin air and placed it in my shirt pocket. She wrapped her arms around me in a big hug and, reaching up on tiptoe, fastened her lips to mine. I was taken by surprise, my mind in turmoil, my emotional guard off-balance, and in that moment, Bia took possession of my soul. She held me in a long, long kiss, while I stood there rigid, paralysed, unable to respond. The crowd clapped and yelled, whistling and applauding wildly.




    Um stepped on stage and grabbed the microphone. ‘Mister Bob, Lady an’ Gen’lemen! Mister Bob!’ I bowed to the audience. All things considered, I was having a remarkably good evening. Bia took my hand and led me to the motorbike.




    It must have been twenty years since I’d last ridden a motorbike and I distinctly recalled the small print in my travel insurance, excluding any activity involving two-wheeled vehicles. My insurers were obviously aware of the dangers of being led astray by young women on motorcycles. Insurance or no, I was hardly about to hold back at that juncture, so I held Bia tightly, wishing I’d thought to bring a crash helmet. Bia’s long black hair streamed out behind her, lashing my face as we raced through the darkness. We parked the bike back at the Magic Lantern and walked along the beach to the hotel, a route with the twin benefits of being both romantic and avoiding my mate, the security guard.




    We walked hand in hand along the shoreline, like they do in the movies. When we reached the sand, Bia took off her high heels and her height dropped by five inches. I don’t recall if she stumbled but suddenly she was in my arms, and even I knew what to do when holding a beautiful woman on a tropical beach at midnight. Bia carried on from where she left off, from our first kiss on stage at the music bar, and this time I joined in.




    We stood at the water’s edge, caressing, exploring each other in the moonlight. It’s true! I was there, holding this beautiful, delicious, gorgeous woman, kissing her soft lips, on a warm tropical night, beneath the palm trees, silhouetted against a starry sky, to the sound of waves rushing up the beach.




    We crept through the grounds of the hotel and sneaked past the security guard – not that he could have stopped me if he’d tried. What idiot booked me into the only hotel where they actually cared about the activities of their guests?




    Because I was travelling alone, I wasn’t allocated a regular hotel room. Instead, I lived in a coconut hut set in the grounds amongst thick foliage. I loved having my own little house, with its thatched roof and raffia walls, so compact and bijou. We kicked off our shoes at the door and Bia looked warily around my hut.




    ‘Take show-ah, Dah-ling.’




    She padded off into the bathroom. This was quite normal behaviour in Thailand. It was very hot, very sticky and there was plenty of water, so the Thais showered at every opportunity, several times every day. Alone! In cold water! Aaargh! She took a shower; I took a shower, so we both ended up lounging on the bed wearing towels. I was always rubbish at seducing women, never knowing when to stop clowning and start fooling around. Despite the limitations of our language, it became increasingly obvious that Bia was about to make an exception to her usual regime, and seducing her was not going to be a problem.




    In a fleeting moment of insecurity, I feared that my advancing years, an excess of alcohol plus the fact that I’d given Pla a good seeing-to a few hours earlier, might impair my performance, but I needn’t have worried. My spirits rose as her towel slipped away, and all reason and self-control were dashed aside. Intense physical attraction gave way to unfettered lust - but who can blame her? We were both seized by the urgent necessity to copulate, immediately. Abandoning technique, we locked at the pelvis, writhed, and thrashed around the room, intertwined like coupling rattlesnakes. We complemented each other perfectly: she was coffee; I was semi-skimmed milk with no sugar. Her little legs clasped around me and we each fought to possess the other totally. After my earlier exertions, I found I could carry on for ages; in fact, I had to.




    At daybreak, I woke to the sound of squabbling seagulls. Bia was still there, more beautiful than ever. I watched as she lay asleep, her face perfectly relaxed, at peace with the universe. She was so lovely – not pretty-pretty, not shy and simpering, but with a bold, assertive beauty that demanded recognition. I’d never known anyone like her, that broad face with those high cheekbones, her snub nose, wide mouth, full lips and those arched eyebrows – very dramatic, very oriental, full of Eastern promise. Her crowning glory, her waist-length black hair, lay splayed across the pillow. Her skin was smooth as dairy milk chocolate against the white sheets. She opened her eyes, sleepily at first, gazing about at the unfamiliar surroundings.




    ‘Hallo, Mister Bob, my dah-ling,’ said Bia, smiling her big white smile.




    ‘Hallo, Bia,’ said I, grinning my big smug grin. She stretched out an arm to pull me close, and pressed her soft, warm, little body against mine. Oh, me! Oh, my! Thank you, Lord, thank you!




    Despite being in the tropics, the room was quite chilly, thanks to the air conditioning that roared in the background. We snuggled up together for warmth and I pondered on whether to adjust the temperature setting. I decided to fondle Bia instead for the time being. I do my best fondling at that time of morning.


  




  

    CHAPTER 3




    I woke again at 10 a.m. Panic! I’d nearly missed breakfast yet again. Bia was fast asleep, doubtless exhausted from multiple orgasms, so I grabbed my Lonely Planet travel guide, and raced to the beach bar where breakfast was served. Breakfast Supreme! A long table of delights: the most delicious tropical fruit, melon, pineapple, funny little bananas, mangoes, lychees and things I don’t know the name of, traditional Asian breakfast -- rice soup, bread rolls, croissants, cakes, porridge and cereals, milk, cream, and yoghurt. At the far end, they cooked magnificent fry-ups. I decided not to change hotels after all.




    Some friends beckoned me to join them at their table. Audrey and Gwen were retired nurses travelling on the same holiday package, and I’d sat with them on the ferry to the island. They were sitting in a shady corner in their summer dresses and straw hats. Silver-haired or not, they were entertaining companions. They’d lived and worked all over the world and told wonderful stories which I am completely unable to remember.




    Already at their table was an old chap who also arrived with our party. With my instinctive talent for character assessment, I disliked him at first sight. Our package tour was a last minute bargain, but as befits the Sunday Times, it attracted some well-heeled clientele. With his goatee beard, sailing cap and air of superiority, he looked as if he owned a yacht, racehorses and antique everything, He wore a safari suit and carried a stick, for waving at people rather than walking. I deduced that he was an arrogant swine.




    ‘Have you met Danny Boy?’ asked Audrey. ‘Rob – Danny; Danny -- Rob.’




    ‘Pleased to meet you, Rob’ said Danny. ‘I noticed you on the way over, and wondered if you were travelling alone like me.’ I’d noticed him too, and deliberately avoided his gaze.




    ‘We were just saying: it doesn’t get any better than this, does it, by the beach, under the palm trees, with good food and good company. Marvellous! Smashing!’ It couldn’t be denied that the setting was difficult to beat, though I had reservations about the company.




    Danny continued. ‘I always travel with this lot now -- not the cheapest, mind, but excellent value for money. I was out in Sri Lanka with them a few weeks ago. Had a smashing time! Marvellous!’




    Here we go, I thought, he’s about to tell us how rich and successful he is.




    ‘But didn’t you say you’d just come back from a cruise in the Med?’ asked Audrey. A-ha! Danny Boy was a humbug and had been caught out.




    ‘Oh, yes - that was before. The cruise was a mistake. No one wanted to know me once they found out I drove a forklift.’




    ‘A forklift? As in forklift truck? You mean you’re a forklift truck driver?’




    ‘Retired actually. Y’ see, when you’re on a cruise you sit at the same table for every meal, so you get to know that group of people. Then we start talking about what we do for a living, and they’re all company directors, bankers and such. Of course, when they got round to me and I told them I drive a forklift, they weren’t too impressed. Froze me out, the bastards!’




    ‘How awful!’ said Audrey ‘But surely you can’t afford such grand holidays on a forklift driver’s salary?’




    ‘No, very true, but I’ve only got a year to live, y’ see. Less now - I’ve only got ’til August. I’ve got a dodgy ticker; it’s only the pills that keep me going. The doctor said my heart would only last a year, and that was in August.’




    ‘Oh, Danny, I’m so sorry!’




    ‘Don’t concern yourself; I’m not in pain or anything, as long as I keep taking the tablets. I got depressed at first, but you can’t sit around feeling sorry for yourself, can you? I decided to take a last look around the world before I go. I travelled all over in the Navy, y’ know, and I’ve always loved the Far East. I like the way they treat old people here - with respect. The trouble was I didn’t have any money.’




    I was flabbergasted, as were Audrey and Gwen. My instinctive talent for character assessment was malfunctioning. And there was a burning question.




    ‘So how did you get the money? Your credit rating must be minus two thousand!’




    ‘Oh, that was easy, once I decided. You know all that junk mail offering you cheap loans and such, and cheques for ten grand with your name already on it? Well, I was getting a dozen of those a week, so one day I filled one in and they gave me the money, just like that. Nothing dodgy, I filled in the forms proper, like, but they were so greedy they couldn’t wait to give it to me.’




    My flabber was double-gasted. This man was a genius! It was so elegant, so simple!




    ‘So, I went down the travel agents and booked a flight. Got meself kitted out with all the clobber: safari suit, silly hat, new luggage and that, and off I went. I’ve had six holidays in the last six months. It should all work out fine, unless they find a miracle cure. Then I’ll be stuffed.’




    We were all impressed; I nearly gave him a standing ovation.




    Audrey said ‘That’s what we’re doing, making the most of our dotage. Having a jolly good look round while we’re still able.’




    Gwen changed the subject. ‘You seem to be enjoying your holiday, Rob. Audrey and I saw you on the town last night, arm in arm with a Thai girl. We both thought she was very attractive - lovely features, and very keen on you, I’d say! You appear to have done well for yourself. Of course, you didn’t notice two old biddies like us.’




    ‘Oh, I’m sorry I didn’t notice you! You’re my favourite old biddies. I’m always pleased to see you, but I was temporarily distracted. The girl was called Pla. She’s quite something isn’t she? I tell you, its not often I’m seen out with women like that. I’m a very lucky boy.’ I didn’t think it politic to tell them I had a different one stashed in my room.




    ‘We wondered whether you could take Danny Boy out with you - keep him company. We don’t like to see him on his own, stuck in the hotel. He should be out enjoying himself, not sitting with old dames like us. Do you think Pla could find a girlfriend for him?’




    I didn’t doubt that she could, but Danny cried out in alarm. ‘Oh, no! It’s no use! It’s no good for me! It’s me ’eart, or the tablets, or something. Nothing happens below the waist any more. It’s my one regret, you know, that I’ll never make love again; never hold a woman like that. I’ve asked my doctor for Viagra, pleaded with her even, but she won’t hear of it. Says it would kill me and I just have to put up with it.’




    I suspected that Danny had no intention of putting up with it, and I was right. While the nurses weren’t listening, he leaned across the table toward me. ‘I thought I’d try to get some Viagra while I’m in Thailand. They say you can buy anything in Bangkok.’




    I said, ‘It sounds like a good plan to me, Danny. If the debt collection boys catch up with you, you can shag yourself to death.’




    Gwen and Audrey were prepared for a day in the sun, with swimsuits under their dresses, but by 11 a.m., it was too hot to venture onto the beach. The glare from that white, white sand seared my retinas and the heat scorched the soles of my feet. Instead, we retreated to the poolside where the garden plants had grown to resemble the rain forest and provided a welcome, cool, shady spot. Danny started to read my Lonely Planet while I chatted to the nurses. Then I made my apologies and left, saying I had to get back to my room, but not saying why.




    Bia was awake when I returned. From my research, I’d also learnt that, despite the fleshpots of Bangkok, Thai women are remarkably shy about their bodies, hiding behind towels or under the bedclothes. Again, Bia had dismally failed to read this research and behaved appallingly. Now she was walking around my hut naked, putting shirts in the wardrobe and tidying my room. How very decorative she is, I thought in a non-sexist, politically correct sort of way, whilst noting how she improved the look of the hut. Bia was an uninhibited, free spirit sort of girl. Next, she worked through her exercise routine. A nude woman was doing aerobics in my room. A jolly good start to the day, so far.




    ‘Pla say you have photo, Mister Bob - of your boy. Pla say very beautiful, your boy.’




    It was true. I’d shown Pla some photos of my son and yes, he was very beautiful, absolutely gorgeous, just like his father. ‘Here he is, my boy. His name is Thomas: Tom for short.’




    ‘Thom-as,’ said Bia, deliberately. She thumbed through my photos, very slowly, carefully examining each one. Most showed Tom scrambling down a grassy bank, with a sideways grin and a shock of tousled blonde hair inherited from my ex. Thais apparently find blonde hair very attractive.




    ‘How old your boy Thom-as?’




    ‘Thirteen,’ I replied.




    ‘Same, same Bia. Me have girl, thirteen and boy, he nine.’




    ‘Really, you have a girl of thirteen? You don’t look old enough! What are you, twenty-five, at the most?’




    ‘No, no, thank you, thank you. Me thirty, Bia. Me thirty-one on the thirty-one May.’ She looked pleased with herself, as if this were a particularly good omen.




    ‘That’s still quite young to have a daughter of thirteen.’




    ‘Me marry fifteen years old. Me have restaurant with husband, but husband him gone. Restaurant no good now. No good business in restaurant. Have no money, Bia, pay for children go to school. My friends say go Samui, Bia. Go work in lady bar. Make money send to children.’




    ‘So how long have you been on Ko Samui?’




    ‘Me come in Samui July, one year. Me work in bar, but me say, “Mama San, me not go with mens.” Me not like go with mens. Me never go, Bia.’ She shook her head, gravely. ‘Mama San say “Ok, ok, Bia you very good work. You very quick good speak Engliss.” Mama San say she trust Bia good person, make Bia cashier. Take care money, take care girls, take care bar for Mama San. Give Bia salary, not go with mens. Bia very good read and write, Mister Bob. Bia have salary.’




    She looked pleased with herself for a moment but her expression clouded over.




    ‘I don’t suppose the salary’s very good.’




    ‘Not very good. Is ok for Bia, but not pay for children go to school. Me not spend money. Me not buy food; me eat at bar every day. Me drink only water. Save money send to children. Every baht send to children.’




    ‘So who looks after your children while you’re on Ko Samui?’




    ‘My Papa, he take care. Me send money to daughter. She very good girl, help Papa. Me tell Papa me work in office in Bangkok, but me no work in office. My family too poor send me big school. Not go big school, only go small school. Cannot work in office, only work in lady bar, you unnerstand, Mister Bob?’




    ‘Yes, I understand. But don’t your children miss their Mama?’




    ‘Oh, yes, miss Mama very much! Children cry when Bia come to Samui. E-ver-y time, cry for Mama. Not see Mama long, long time. Poor children, is not always happy in the Land of Smiles.’




    Amongst my photos was the Open University graduation ceremony where, a mere twenty-five years late, I was awarded a degree: BSc (Open), First Class Honours since you ask. For approximately eight seconds I wore a gown and mortarboard and the camera captured the moment. The photo showed me in full regalia, looking like a teacher in the Beano.




    Bia obviously read the Beano because she immediately cried out, ‘Teacher! You are teacher!’




    ‘Well no, not exactly, though I work at a University. I’m a technician. You know, a technician? Electronics?’




    Her puzzled expression showed she didn’t understand.




    ‘You are teacher!’




    I wondered how to mime a technician. Take the back off the TV and scratch my head, looking puzzled? My friends in England don’t understand what I do, so Bia had little chance.




    ‘Yes, I’m a teacher, that’s close enough.’




    ‘How old you, Mister Bob?’




    ‘Too old! I’m forty-nine. I’ll be an old man soon.’




    Bia frowned, shook her head again and looked puzzled. ‘Not forty-nine, Mister Bob, not old man!’




    How kind, I thought, but I showed her my passport, confirming that, by bizarre quirk of fate, it was true. Due to a typographical error on my birth certificate, I was officially approaching fifty. Yet in my heart I knew I was twenty-seven! Curse that sloppy clerical worker! When, oh when, will the British authorities wake up to this injustice? I find that many of my friends were victims of the same incompetence.




    I was fortunate - I always looked young for my age, a curse in my youth but a blessing in later years. I still had most of my hair and it was still dark. I only wore glasses to look intelligent, and my growing waistline was actually relaxed muscle. Though the magic was wearing thin and wrinkles were beginning to show, I was aging well, a tribute to clean living, like Cliff Richard.




    I really enjoyed being with Bia. It’s not that she was physical perfection; after all, she was thirty, not nineteen, and the mother of two children. Some men would have run for the hills as soon as children were mentioned, but Thomas is the joy of my life. I could easily have taken up with a teenaged nymphet who would feign affection for me, but I found I preferred an older woman: someone I could talk to, with something in common.




    Having said that, Bia was one very attractive lady. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, just watching her move. How did she keep that superb figure, that slim waist? She was distinctly petite, about five-foot four with her shoes on, four-foot eleven without. During my investigations, I discovered that the gentle curve of her bosom was enhanced by the foam rubber of a padded bra. A-ha! Witchcraft! I’m a scrawny wretch myself, but next to Bia, I was Charles Atlas, or Arnold Schwarzenegger for younger readers.




    Thai women are brought up to be deferential, obedient and not to assert themselves. Those years of training were obviously wasted on Bia, since she displayed none of those qualities. She wasn’t backward in coming forward. I’d watched her pray before she went to sleep. By tradition she was supposed to accept her fate, her karma, but Bia was evidently prepared to give fate a nudge where necessary.




    I asked her, ‘Bia, if you don’t go with men, why did you come back with me?’




    ‘Me not want go with mens. Me see many bad mens. Me want only go with good man.’




    ‘So what makes you think I’m a good man?’




    ‘Me look, look out bar every day, me see you Mister Bob, walk, walk, walk. Me think you very nice walk. You kind man, you nice smile. Me think you good man for Bia.’




    ‘So you can tell I’m a good man from the way I walk!’




    Bia nodded as if this were a perfectly reasonable proposition. She was way ahead of researchers today, who recognise the distinctive nature of our gait.




    ‘Then why didn’t you come to the restaurant when I asked you?’
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