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    Chapter 1




    Dust specked light poured through the train window; a light so intense it hurt even glancing outside. Dan yawned, turning away from the window. He rolled out of his bunk and stood in the aisle, his head bumping the ceiling fan bolted to the roof.




    Morning comes like a snap of the fingers in the tropics and it could have been six, seven, even eight in the morning - Dan didn’t know. Dressed in loose shorts and a t-shirt, he slipped on his flip–flops and weaved carefully up the aisle stepping over large, greasy backpacks and sticky beer bottles rolling about the floor. He saw two men sleeping together in one bunk and in another, a dangling red shoe protruding from under a curtain. Further on, he noticed a Thai woman with sad eyes sitting upright, fanning herself with her hand while looking forlornly out the window. Across from her, a blonde woman talked rapidly in her sleep,




    “The stars are aligned I need to exercise my prerogative, to humor the ridiculous…”




    Dan slid open the door and entered the toilet sideways grasping a chrome handle for support. In the confined space he struggled to unbutton his pants. Back in the corridor, he put his shoulder into the heavy door of the car pushing through onto the small platform between the cars. Sitting on the steps was an old emaciated Thai man with sunken cheeks, rheumy eyes and a pencil mustache on stretched walnut colored skin. He wore a filthy long green army jacket buttoned close to his neck. His nylon trousers, frayed and stained, ran over his tattered black shoes. Holes on the instep and big toe of his left shoe revealed dirty gray socks.




    He smiled at Dan, a lopsided grin, his pointy teeth like porcelain shards. Dan returned the smile but the man had looked away, mumbling and lit a cigarette. The old man puffed hard on his cigarette, acrid brown smoke billowed above him as the fiery red ember glowed.




    “Sawadii Khap (Hello),” the man said in a scratchy voice looking up at Dan again, the cigarette dangling from his bottom lip.




    “Sawadii Khap,” Dan replied.




    With a trembling hand, the man searched the inside pocket of his coat then carefully pulled out a bunched up sooty handkerchief. He placed it on his lap and unrolled it, smoothing the creases with his blistered hands. He reached into his inside pocket and pulled out a slug of tobacco and rolling papers. He placed the items on the handkerchief, then took a leaf of paper and sprinkled tobacco over it, evening it out with his finger. He rolled the cigarette and handed it to Dan.




    “Khap Khun Khap,” (Thank you) Dan replied, accepting the cigarette and placing it behind his ear.




    They did not speak, Dan and the Tramp. Lulled by the rhythm of the train, Dan sat on the steps silently breathing in the life around him: the hot jasmine scented breeze, flickering shadows suffused with multi-hued greens, the milky sky, a man with a rattan whip, a lazy spiral of smoke suspended above the trees and that pervasive murmur of civilization, vague invisible sounds, forever present in the East.




    “Where are you going?”




    “Home.”




    He had just left home on his quest, a vague journey for answers to his troubled life. He was the tramp now, traveling with no destination.




    In a far off corner of an abandoned rice field Dan saw a thatched hut, a smudge of brown in a lonely sea of green. He imagined the tramp living in that hut, surviving on the charity of others, common for the downtrodden in rural areas of Southeast Asia. A concerned neighbor brought him bowls of gooey rice, cloudy water, perhaps a joint of fatty meat. He had no money for a seat on the train, the currency of his passage earned by old age, a sincere smile and shabby clothes.




    “Is there a dining compartment on the train?” Dan asked the man in Thai.




    The man stared at Dan vacantly. He tried the question again miming eating and the man grunted in understanding, gesturing for him to continue along the train.




    He pulled open the next door and looked back at the man, the sun had drawn a phosphorescent curtain over him, he was a purplish blot barely visible, a head attached to nothing, floating between the cars.




    Inside the stifling, sun-drenched dining compartment small booths with 70’s style plastic green upholstery lined both walls. Ceiling fans attached to the roof whirred slowly back and forth. A narrow aisle led to a counter and behind the counter was a kitchen. Two hunched figures, the crowns of their heads barely visible, sat behind the counter. A scratchy, vaguely familiar song came from two speakers attached to the corners of the roof.




    “I like the way your sparkling earring lay..,”




    Dan shuffled his feet along the floor and a woman stood up from behind the counter.




    “Hello,” she drawled, “Rap arai ka,” (What do you want?) she asked.




    “Coffee lahn,” (Hot Coffee) Dan replied.




    Dan sat down at an empty booth, the plastic cushion depressing and swooshing from his weight. The waitress brought a tray of instant black coffee and a thimble of glutinous cream. He tipped the cream over the cup of coffee but nothing came out. He took a toothpick from a holder at the end of the table and swirled it in the cream. The cream stubbornly clung to the toothpick so Dan placed the pick into the mug and swirled it slowly, afraid of spilling the coffee. Still the cream remained on the toothpick. Frustrated, he pressed the toothpick against the edge of the rim and raised it up, watching the cream slide, like a glacier slowly breaking off an ice shelf, down into the black abyss of his cup.




    Dan sipped his coffee, wistfully gazing out the window and remembering the last few months. Two years living overseas had passed quickly and what was once thought of as a two year sojourn abroad, a need to see something of the world before he returned home and got serious with life had turned into something more meaningful. He had enjoyed his time abroad so much that near its end he dreaded going home. Despondent on the plane, unable to control his emotions, he locked himself in the bathroom and placed his face in his hands. At the airport his friends and family surprised him, ‘Welcome home Dan!’ Read the banner. Embarrassed, he feigned happiness as his mom, dad and friends surrounded him, hugging and shaking his hand. They greeted him as if he had accomplished something important, saved lives.




    “Thank goodness you’re safe Dan, we were so worried about you,” said his aunt hugging him tight.




    “Excuse me?”




    “The tsunami of course, we heard it devastated Thailand,” she whispered in his ear.




    “But I lived in Bangkok,” he whispered back.




    Outside the airport, he felt the cold in his bones. He looked enviously at a group of young travelers arriving with huge backpacks; they were starting their adventure whereas his was finished. He returned to the small town he grew up in and settled in the basement suite of his mother’s house. He was 29, had a Master’s Degree in History, specializing in Asian Studies. He spoke good Cantonese, passable Bahasa (Indonesian) and a smattering of Thai but wondered if these skills offered him a place in today’s technological and business oriented job market. He had saved during his two years of teaching in Asia and did not immediately need to work. His friends were getting married, having children, buying homes, fretting about mortgages, and saving for the future. He wanted all this as well, marriage and children. At least he thought he wanted it. But at that moment, he sorely missed the anonymity and excitement of living abroad with none of the inherent pressures of adulthood which were suddenly all around him. In Asia, he traveled, met people from around the world and immersed himself in the cultures he had studied in University. He lived without worrying about the future.




    But suddenly the future had arrived and he wondered, returning to his small hometown, how he could meet someone. There were young married couples, retired couples, middle-aged families but no young, attractive women walking about (lone women pushing a stroller didn’t count he decided). And most of his friends, those that were still around, were in long-term relationships and no longer went out to clubs.




    “Do you remember Jen?” His mom asked him, cornering him one day as he dumped detergent into the washing machine.




    “No,” he said shaking his head, “Should I?”




    “I think she was in your grade at school, or maybe she’s a year older. Well, anyways, it doesn’t matter. She works in my office now, she’s a nice young woman, has a beautiful little girl.”




    “That’s nice, why are you telling me this?”




    “Thought maybe you would like to take her out?”




    “The single non mothers aren’t interested in me then?”




    “You can’t be too choosy Dan.”




    He took Jen out to a local pub, where gruff old men hunched over the bar leered at the saggy cleavage of an aging waitress. Red numbers flashing on a screen caused a group of overweight women sitting near the door to simultaneously sigh and cheer. A group of young men enthusiastically played pool, smashing the balls without much thought, taking long swigs of beer between shots, jeering and swearing at each other. The rest of the patrons, mostly men, were huddled around a giant flat Screen TV watching, at loud volume, a hockey game.




    “The Canucks,” commented Jen seeing Dan gazing at the TV.




    “Oh, right.”




    He sat there, thrumming his finger against the table, sipping his beer and looking past her, more interested in the game and he didn’t even like Hockey. She tried to enliven the stilted conversation, asking him about Asia though it was obvious she wasn’t interested. Asia was another world to her, not part of her existence. What did they have in common he wondered? She was a single mother working 9 to 5, living with her mother while she saved for a house. Well, he conceded to himself, he also lived with his mother.




    Abroad, girlfriends seemed easy to find and he had acquired many in a short period. However, he always separated from them when they got too close. Love was the reason. He thought he wanted love, or liked the idea of being in love with a young attractive woman, but relationships always ended. He wondered if his fear of love was rooted in his fear of living a life like Jen or his friends, years of saving put into a small house in a featureless suburb, living for their children. Home improvements the dominant conversation at the dinner table. He did not blame his friends for wanting this lifestyle, but it simply didn’t mesh with his own restless desires.




    While living in Thailand, he chided himself at being so eager to fall in love wondering if the absence of love, the difficulty of finding it in the West, had left him blind to it in the East, grasping for love whenever he perceived it in the guise of a seductive young siren. Overseas, love came too easily and it always seemed fleeting, a child-like infatuation with a precocious young woman that ultimately proved hollow, bankrupt, lacking in a true connection. Falling in and out of love so quickly, he questioned his Western notion of love. He thought of love as an enduring emotional bond, an effervescent feeling of complete rapture - pure bliss. But did these women have the same benchmarks? Were his ideas universal or did they only belong to him? In Asia it seemed emotional attachment was important but secondary to security. The size of one’s bank balance determining the weight of the woman’s commitment, in cold terms: the ratio of love rising with the addition of 0’s on the ledger. Though that wasn’t love to Dan, he did not blame these women (or women from any other background) for placing security first, it simply did not correspond with his own ideas. To Dan, love took time, was not contingent on wealth and the more one endured to achieve love, the lengths one went to find and capture it, the greater reward in the end. He was at a point in his life that when he heard the word love fall from the innocent lips of a young woman he recoiled. The word became taboo, its utterance like fingernails on a chalkboard. He had heard it so many times drop innocuously from women he had just met that he would not acknowledge it unless he was prepared to offer love in return.




    Since women in Asia spoke the word so quickly, he wondered if they understood the meaning of it, the responsibilities of speaking that word in earnest. Did they understand the full weight of love and all of its implications? He didn’t think so but perhaps his definition was too strict, too ambitious. To Dan love was a higher ideal, filled with connotations that these honest women did not comprehend. He winced when they said love; he wanted to cover his ears. Did they know how love changed a relationship, brought it to a higher plane?




    To him, it was a word only spoken in absolute conviction with the highest degree of sincerity. But perhaps, in their minds, they were sincere when they spoke and it was he who, lacking the reciprocal feeling, attached too much importance to its meaning – placing love out of reach. Had he ever been in love? He wasn’t sure but he knew pain was part of love and yet he felt no prolonged anguish at sending women away. When they were out of his life he felt no regret. Surely if he loved them, the pain of separation would gnaw at him and he would yearn for their return – he never did.




    Though unsure if he had been in love, thoughts of whether he had fathered a child kept him awake at night. Soon after arriving in Thailand, he had engaged in an intense but brief relationship with a Thai woman at his school. She disappeared soon after and rumors began to circulate, the administration, wary of a scandal, quietly asked him to find a new job. That was almost two years ago and his child, if he had one, would be more than a year old.




    When he returned home, his friends and family simply expected him to return to his old life. He couldn’t. They didn’t know how living abroad had affected him, the endless sun, searing smells, vibrant cultures, the people and, of course, the chance he was a father. This possibility drove him mad, kept him awake at night. He could have eventually forgotten about everything else, taken solace in the pictures and memories of the past two years, but how does one forget his child?




    So on a rainy November afternoon, bundled in a blanket on the sofa gazing somberly out the window at the gathering early darkness and listening to the endless pitter-patter of rain against the window, he decided to return to Thailand. That night he booked a one-way ticket. There was no going away party this time - he was not coming back. On the day of his flight, he slipped out of his mother’s home in the early morning and took a bus to the airport. Before boarding the plane, he emailed his mom, apologizing for his disappearance, explaining, though not very well, that he had unfinished business in Thailand.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    As the train trundled north, the flat green plains changed to brown rolling hills flecked with patches of green. Farmers in straw lampshade hats whipped emaciated buffaloes as they plodded about the fields, their bulging blue-gray veins glistening in the equatorial sun. Scattered about the field’s thin trees, tall and erect, with long narrow trunks and scant vegetation, swayed gently in the hot breeze. In the distant hills brown trees of coconut, birch and bamboo shimmered through the haze.




    Burdened by heavy thoughts Dan sighed loudly and took a sip of his coffee. He was back in Thailand, having just left and traveling without a specific purpose other than the vague notion it may help him locate the mother of his child. Was he insane?




    The train rattled on as he sat in silence contemplating his future.




    “Excuse me,” said a nervous voice.




    Startled, Dan looked up grasping his cup with both hands. He hadn’t noticed the man sitting two booths in front of him near the door.




    “Yes?” Dan responded in a strained voice recovering from the hot coffee he had inadvertently swallowed.




    The man averted his eyes in reply. Hunched low in the booth, he drew an imaginary line with his finger along the rim of his coffee cup. He raised his head and opened his mouth preparing to speak then stopped and looked down, running his hand through his stringy damp red hair. Again the man looked up, peering at him with small sad eyes set deep in their sockets. He looked nervous and sleep deprived: his cheeks were blotchy and cracked spidery lines ran below his eyes. He lit a cigarette bringing it to his mouth and taking a long drag before blowing the smoke towards the roof. Immediately, he took another puff then flicked the half-finished cigarette out the open window. Exhaling he sighed then took a gulp of his coffee clattering the cup back on to the table.




    “You’re American right?” he said in a dry voice looking out the window.




    “No, Canadian. Is there something on your mind? Would you care to join me?” Dan offered.




    The man finished his coffee, gathered his cigarette pack from the table then stood up and walked to Dan’s booth. He flopped down into the opposite seat and sighed again.




    “I’m Jim,” he said not offering his hand.




    Jim was very thin and sullen. His arms, legs and cheeks were heavily freckled and he had a tattoo in an Asian script, perhaps Japanese, wrapped around his right bicep. His small, pale blue eyes constantly darted about the empty car. Dan tried to meet his gaze but he avoided his eyes, seeming to shrink into himself. In the muggy heat of the small dining car he sweated uncontrollably.




    “I’m on this train because of a misunderstanding over a phone,” he declared suddenly staring at Dan.




    Meeting his gaze Dan replied, “I’m searching for answers.”




    Dan thought his remark deserved a response and looked at Jim but the man paid no notice, shifting awkwardly in his seat. He feigned to rise but sat back down. He huffed and puffed some more before speaking.




    “I’ve had enough of this country,” Jim said angrily, gazing out the window with a hopeless look of utter melancholy. He gazed forlornly at the passing scenery for a few minutes before speaking again. “What do you do?” He asked in a half-hearted manner suggesting he was not really interested in the answer.




    Dan thought it a vague question and gave an ambiguous answer.




    “I do many things but only a few of them well.”




    Dan’s answer did not change the sober countenance of his agitated companion who silently returned his gaze outside.




    Eventually Dan rose to leave at which point Jim suddenly spoke in a bleak voice, “Where do you live?”




    “Just drifting,” Dan said sitting back down.




    “How long have you been in Thailand?”




    “Just returned but I was here for about two years previously.”




    “If you’re interested, I’ve got a good story for you.”




    “Well we have a few more hours before reaching Chiang Mai and I have no desire to return to that hot dingy bunk. I would love to hear your story.”




    “Okay, but it is long and perhaps not very amusing.”




    “Given your current agitation, I doubt that”




    Jim parted his lips and blew air between the narrow gap in his front teeth. He was in no mood for humor.




    “I came to Thailand on holidays ten years ago and immediately fell in love with the place. The energy, the sunshine along with the exotic and available women intoxicated me. When I woke up each morning I never quite knew what would happen, or whom I would meet. It thrilled my senses, I felt born again. In Thailand, women looked at me with hunger in their eyes or at least that’s how I perceived it. This was incredible compared to my experiences in Chicago where women ignored me and at times even looked away when I smiled.”




    Jim paused and rapped the table with his knuckle, seemingly ordering his thoughts before beginning again, “For the most part back home I could tell you my exact plans for the week. I knew whom I would meet, where I would go, what would happen – nothing changed and I became depressed.”




    Dan nodded, “I have felt that way also.”




    “Some people visit fortunetellers, clairvoyants, psychics, hoping for a glimpse of their future. I would have paid those people to leave me alone; I saw no happiness in my future. What is the attraction of the future? The past has been dissected cell by cell, the present is endlessly analyzed: 24-hour news, repeated sound bites and images. Technology usurps our memories, stores reams of information for us so we don’t need to remember. Quick, what is your phone number?”




    Dan hesitated then admitted he didn’t know.




    “See,” Jim said with a look of triumph on his saggy face.




    “Everything has been simplified, detached, we no longer think for ourselves. We expect everything in abundance, at the click of a button packaged and stored for our convenience. There are no surprises any more, the future is the present,” said Jim breathless, reclining back in his seat and gazing expectantly at Dan.


  




  

    Chapter 3




    “There is something about Thailand, the colors, the smells, the jumble of people. There is a magnetism, an intoxicating lure; it is like a delicious drug that holds you captive. Suddenly the future is open, you were lost and now you’re found, something clicks and you want to stay forever. Thrilling possibilities of a better more exciting life with new friends, romance and adventure but is it a false promise, a glossy mirage that dulls with time? Things can change so fast, so easily….” Jim’s voice trailed away and he swallowed with some difficulty blinking rapidly before wiping his eyes and apologizing.




    “Sorry, my mind is very scattered at the moment. I have been rattling on and saying nothing.”




    “Actually, you’ve said a great deal.”




    “I appreciate your patience. Here is the story: When I first arrived in Thailand ten years ago I spent a few days in Bangkok but the traffic, pollution, the endless concrete and worksites depressed me –a city shrouded in drab gray and assaulted by continual noise. Wanting out of Bangkok, I talked to a travel agent who suggested Phuket. Arriving at Patong Beach I knew this is where I wanted to be: turquoise blue ocean, verdant green hills, bone white sand, friendly smiling people. I found a small apartment, enrolled in a TEFL course and obtained my English teaching certificate in one month then found employment at a local Thai school. By this time, I was in my mid 30’s and living in paradise. It was a new start for me, anonymously living on the other side of the world but I was thrilled, never been happier. I started dating a young Thai woman, a hairdresser, and soon she moved into my apartment. She never complained, kept the place tidy and satisfied my physical needs. She didn’t have much money but her simplicity, good nature and lack of preconceptions impressed me greatly. She was completely faithful and accepted me unconditionally but I, in turn, found it difficult to be monogamous. This newly discovered sexual freedom gripped me like a disease. I could get as much as I wanted whenever I wanted it. In contrast, if I had just one of these Thai girls in Chicago I would have clung to her and treated her like a princess. Women in Thailand, however, were plentiful, available and approachable. I couldn’t stay with just one. I found girlfriends with ease: in the local mall, at work, even passing on the street. All it took was a sincere smile and a few kind words. This lifestyle was all right for a couple years but as I approached 40 my outlook began to change. It wasn’t a sudden moment of clarity but more a creeping realization that I needed a more stable life and to earn more money. I assessed my situation: 40 years old, little money saved, no meaningful relationship, dead end job. I still loved living in Thailand but something needed to change. I moved to Bangkok and found a cheap studio apartment and a higher paying teaching job at a bilingual school; in the evenings and weekends I took on private students. I virtually stopped going to the bars and began studying for a Master’s Degree online. In Bangkok, I met a lovely Thai woman on a dating website. She was young, honest, pretty, employed and, new in my experience, financially independent. The relationship progressed quickly and we soon made plans to marry. Life was going very well now and after finishing my Master’s Degree I applied for a job at the British School of Phuket. They offered me a position as a primary school teacher and my fiancé and I moved back immediately. Life started looking really good again until….” Jim paused and sighed heavily. That glazed melancholy expression returned to his eyes and he lit another cigarette waving it in the air. He grimaced, contorting his face in strange manners and moving his lips as if in a private conversation with himself.




    Finally he spoke again in a low croak, “I lost it all,” he said wiping his eyes.




    Intrigued by his story, Dan wanted to know what terrible event could have caused this once proud man to lose everything.




    “How?”




    “How?” Jim repeated with a sigh. I still don’t know how this all happened. But it did happen and now I am dealing with it,” he said shaking his head. “It all started innocently enough, I had accidentally dropped my phone on the tile floor of my apartment and cracked the LCD display so I went down to the local mall and randomly chose a phone shop hoping to have the screen repaired. The woman behind the counter briefly looked at the damage then quoted me a price of 800 baht for the repairs. I agreed. The next day I returned, greeted the woman with a smile, gave her my repair invoice and placed 800 baht on the counter. She returned my smile and requested 2500 baht. Still smiling I shook my head and explained to her that yesterday we agreed on the price of 800 baht. Why the sudden change? ‘No, the repair cost was 2500 baht,’ she stated firmly. I repeated the price agreed upon the previous day pointing at the invoice trying, in vain, to remind her of our conversation from yesterday. The woman, noticing my anger, dropped her smile and screeched in my face, ‘2500 baht, 2500 baht.’ I shook my head dismissively, picked up my phone and left the store.”




    “But the phone had been repaired?”




    “Yes.”




    “But you didn’t pay?”




    “True. And that is the reason I am sitting across from you on this train about to attempt the third most stupid thing in my life.”




    “The third?”




    “Yes, preceded by the first two most stupid things I’ve done in my life, which happened on successive days last month.”




    “Well, perhaps the third time will be a charm.”




    A voice on a speaker announced the train was arriving shortly in Chiang Mai.




    “Do you have time to tell me, in brief, what are the two most stupid things you’ve done in your life and give me some indication on what you expect will be the third?”




    “Okay, well quickly then. The first stupid thing….”




    “Not paying anything for the repair of your phone,” Dan interjected.




    “Yes, that’s the first. Do you have an idea of the second?”




    “I do, but smugness is a characteristic I dislike so I will refrain from offering my hunch,”




    “I agree it’s not a flattering quality. Well, I returned to the same mall the following day and tried to sell my phone to a different dealer. A store manager expressed interest in purchasing my phone but told me to wait as she had to go to the ATM.”




    “And you waited?” Dan asked




    “Yes,” said Jim wincing at the memory. “Perhaps waiting deserves an honorable mention in the three most stupid things I’ve done in my life.”




    “Perhaps,” nodded Dan.




    “Anyways, I was tackled from behind by three burly policemen. The woman from the day before identified me as the thief and I was handcuffed and led to the police station. At the police station I was stripped of my clothes and possessions, issued a red ochre jump suit, finger printed, had my picture taken, and was then thrown into a large cell with a group of Katoeys and drug dealers.”




    “An eventful day.”




    “And it was a long way from over. I sat on the other side of the dank cell from the Katoeys who growled hello at me for a few minutes, pursing their lips and feigning interest. Those things have always made me uncomfortable and well being in a small cell with nowhere to escape you can imagine my feelings at that moment. However, I wasn’t in the cell long before a Sergeant Top led me out to a bright square room and asked me to sit down at a table to sign some papers written in Thai. When I asked for a translation he shook his head yelling at me to sign them. I refused, saying in broken Thai that I would not sign the papers unless they were translated into English. Sergeant Top did not like my answer and stomped about the room spitting and swearing in Thai jabbing his finger in my face telling me to sign the documents. Again, I calmly refused. Finally, I was led back to the holding cell and Sergeant Top told me I would never leave until I signed the papers. They kept me in the small and crowded cell for nearly a week. A cockroach-infested bucket in the corner served as the toilet. This rancid bucket was emptied but often not cleaned every second day. A dull bulb hung crudely from the ceiling and shone endlessly. Rats played amongst the cell bars and cockroaches clung to the wall and climbed in and around the rim of the toilet bucket. In the mornings, a guard brought me a bowl of rancid soup, a glass of cloudy water and some barely edible rice. That was it. It was hell. I was brought out on the second day and sat down across from a Thai English speaking police officer. He told the officer to remove my shackles and smiled. He was very pleasant. He apologized for the behavior of Sergeant Top and offered me some food and a glass of water. As I ate, we engaged in small talk. He asked me where I was from, how long I had been in Thailand and what I did for a living. He said he respected teachers very much and asked if I would be willing to teach his young son English. I agreed but thought it a rather strange request given my circumstances. Anyways, he went on talking about his family and reached behind his desk to show me a picture of himself, his wife and two sons. He pulled out a bottle of Johnny Walker Black Label from his desk drawer and offered me a drink. I accepted. We drank and chatted for a while, it was all very civil. He eventually told me the woman wanted to press charges and that she had written a statement identifying me as the thief. The officer held up the paper written in Thai. If the captain signed it, I would be in the system and once in the system that was it, he could do no more for me. I would go to court and most certainly be found guilty and sentenced to two or three years in prison perhaps more. ‘But it was my lucky day,’ he exclaimed gesturing towards me earnestly because he had persuaded the woman and the captain that it was all a misunderstanding and if I was willing to make a donation, say 50,000 baht ($1, 647) for the captain and 50,000 baht for the woman I could go free.”




    “Did you have that kind of money?”




    “Yes.”




    “But you didn’t accept the offer, did you?”




    “No.”




    “Why?”




    “I didn’t do anything wrong.”




    “Irrelevant. You’re in Thailand, a country with an entirely different justice system than your own and you have to play the game. Did you want to go to jail?”




    “Of course not.”




    “Well?”




    “I would know.”




    “You would know what?”




    “I would know that I capitulated and surrendered to their tyranny. I am a proud man Dan, no way.”




    Dan respected Jim’s moral courage but was certain he would have agreed to the bribe in exchange for his freedom.




    “So what did you do?”




    “I finished the whiskey, thanked him for the food and polite conversation then stood up and walked over to the guard and put out my hands for the manacles.”




    “Brave,” Dan said then added, “Or very foolish.”




    Jim shrugged.




    “The guard returned me to the cell. I spent the next few days mired in depression. Some young men who had been arrested for illegal gambling replaced the Katoeys and drug dealers. I kept my head low and, given the language barriers, only briefly chatted with the gamblers. Every time a guard came near the cell I asked for a phone call but was repeatedly ignored. I think it was my fifth day in jail when one of the guards handed me an old cell phone through the bars. I called my fiancé and told her what had happened. I asked her to contact my parents, the British Embassy and to find me a lawyer. The conversation lasted about three minutes as the impatient guard ripped the phone from my hand. A little later, in the early evening I was met by a Thai lawyer who told me I had been charged with theft and they were taking me to the courthouse for my arraignment. They shackled my ankles, handcuffed my wrists and took me out to a waiting police van. Unknown to me however, we were making a short stop at my apartment. Sergeant Top shuffled me into the elevator then led me down the hall towards my room. When we arrived, my door was already opened and policemen were inside busy ransacking my apartment. Sergeant Top began making ludicrous claims that my laptop, iPod, television, and phone were all stolen and that if I wanted clemency I should simply admit it. Again, I refused. ‘All stolen, all stolen,’ Sergeant Top raged. Simply look in the top drawer of the bedside table and you will find receipts for all the items I said coolly. ‘No. No receipts,’ screeched Sergeant Top ripping the drawer off its rollers and sending the papers and all the other contents flying across the room. ‘Everything stolen,’ he bellowed swinging the drawer with one hand in my direction and challenging me with fierce eyes. I remained calm and did not reply to Top’s hysteria. Later that day I was taken to court where the charges were announced and the bail set at 200,000 baht ($6,500). Back at the police station I received a call from a British Embassy official who connected me to my father. During that week in jail I felt barely alive, trapped in some horrible nightmare. I hadn’t slept more than a few minutes here and there and, outside of the meal with the genial officer, had only eaten a few bowls of cold barely edible rice. Everything seemed foreign, everyone was the enemy, and I was helpless. I didn’t know whom to trust and I couldn’t let my guard down. To this point, however, I had not cried but hearing the gentle sound of my elderly father’s voice pushed me over the edge. I collapsed in a fit of tears, falling down on the cement floor and cradling the receiver as if it were a newborn baby. My father assured me that he would do everything possible to get me out of prison and that he would be sending the money to bail me out.”




    Jim stopped at this point and looked at Dan waiting for him to respond.




    “I can’t say I empathize as I have never been in such a position but I certainly sympathize. It seems to me that you handled this unenviable situation as best you could.”




    The train had reached the station. An attendant entered the car and asked Dan and Jim to leave the train.




    “Well, time to go,” said Jim standing up and grabbing his bag from the seat behind him.




    The men shook hands and Jim lit another cigarette.




    “Do you smoke?” Jim asked.




    “No, why?”




    Jim pointed to Dan’s ear.




    “Oh this,” said Dan removing the cigarette from behind his ear. “Someone gave it to me. Do you want it?”




    Jim nodded and Dan handed him the cigarette.




    “Number three?” Called out Dan as Jim opened the door.




    Jim turned around and looked at Dan sideways.




    “What’s the third most stupid thing you’ve done in your life?”




    A nervous smile quivered on Jim’s lips, “Well I haven’t done it yet. Perhaps it will turn out to be one of the smartest things in my life. I’ll know after tonight and if I ever see you again I’ll be happy to tell you all about it,” he said with a wink turning around and leaving the car.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Dan walked out of the train and stood on the platform holding his bag and watching the passenger’s stream past him out of the station.




    “Where you go?” hissed a Thai woman sidling up next to him.




    Dan ignored the woman and thought about her question for a few minutes.




    “I take you wherever you want to go,” she said tugging at Dan’s elbow.




    “I want to see my child can you take me to him or her?”




    The woman drew back and pursued another group of young backpackers.




    As the stationed emptied, Dan slung his bag over his shoulder and walked out of the station and down the street. He stopped at a roadside café and ordered coffee and eggs.




    While sipping his coffee, Dan noticed another man, about his age, sitting at a table next to him drinking coffee and smoking a cigarette. He had seen the man on the train and asked him where he was going.




    The man shrugged, “I don’t know.”




    “Me neither. Know of any clean, reasonably priced guesthouses around?”




    “No.”




    “Well do you want to split a taxi fare and go look for one?”




    “Yeah, alright; I’m Ollie,” the man said, grinding his cigarette out in an ashtray and rising to shake Dan’s hand.




    Dan told him his name as they shook hands.




    “That lady’s itching to take us somewhere,” Dan said, pointing at the same woman who had approached him on the platform and was now revving the engine of her tuk tuk waving at him. He nodded to the lady, who immediately ripped out of the train parking lot, deftly maneuvering her vehicle around a slow moving car before slamming to a stop in front of them. Dan paid his bill, guzzled the remainder of his coffee and left the remnants of his breakfast on the table. Ollie jumped in first and Dan, with his bag in front of him, squeezed into the small bench seat next to Ollie.




    “Where you go?” the lady asked teasing the throttle.




    Dan told her to take them to a hotel, somewhere cheap and clean within the city. The lady nodded and cracked the throttle; the throaty two-stroke engine surged forward as they raced off down the street.




    The tuk tuk rumbled across a moat and squeezed onto a narrow lane stopping at a hippy-like guesthouse, various huts built on stilts and surrounded by wild undergrowth. Dan hopped out and inquired about rooms. Rooms were available so he came back to the tuk tuk and gave Ollie the thumbs up. They paid off the driver and walked into the guesthouse.




    The men dropped their bags off in their rooms and met again at a picnic table on a patio under a large gnarled tree rooted in a brackish pond. The branches of the tree spread, like the massive wings of a prehistoric bird, across the entire veranda providing a cool patch of shade. In the tree large cages hung from hooks. The cages contained parrots and other assorted tropical birds squawking loudly with low questioning “doo-whoops,” and shrill and accusing, “cackaws.”




    Adjacent to the patio, turtles and koi swam in a murky shallow pond. One koi, noticeably larger and more colorful than the others, caught their attention. It had colorful streaks of orange and white and a jagged yellow line stretching the length of its scaly underbelly.




    A waiter, seeing them pointing at the fish, approached the table and said, “That fish called Big Papa.”




    “Big Papa,” they repeated smiling.




    “You can stroke this fish, it’s okay. Like very much.”




    “Really?”




    “Yes, yes sure,” the waiter said placing his tray on the table then kneeling down and waving his hand through the water in long flat strokes. Big Papa swam over immediately and nuzzled his mouth against the waiter’s hand.




    “Smell food on my hand.”




    Big Papa flipped about on his side, wavy glimmers from his yellow streaked tummy played on the surface. The waiter laughed and whispered endearments to the fish as he tickled the slippery creatures belly as one might tickle a well-behaved child under the chin. If Big Papa were a cat it would have purred or if it were a dog it would have groaned but Big Papa was a fish and they don’t have vocal chords or need stroking thought Dan.




    Two tanned and gorgeous Scandinavian women, with blonde Pipi Longstocking braids, asked Dan and Ollie what they were doing. When Dan explained, struggling to keep a straight face, that the fish liked being stroked the women squealed in delight and also Breeze t down to stroke Big Papa.




    “I wonder if I can bag this fish and take it with me?”




    “I wonder if I can trade places with that fish,” quipped Ollie.




    Small crowds gathered around the pond watching the women tickle Big Papa. The fish, deliriously excited, reveled in the attention, flipping from side to side and splashing about, sending waves in the direction of a turtle sunning itself on a nearby rock. The turtle, immersed by the waves, dropped back into the water and paddled furiously to a dry rock on the other side of the pond away from Big Papa. Big Papa’s itch could not be satisfied – he always wanted more - he continued to flip vigorously about like a washing machine as a myriad of fingers satisfied him. Eventually the crowd thinned and the men gave Big Papa a final slap then returned to the table and resumed drinking their beers. The pampered fish lingered momentarily hoping for more scrubbing, tickling and slapping but receiving no further attention Big Papa sank, like a disabled submarine, to the bottom of the pond. Hitting the bottom, a plume of sediment immersed Big Papa, and all was still until suddenly fantastic eddies of dirt and wavy glimpses of orange, yellow and red played on the surface as Big Papa shook about on the bottom struggling to satisfy his insatiable itch.




    Back at the table the men chatted some more. Ollie was going further north to Pai, a small town in northern Thailand near the Myanmar border, north of Chiang Mai.




    “Have you been in Thailand long?” Asked Dan.




    “Yeah, I’m originally from England but I’ve been living in Bangkok for some time.”




    “Oh really, what are you doing?”




    “Teaching English,” Ollie responded. “And you?”




    “Been living a sort of vagabond existence, just returned to Bangkok and now traveling around,”
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