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Dear Reader,




    After publishing my first book, “The Never Lonely Planet” in 2012; I was often referred to as being “an author,” whereas I would respond that writing just one book does not really constitute one as being a genuine author. Although, perhaps providing a quality sequel to it just might achieve one that title!




    “The Never Lonely Planet” is a book of travel stories that relate to the countries, people, places and situations that I had experienced during my work adventures and travels. The book was written as an inspiration to the reader – and especially the younger generation – in order to show them that the opportunity to travel and explore faraway places is open to almost anyone, if they would only take the initiative to do so.




    “Worlds Apart - a collection of short stories”, is a collection of stories where I have managed to combine a fusion of fact with fiction within the stories, which come from the experiences of people from various backgrounds and different cultures that all come together and are completely inter-connected.




    I therefore leave it to you the reader to assess which parts of the stories and characters are true and which are not!




    As with my first book, I would hope that “Worlds Apart-a collection of short-stories”, will serve to be an inspiration to those thinking of writing a book or would be potential authors who, with a little bit of patience and imagination, can also become successful authors too.




    Thank you, and I hope it inspires your creative mind!




    Sincerely.




    Martin R. Oliver


  




  

    
For




    My friends and workmates in the UAE who provided me with solid support and friendship during those years we worked together.


  




  

    
Quote




    Truth is stranger than fiction. But it is because fiction is obliged to stick to possibilities; whereas truth is not.




    Mark Twain.


  




  

    
A Siam Story




    Eric Finch was thirty seven years of age and slightly overweight, with graying hair receding around the temples. Eric was content but not happy. He was content with his job, content with his small apartment, content with visiting the pub most nights, content with watching sport on the TV, content with visiting his mum every week, but not happy.




    He worked as an estimator in a local machine parts company even though he served an apprenticeship there and studied to be a metallurgist. It was when he completed his apprenticeship they told him they had no job for him and offered him a position as an estimator. The work was simple but repetitive in just estimating the costs of materials and labour for manufacturing machine components then passing them through the quality control system to sales, prior to being manufactured. The salary was just enough to pay the mortgage on his modest apartment, living expenses and his beer bill with a little left over to put in his savings account, especially if he worked overtime on Saturday mornings.




    Sometimes Eric thought about his marriage and how things might have been. It only lasted a little over two years and he had no regrets and really did not miss his ex-wife at all. Two or three times a week Eric visited the pub near his home and even though he knew most of the locals who drank there, he preferred to sit at the end of the bar alone and watch sport on the plasma TV or chat to Millie, the Scottish barmaid, who he always felt spoke far more sense than most of the guys who stood talking loudly at the bar. He put up with her, even though he found her high voice and strong accent aggravating at times. She had been working at the bar now for around two years and he could not believe how fat her ass had become over that time. Millie was the only person he told about his plan to take a vacation in the Far East which came around more as a coincidence than any prearranged intension to visit that part of the world. In fact, he could hardly believe what he had gone and done.




    It was about a week previous whilst he was doing his weekly Saturday shopping in the town center when he spotted an advertisement in the window of Thompsons Tourism Agency that read “Bangkok, Thailand! 7-Days Including Flights and Hotel for £750.00 – with a One Day Sight-Seeing Tour”. A few days before that he had sat at home and watched a travel program on Thailand and been mesmerized by the exotic temples, the hill tribe people, the elephants, rivers and market places and the Bridge over the River Kwai. He had heard about the movie but had never actually seen it. About the same time a couple of guys in his team doing the pub quiz one evening had just come back from a golfing holiday in Thailand and were saying how cheap and safe it was and how friendly the people were. They even bragged about having good looking girls as caddies carrying their golf clubs. Eric had only been abroad once before and that was on his honeymoon about twelve years before. He hated it. They went to Marbella in Spain and it was too hot, the food was boring and his wife was drunk most of the time on cheap wine flirting with British lager louts in the bars and on the beach. Except for a few of the waiters in the hotel he didn’t see any Spanish people there at all!




    The attendant in the agency gave Eric all the details and took a deposit saying he could pay in three installments and the flight and hotel reservations would be made for the 1st of July which was when Eric’s annual two week vacation was due. When the last installment was paid, two weeks before he was due to depart, Eric was given his airline tickets and hotel vouchers and a document providing all the details of the flight departure and arrival times; names and contacts of the hotel; with a list of do’s and don’ts for visitors to Thailand. He suddenly had a bad feeling that he had parted with a large portion of his hard earned savings to go alone to a place he knew nothing about, which was located half way around the world. It didn’t help when he went to say goodbye to his mother who, not in as many words, told him exactly the same thing that he was thinking.




    The departure day came and he took the Air-link coach service from Birmingham to Heathrow Airport and after checking in for the flight, he sat at the bar in the departure lounge drinking a beer. He generally felt lonely and wishing he was sitting in his local pub chatting to Millie, or looking at her ass as she moved along the bar serving customers. He finally boarded the plane and was amazed at its size and the number of passengers that it could accommodate. He was not in the mood for eating or watching the in-flight entertainment or even reading, which was probably due to his apprehension and the reality of being on his way, all alone, to a part of the world that he knew very little about.




    After around six hours in to the flight the pilot announced that they would be landing at Dubai and all on-going passengers to Bangkok would need to wait for an hour in the airport departure lounge while the plane was prepared for the onward journey. Dubai Airport was amazing – a world of its own. It was very large bright and colourful with imitation palm trees lining the halls and beautiful paintings along the walls. There were Duty Free shops of every kind selling gold, jewellery, designer clothes and perfumes. On display was a pearl white BMW 75LI and a black Mercedes Benz S500 that could be won by buying a raffle ticket for around £150.00 and the winner drawn after one thousand tickets had been sold. The prize would be delivered to the winner anywhere in the world. What did surprise him was that Dubai Airport had an Irish Pub called ‘The Irish Village’ which was the last thing one expected to find in an airport of an Arab Muslim country. The other thing that surprised Eric was how busy the airport was with people from every nationality he could imagine. There were many types of Arabs in their traditional national dress with their women companions covered with the black abaya, Africans in their coloured robes, Chinese, Filipinos, Indians, Pakistanis, Afghanistanis, Europeans all on the move shopping, eating, or looking for their departure gates in a very busy but relaxed atmosphere. When Eric boarded the onward flight to Bangkok he almost felt that first genuine sense of adventure and felt like he was almost enjoying it.




    It was early evening when they touched down at Bangkok’s Suvarnabhumi (The Golden Land) Airport and after queuing at immigrations for quite some time behind a flight of Russian tourists, he picked up his luggage and made his way to the arrival lounge meeting-point and was relieved to find a local Thai man holding up a sign that read: “Welcome Eric Finch!” The man led him to the car-park area where a car was waiting to take him the 25 kilometers to the city centre.




    The doorman of the Tawana Hotel took his bag to the reception where the receptionist greeted him in the Thai custom known as wai, by pressing the palms of her hands together in prayer like fashion lowering her head and, with a beautiful smile, saying “Sawadee Ka.” A man would say “Sawadee Krub.” Eric was mesmerized by the receptionist’s doll-like features and did not know how to respond. She took his hotel voucher, gave him his room key and explained the breakfast hours whilst reminding him that he had to be ready in the reception a 09.00 a.m. for the City Tour. A young Thai teenager who looked to be half-male and half-female wished him “Sawadee Krub,” took his baggage and led him to his room. One thing he noticed was that everyone had been so polite and attentive which made him feel at ease.




    The room was very comfortable and decorated in Asian fashion with pale purples and pastel colours with flowers on the table and in the bathroom. There was a calming smell around the hotel of incense, sandalwood, aloeswood or sweet grass but he wouldn’t know which it was. He slept well that night after switching through the satellite TV Channels and finding news, films and sports channels in English and the next morning he went down to breakfast early, having not eaten much over the last 24 hours. Breakfast was more than he had expected with a buffet to suit all tastes displaying all kinds of exotic fruit and some strange looking and smelling dishes. He sat alone watching the other hotel guests coming and going and noticed a number of guys a lot older than himself sitting with young Thai girls and could not comprehend why some elderly western guys were sitting having breakfast with young Thai men! All the members of the restaurant staff were wearing a yellow shirt which represented the colour of the day, which was Monday. In Thailand there is a different colour that represents each day of the week.




    The tour bus arrived around 09.20 and Eric was the only person to board from his hotel. They made a stop at the Narai Hotel on Silom road to pick up a party of Japanese tourists before commencing the city tour. The first stop was at the Grand Palace, a huge compound built in 1782 as a home for the Kings of Siam. The palace is situated in an area of 1.5 kilometers square which houses Temples (Wats in Thai), pagodas, and Museums. The Grand Palace is Bangkok’s most visited landmark with beautiful architecture showing the creativeness and craftsmanship of the Thai people. A couple of young German tourists in his group were stopped at the entrance for being inappropriately dressed and had to hire trousers and socks at a cost of 200 Thai baht each to cover their shorts and bare feet. The group moved around the complex slowly visiting various temples and halls with one particular temple housing the Emerald Buddha image, carved out of a single piece of Jade. The guide noted that it was one of the most important Buddhist Temples in Thailand. The sacred statue was only about 30 inches tall and Eric could not understand what all the fuss was about and why so many people were worshipping it. It is thought that the image originated in Sri Lanka but was discovered in Thailand around the year 1400. It was credited with having miraculous powers and was shifted to various locations over the years as a prize of war. What the guide did not tell the group was that it had been stolen from Laos when the Thai’s ransacked Vientiane in 1779. They all left the palace and slowly made their way up the road to Wat Po, which is the home of 300 Buddhist monks and houses the 150ft long by 50ft high Reclining Buddha.




    Eric could not get his head around all these religious details and historical factors – plus the fact that a little more than 24-hours earlier he was getting ready to leave a dull, wet and very cold Birmingham City. He was however, beginning to find it all a bit too boring, especially due to the heat and immense humidity and the irritating slowness of the group that was caused mainly due to two very old Indian ladies with walking sticks constantly straggling behind. In fact, most of the day included waiting to get on or off the coach with most of the time being taken up waiting for them. Eric truly wondered why anyone as old as those two and in their kind of poor condition would even want to go on vacation in the first place. He was relieved when it was time to move and they could get out of the heat to the coolness of the coach and move on to the next attraction which was Jim Thompson’s house which was built on the side of a canal. On the way there, one of the old Indian ladies shuffled her way to the back of the coach to use the toilet. Once she had finished the smell at the back of the bus was simply disgusting so Eric moved to a seat at the front. Jim Thompson came to Thailand at the end of World War II and lived there for 25 years; he completely revitalized the Thai silk industry. During 1967 he went on holiday with friends to the Cameron Highlands in Malaysia. On one afternoon he had set out for a walk in the surrounding jungle, but he never ever returned. Thus began the Jim Thompson legend and myths. Some believe that he was eaten by a tiger, while others believe he was murdered because of his history of working with the American secret service. The guide explained that the house is actually made of seven different old Thai houses that were brought in and reassembled from various places around Thailand to make one large beautiful house. No nails were used and some of the walls were reversed so the beautiful carved woodwork can be seen from inside the house. Security would not allow anyone to take photos of the magnificent collection of paintings, statues and antiques that had been brought from all over Asia and put on display around the house. The guide spent a lot of time pointing out the various Buddha images collected from various countries in Asia and explaining the various poses such as Buddha reclining Buddha with arms open praying or meditating etc. There was one Buddha image with the head missing which he explained was one of most famous Buddha statues in the world dating back to the late 8th century. Eric, of course, had never had any knowledge of the Buddhist religion or customs and could not understand what all the fuss and incredible interest was about, especially with a sandstone statue with no head! He was starting to get completely bored again and felt like he really needed a beer. He was happy to get back on the bus again and look out the window at the bustling streets that were so busy and colourful compared to the streets of Birmingham back home. Especially different were the decorated Tuk-Tuks, the taxis, buses in so many bright colours, the motorbikes and the street stalls selling everything from local food, exotic fruit, pirate DVDs to clothes.




    Finally, they visited the China Town district which is one of the oldest districts in Bangkok and an exciting place to amble around. An impressive and colossal Chinese gate marks the entrance to the China Town area. The History of China Town dates back to 1782 when Chinese immigrants came to settle in Siam under the imperial regime of King Rama I. The guide explained that the area had a somewhat seedy historical reputation for large numbers of opium dens, brothels (which hung green lanterns outside, giving it the name of the Green Light district), pawnshops and a fondness for gambling, and that today, gold shops and pawnshops were still very popular in Chinatown and could be found almost anywhere. They followed the guide to Wat Traimit the Temple of the Golden Buddha where he told the party that whilst at first glance, the 3m high Buddha statue may look distinctly average and undeserving of the busloads of tourists that visit every day. What attracts them is the remarkable fact that it is actually made of 5.5 tonnes of solid gold! The story behind the statue is that in 1957 a large stucco Buddha image was being moved by crane during development of a port. To the horror of all concerned, the crane operator accidentally dropped the image, sending it crashing towards the ground. Instead of smashing however, the stucco covering merely cracked and in the process revealed the solid gold image hidden underneath. It is thought to have been covered like this during the early Ayuthaya or Sukhothai period, apparently to protect the image from the invading Burmese, and remained that way for several hundred years. After a walk around the narrow streets Eric was again very relieved to return to the bus as it had, again, become far too hot and humid for walking the streets and continuously waiting for the stragglers struggling to keep up with the party.




    Before getting on the bus an elderly Japanese gentleman bought a couple of cans of Chang Beer from a roadside stall and bowing his head up and down handed Eric a can. Obviously, he could clearly see that he needed it so bad! Eric opened the top and drunk it down in two attempts, then held the empty can in the air while wiping his lips with his hand to show the Japanese his total pleasure. After one more stop at a very large jewellery shop he was finally dropped off back at his hotel.




    After a dinner Eric made his way to the hotel bar where a Thai guy who was dressed like Elvis Presley but did not look like Elvis Presley was on a small stage struggling to get through the song Wooden Heart. The parts of the song normally sung in German did not sound German at all. In fact, they did not sound like any known language at all! He ordered a beer from a very sweet looking barmaid and listened to Elvis get through a couple more songs. A large, elderly, Australian man sitting at the bar started a conversation: “So, what are you doing in this neck of the woods matey?” Eric explained that he was over from England for a short holiday. “I see. So why ain’t you got a bit of pussy keeping you company? That’s what you came to Bangkok for, ain’t it?” “Get your ass across the road to Patpong; just find the night market and you will see the go-go bars and clubs”. Before Eric could say much else, the Aussie introduced himself as Jack, but his friends called him ‘Jacko’ and he went on to tell Eric his life story. Jacko had a small Ostrich farm just south of Adelaide and he struggled to work it after his wife died about five years ago. He came to Bangkok a couple of times with his wife on holiday. But the last straw was when his dog Bob had to be put down because of old age. Jacko said he really loved that dog and they had been together for almost nine years. He missed the dog so much he decided to leave the farm in the hands of a friend for a few months and check out the females in Thailand. The singer finished his break, climbed back up on to the stage, adjusted his body to an Elvis stance, turned up his shirt collar, pulled a curl of hair over his forehead and broke into “You Ain’t Nothin’ But a Hound Dog”. The Australian drank up his beer, slapped Eric on the back as he walked by and mumbled: “have a good one, matey”.




    Eric signed for his drink and went to the reception to change some money, an amount of £100 Sterling bought him 4,700 Thai Baht which he stood studying for a minute before picking up the courage to leave the Hotel and walk out in to the street. He stood at the front of the hotel looking up and down the road which was extremely busy, wondering in which direction to go, when the hotel porter approached him and pointed to is left, explaining: “Patpong Night Market this way sir. Plenty girl and plenty bar!” In less than five minutes he found the market.




    Patpong Market only comes alive after sunset and goes on until well after midnight. It is a pedestrian precinct of market stalls that run between two main roads in the Silom area. Tourists flock there nightly to bargain for and purchase the many items that are on sale, such as ready-to-wear garments with many imitation brand-name items, pirated tapes and CDs, pirated videos computer software, all brands of watches, various Thai handicrafts, games, leather items, household ornaments, souvenirs and the like. Patpong Market is different in that it runs between dozens of go-go bars, night clubs, and music halls which cater for the adult taste. A number of such bars would not be tolerated in other countries, yet tourists from those other countries flock to visit this place. Eric became somewhat agitated as he walked through the market being frequently accosted by Thai men asking him if he was looking for, or did he want, a massage or a Lady Boy and did he want to buy porno CDs. What he could not help seeing were the go-go bars as the front doors were open enough for him to hear the music and see the beautiful young Thai girls dancing on a podium; some smiled and waved when he bashfully looked in. He came to the end of lane to the main road and turned around and made his way back this time along the other side. As he was passing a go-go bar called “Pussy” he was approached by a middle aged Thai lady who smiled at him and said “come inside sir. Have a look. It’s free and only 200 Baht for a dink (drink).” She took his arm and led him through the door in such a way that he found it difficult to resist and she took him to a bench seat and sat him down. A waitress immediately attended him and asked what he would like to drink; he ordered a beer which turned out to be a Heineken. The music was very loud and on a narrow stage in front of him, that ran the length of the bar, more than a dozen young girls were dancing provocatively, some around metal poles. The girls wore very scanty bikinis some were topless and others wore net stockings. Around the bar a number of western guys were sitting chatting to girls, some with their arms around them, others touching the girl’s bodies and stroking their legs. There were also some guys like Eric sitting alone. He downed his beer and ordered another and studied each girl until he caught their eye and they smiled and made come-on gestures and he embarrassingly looked away.




    He was so engrossed with the dances that he did not notice the girl who sat down next to him who, whilst edging closer, spoke softly in his ear: “what your name?” He turned to see a very attractive Thai girl with the biggest smile, sparkling eyes and long black hair half way down her back. He was mesmerised and he took time to catch his breath before answering “Eric”. “Where you come fom Ewic?” she asked (Thai people cannot pronounce the letter R, hence Eric becomes Ewic). “I come from England” he replied. She went on to ask the regular bar-girl type questions, including: “how long you stay Bangkok?”; “Did you come alone?”; “Which hotel you stay?”; until finally requesting: “Ewic, you can buy one dwink for me?” He nodded and she made a sign to a waitress who brought over a drink to the table. For some reason, Eric thought of Millie, the Scottish barmaid from his pub and how bizarre she would look like in a bikini on the stage amongst the other Thai girls – especially with her fat ass wobbling side-by-side! The girl told Eric that her name was “Pia” and she came from Issan, a province about five hours by road from Bangkok and she had worked in the bar for about a year. She said she was 25 years old, but Eric thought she looked younger. She mentioned that she was working in the bar to save money so she could go to college to study marketing. Eric was lost for words. In fact, he was infatuated with Pia but she had met many customers like Eric and knew how to put him at ease. After two drinks Eric told Pia that he must go and she asked if he would like her to go with him, but Eric said he that had had a very busy day and was going straight back to his hotel to get some rest. Pia looked so upset and pleaded with him: “Ewic, can you come and see me tomowwow? I like you so much” and Eric said he would. She kissed him lightly on the cheek saying: “Ewic, promise you will come see me, we can go outside together”. Eric walked back to his hotel through the market stalls where the sellers were shouting “Take a look!,” “What you looking for?,” “Buy thwee get one fwee!” etc., then stopping at a bar for a couple of beers, where a local band was playing all kinds of popular music, before he eventually retired to bed feeling tired but very happy at having met Pia.




    The next morning after breakfast he was sitting in the hotel lobby reading the Bangkok Post newspaper and was surprised at the amount of articles in the sports section about the English premiership and the teams. One of the hotel porters started some small talk and asked Eric if he was enjoying his stay and what his plans were for the day. The porter suggested that he go shopping at the notorious MBK Shopping complex and that if he took the BTS sky-train from the sky-train station just along from the hotel to the National Stadium sky-train station which was the last stop, he could not get lost. Eric enjoyed the sky train as it gave a great panoramic view of the town area and when he arrived, found the station was connected to the shopping complex.




    The MBK Centre is eight stories of nearly 2,000 shops selling everything from clothes handbags jewellery to electronics and souvenirs. Eric felt immediately at home browsing the various floors amongst the thousands of other people many of whom were tourists from all parts of the world. He bought some Singha Beer Tee-shirts for the guys from his local pub, a Thai Silk Scarf for Mollie and a colourful woven shopping bag for his mother. He ate a Chinese lunch in the food court where each restaurant represented and cooked food from different countries. He kept thinking about Pia and wondering if he should go and see her again that night. He knew he wanted to and the evening could not come quick enough. He spent the best part of the day at MBK and bought himself some DVD Movie copies and CD’s before returning to his hotel in the afternoon. After dinner Eric went to the hotel bar, he needed a couple of beers to calm his nerves before going to the go-go bar. Elvis looked and sounded different until Eric realized that tonight he was actually Tom Jones and the big-man Jacko was sat at the other end of the bar telling some innocent hotel guest, in his loud Aussie voice, about how he was going to sell the farm in Adelaide and raise pigs in the north of Thailand. He did not appear to remember Eric from the night before.




    The night market was already busy as he made his way between the stalls with tourists bargaining with stall holders who seemed desperate to make a deal. He could see the brightly lit neon ‘Pussy Bar’ sign from a distance and made his way to it and slid inside the entrance with the same Thai door-lady showing him to his seat. A young girl handed him a drinks menu and Eric being bold decided to try a Thai Singha Beer, made by the oldest brewery in Thailand. The music was loud and he sat for a while looking around the bar and was disappointed that he did not see Pia until out of the corner of his eye he saw her smiling and waving at him as she was dancing at the far end of the stage. She couldn’t join him immediately because she had to wait for a sign from the mama-san to order her group of girls to leave the stage and another group to take over the erotic dancing for customers who were sat around the stage. Pia looked so happy when she ran over and cuddled up to him, cheerfully saying: “Ewic, you came back to see me! I have been waiting for you!” He mumbled that he was in the night market and just happened to be passing. “One dwink for me” she said with a smile as she nodded to a waitress that was hovering close to where they sat. They sat close together, not talking, with Pia massaging his neck and legs until she said: “Ewic, take me outside. We can go for dinner and I can stay with you, if you like”. Eric, although surprised at the offer, agreed and Pia called to the waitress to get the bill and told Eric that she was going to get changed and in the meantime, he would have to pay a bar fine of 600 Baht to take her out. When she came back dressed in tight jeans and a red top she looked so young and sexy he could not believe his eyes.




    With Pia, he had one of the most enjoyable nights of his life; they had dinner at a small Thai restaurant where she ordered Tom Yam Soup which they shared, followed by Thom kha kai, a dish of chicken cooked in herbs, spices and coconut milk with steamed rice. They walked back through the night market to his hotel stopping at a Basking Robbins on the way. Although feeling extremely embarrassed when he stopped at reception for his door key, none of the hotel staff took any notice of him retiring to his room with Pia. The remainder of the week they were hardly apart. Eric never imagined he could be so happy. Pia was the perfect companion and together they explored Bangkok. They sped through Bangkok streets in Tuk Tuks and spent an afternoon aboard a boat on the Chao Phraya River and explored the adjoining canals. One evening she took him to Khaosan Road where in the movie “The Beach” it was described as the centre of the back-packing universe where young people and back packers congregate. Here anything is available from false ID’s, visit visas for adjoining countries, tattoos and cheap accommodation, used books, DVD copies, fake watches etc. They bought a Chang Beer from a 7-Eleven for around 25 Baht each (around 50-pence) and drank them walking arm-in-arm along the street. Pia tried to get him to eat some deep-fried grasshoppers which were being sold together with other types of insects from street carts. Another night they took the sky-train across the city to Sukhumvit and walked along Sukhumvit road which is one of the longest streets in the world, around 400-km long, which starts in the centre of Bangkok and terminates in Cambodia. They stopped in a street which could have been in the Middle East with Arab restaurants and signs written in Arabic and men in traditional Arab dress sitting in groups smoking Sheesha (hubbly-bubbly) pipes.




    Eric got to learn more about Pia. She told him that she came from Isaan and she was the eldest of four children, and her father died a few years ago leaving nothing but a small area of land for planting rice and one buffalo. As time went by her mother sold all they owned to try and support the family. One day a man came to the house and gave her mother some money. Her mother told her that he was an agent and was taking her to Bangkok where he would find her a job. She became upset so Eric did not ask her anymore details.




    One evening they sat in an Irish Pub watching The Beetles Band singing all their popular songs – the Thai Beetles that is, a local Thai imitation band. Every night they ate in different restaurants and Pia would explain the different foods like the sticky rice that would be kneaded into balls using the hands to dip into sweet and spicy sauces typically from northern Thailand and the various types of red and green curries of seafood and meat. On one evening, Eric took her to an Indian restaurant explaining that in Birmingham, where he lived in England, the Indian community over the years had invented Indian curries that were unique to Birmingham and not India, such as the Balti dish. She did not really understand what he was explaining and neither was she impressed with the vindaloo curry and the pilau rice he had ordered.




    They went to a bar to watch a cabaret of beautiful girls in exotic costumes and national dress. Eric was amazed at how beautiful they were and they reminded him of china-dolls. Some of them flirted with Eric and blew him kisses or ran their fingers through his hair. Pia appeared to be amused by this, whereas he felt a little embarrassed but was secretly aroused. He was however, totally shocked when, whilst leaving the club, Pia told him that they were all Lady Boys and not one of them was a genuine female! To this day Eric is not sure whether to believe her or not. Eric had never been so happy but the days passed so quickly and suddenly the morning came when it was time to leave.




    They did not speak much on the way to the airport, just sitting in the taxi holding hands. After checking-in his luggage they just had time for a coffee together. Pia sat looking very embarrassed before asking: “Ewic, can you help me? I want to leave the bar and study, but I have no money”. He had already decided that he wanted to see her again and stay in touch with her, and nodded that he would help out. They parted company at the entrance to immigration and Eric felt both sorry for her when he watched her walk off alone and for himself as he knew how much he would miss her. The flight home was uneventful and he was just not in the mood to read or watch the in-flight entertainment. They stopped at Dubai Airport again and this time he went in to the Irish Pub and had a beer and there were a lot of guys like him sitting alone looking miserable with only their beer keeping them company. When he eventually arrived back at Heathrow Airport it was raining, but he did not have to wait long for the coach ride back to Birmingham.




    Eric soon got back in to the routine of work going to the pub and visiting his mother. People that knew him noticed a difference in him since he had been away although they could not put their finger on exactly what it was. He seemed more confident but as if he had something on his mind, something that was not exactly a problem. He did not go the pub quite so often and when he did he left earlier than before. Eric told Mollie of his romance and his plans to see Pia again so it was not long before the whole pub’s regulars got to know about it in detail. Some of the lads made wise cracks towards Eric like: “have you been for an AIDs check yet?”; “Can she shoot ping-pong balls out of her pussy?”; “Have you got any pictures of her naked? Because I have!” They would think it was all extremely humorous. Eric however thought they were jealous and he knew in his mind what a wonderful girl Pia truly was. He checked his email every day and waited nearly three weeks before he got a message from Pia. The message simply said: “Hello Eric. I miss you, this is my email address. Can you please send me some money? You can send by Western Union to my name..........” Eric was disappointed that she did not say more in her message, but the next day he left work at lunchtime in search of a Western Union Money transfer branch and transferred the equivalent of two hundred and fifty pounds in Thai Baht to the name she gave him. When he got home he sent her a message saying how much he missed her too, together with the transfer details. He sent her a few more messages asking if she received the money and that he was saving to come back to Thailand to be with her again, but it was another three weeks until she replied. “Dear Eric, I got your money. I wait for you come back Bangkok and I will look after you. Eric, can you help me? I must go home to Issan to see my mother. She sick and I must take her medicine. Eric, please help me, Pia.” Again Eric sent her some money but was disappointed that she did not say more but he did feel a sense of satisfaction that he was helping her and her family. The weeks and months passed by and they continued to exchange messages. Pia would ask for money so she could enrol for a secretary course and not work in the go-go bar any more, or to send money to her home so her younger brother could start school. It was hurting Eric’s pocket as he was saving for his next vacation and seeing Pia again. In one message Pia said they should go to Phuket together and could he bring her back to England with him. The thought of which excited him somewhat and anyway, why not?!




    As the time got closer Eric applied to his company for holiday leave and checked out the cheapest flights and hotels on the internet. He found a good deal with Thai Airways and booked a cheap hotel near Silom. The last week at work went so slow and all he could think about was seeing Pia and being with her again. He sent her a message giving his flight number the date and time and Pia replied noting: “Eric, I will wait for you at Meeting Point 3 at airport. Please bring me gift!”




    The day finally came and Eric found himself on the Air-link coach again on his way to Heathrow Airport. This time there was no apprehension, he was feeling so excited about the trip and could not wait to see Pia again. He loved her soft voice and how she could not say the letter ‘R’ and called him Ewic. He bought some cheap souvenirs and chocolates at the duty free shop knowing how much they would make her happy.




    The flight to Bangkok was uneventful and seemed to last forever. He could not sleep for long periods and each time he woke up he looked at his watch to see how much longer until they would arrive. He did get into conversation with a guy sitting next to him who was on his way to join a ship in Singapore and in passing Eric enjoyed telling the man about his Thai girlfriend and how he was on his way to see her. Finally they arrived at Bangkok Airport where everything seemed to be in slow motion, waiting for the doors to open and get off the plane; the long walk to immigrations amongst thousands of other travellers; the long queue and waiting to get his passport stamped; waiting for his luggage to arrive – until he finally found himself walking through the customs hall and into the arrivals area. He followed the arrows through meeting points 1 and 2 he walked slowly up to meeting point 3 looking for Pia’s face amongst the crowd of people waiting to meet and greet their friends, family or associates. He did not see her there. He walked through the crowd and walked around in circles looking for her. He stood around waiting for Pia for several hours. Eric continued waiting there for a very long time. Pia never did show up.
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