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Praise for Samarang Hotel





  
  ‘What Webb does well is balance philosophical questions with humour through the stories of flawed but basically decent people. The themes touched on in Samarang Hotel – facing death, the nature of civility, the importance of symbols and myth, and redemption – could be heavy-going without the levity … an enjoyable book.’ John Ross, Asian Review of Books

  ‘A moving and unflinching exploration of mystery and mortality set against the beautiful backdrop of Laos, and making room for spy-caper high-jinks.’ Rosie Milne, Asian Books Blog

  ‘Samarang Hotel is a sharp, tersely written novel populated by the expatriates of Southeast Asia.  It’s a walk into a realm we rarely glimpse save for the surface, and its complicated characters move in a murky world they don’t always understand.  The book is armchair travelling at its best, bringing Laos, an often-ignored corner of the continent, into clear and fascinating focus.  For fans of the world-weary, this is your book.’ Barbara Ismail, author of the Kain Songket Mysteries series

  





  
  









Chapter 1





  
  I smoke.

  It helps to fill in the empty spaces. 

  But sometimes it’s more than that. Sometimes I smoke with the firm and deliberate intention of contracting cancer. 

  It’s not as bad as it sounds. The plan is to stock up on the most powerful painkiller known to humankind. I’ll stock by the bucket-load. The truck-load. The shipping-container-load. Whatever it takes.

  Even if it’s illegal. I’ll seek respite and smoke myself to death. 

  It will seem like one of those unfortunate, but conventional endings. Yet no one will know how deliberately executed it was – by my own hand, my own stained fingers. 

  I’ll fade away. It’ll be unremarkable.

  For the moment I’m watching TV. And I’m boozed. I could – with a groan – lean over the side of the bed and count the number of empty beer cans on the floor. But I won’t bother. Maybe too many. Maybe not enough. 

  It’s a B-grade movie and it’s been going on for some time. It’s getting near the end. 

  She, the girl in the movie, says to him, the guy in the movie: ‘Jake, no! Stop! Don’t do it!’

  Jake looks at her, as if from afar, almost incomprehensibly. He lowers the barrel of the pistol so that it no longer points at his gullet. It’s a hopeless situation. He’s a hero mistaken for a villain. A good man. A wanted man. The police in bulletproof vests have surrounded the building. They’re deposited onto the roof by helicopters. Armed to the teeth. They’ll stop at nothing. The captain is bellowing at him from outside, through a loudhailer. Give yourself up, he is saying. 

  Jake looks again at the girl. ‘Oh, yeah?’ he says. ‘And why not? Tell me why not.’

  I laugh out loud. ‘Yes, lady! Tell him! Tell Jake why he shouldn’t blow his fucking brains out! Come on!’ I implore her. ‘Tell him!’

  So, she does. She brushes her fringe away from her forehead and she says: ‘Because Jake … because you’ve got to see how the story ends.’

  I’m silenced. Jake is silenced. 

  I can’t stand it another minute. 

  There’s nothing more to be done. I fling my full beer can at the screen. It cracks. It sparks. It glowers at me in rainbowish hues. 

  I quickly run to unplug it. Don’t want to cause a fire. 

  The following morning I’m at my desk, looking at my computer screen. My eyeballs feel bruised; can’t take the white pixelated light. It’s a familiar pain. I rub my temples with my fingers and blink at the screen. Memories of the B-grade movie and the broken TV of the night before still linger – make me feel a bit sick.

  The computer screen tells me that an Australian banking group is hosting a lunch in the private dining room – the Orchid Room. That’ll go on. Australians have a tendency to make the most of a free lunch.

  The World Bank is hosting a workshop in the Bougainvillea Room. The keynote speaker is an economist from Prague. The head of the World Bank mission will be there too. I know her. She’s from Ghana. 

  And this evening it’s the Germans in the Fuchsia Room. The ambassador. The NGO crowd. Do-gooders. Hangers on. It’s the launch of the Hands-of-Help programme. Fuck them. I yawn. Hands-of-Help! Sounds like a circle jerk to me. I think myself to be amusing. 

  And what of the guest rooms? I scan through the list. No one exceptional. An American couple. An Englishman who works for a forestry company. A delegation of Korean real estate developers. A Russian. An Indian. An Irishman. A French couple with two kids. That’ll be a breeze. 

  And then there’s the name of a woman who appears to come from nowhere. According to the screen, she has no nationality. Nancy Bacon. What a ludicrous name! Wasn’t there a famous Bacon? Francis Bacon? Who was he? A poet? An explorer? A painter? One of those people who was good at everything? I’ve never trusted people like that. Too damn full of themselves.

  Bacon! Perhaps it’s a married name. Marrying a man called Bacon! That’s a misstep one way or another. 

  Jacques walks in. ‘Morning!’ he says. ‘Busy day ahead.’

  Cheerful little prick. 

  In fact, he’s so cheerful I wonder if he’s really French. He’ll grow out of it. They all do. The French sooner than most. The kid’s only twenty-nine. 

  ‘Yes, a busy day,’ I agree.

  ‘The German ambassador rang about tonight.’

  ‘Oh.’

  ‘He wants to know if everything’s arranged.’

  ‘Oh.’

  ‘I told him we’re all set.’

  ‘Right.’

  Jacques looks at me expectantly. He wishes I was more conversational. ‘He says he wants to talk to you. Wasn’t willing to take my word for it.’

  That’s me!

  People – important people – when they don’t want to take another person’s word for it, they phone me. They double-check. They reassure themselves. If they want to dot all the ‘i’s’ and cross all the ‘t’s’, I am the one they call.

  Just so you know, I am, as it happens, the manager – the general manager – of the Samarang Hotel. Not one of the duty managers, not the food and beverage manager, not the events manager, but the general manager – the very apex of power, here at the Samarang Hotel!

  The hotel brochure tells me that the Samarang opened its celebrated doors in 1926. A Dutch fellow by the name of Brunner headed over here from Java and built the hotel just across the road from a four-hundred-year-old Buddhist stupa. There are a few old, grainy black-and-white photographs of the original building hanging up in the lobby. It was an ornate, elaborate colonial edifice designed to withstand the ages. But it didn’t withstand the ages. The whole thing burned down; was reduced to a smouldering heap in 1950. A French entrepreneur rebuilt the place, relying heavily on the fiercely geometric architectural style of the era: bifurcated staircase in the lobby made of concrete slabs suspended on steel rods from the ceiling. Air-brick along the corridors. Terazzo floors. It was, for many years, feted as the most modern building in town. The first building with an elevator!

  It was abandoned during the revolution in 1975. Stripped of furnishings and fittings, wine cellar drained. Crockery carted away. For a time it housed officials from a government department.

  Things get a bit vague at this point. The brochure doesn’t say much about how the hotel landed up in the hands of Mr Lim – a man of Chinese origin, fluent in French and a decorated veteran of the American war in Vietnam. Somehow, Mr Lim embodies some kind of unmentionable political compromise. 

  Anyhow, it’s a hotel once again! Reopened in 1989 and resumed its place as the most prestigious address in Vientiane – supplier of sumptuous air-conditioned accommodations and fine dining. 

  The Australian luncheon in the Orchid Room has progressed well into the afternoon – just as I had expected. It’s a farewell party for the retiring CEO of the bank. Most of the attendees have already left – discreetly slipped away, but the CEO is still there, accompanied by four of his loyal minions. They’re all sozzled, surrounded by empty chairs. 

  The CEO is so pleased to see me, he’s almost tearful.

  ‘Julian!’

  ‘Brian.’

  ‘Jesus, it’s good to see you! Come and have a drink with us! Come on, pull up a chair, mate!’

  But it’s clear that the party has already entered its maudlin death spiral. He looks at me with slightly disturbing eagerness, as if I might salvage him from the cusp of despair. 

  ‘Can’t, I’m afraid. Still on duty. Just thought I’d pop in and say hi.’

  ‘Well how’s that for timing? I’m retired now. On my bike, mate. Heading home!’

  ‘That’s true,’ I reply. ‘Just popped in to say bye, I suppose.’

  They all laugh uproariously. They think I’m enormously funny. I love the way booze does that. 

  I make an appearance at the World Bank workshop during their afternoon tea-break. I’ve never understood why they call these things ‘workshops’. They don’t look like workshops. They all seem so bored, like they’re having a day off. 

  ‘Susan, so lovely to see you.’

  Susan is the head of the World Bank mission. The Ghanaian. 

  ‘Hello, Julian. Thanks as always.’ She looks around and notes how the workshop delegates are all enjoying animated conversations over tea and pastries – served by unstintingly polite staff in ironed uniforms with gold buttons. That’s me. I did that.

  ‘Oh, it’s no bother,’ I say.

  Susan introduces me to the economist from Prague – the keynote speaker. I smile at him broadly. He grunts sourly. He wants to get back to the ‘workshop’. Eastern Europeans. I’ve never been sure about them. They all seem so skittish.

  The point is I know everyone in this town. Everyone worth knowing, that is. There are plenty of people not worth knowing. Believe me. But I know the ones that count. The ambassadors, the ministers of state, the heads of missions, the country directors, presidents of the chambers of commerce. I know them all. And they know me. And we all get along swimmingly. Swimmingly!

  And when I say that I know all the people that count, what I mean is that I like them and they like me. We’re always drinking together, conversing over delectable canapés, occasionally back-slapping each other in the sumptuous function rooms of the Samarang. 

  That evening I pop in to the launch of the Hands-of-Help project, hosted by the German government in the Fuchsia Room – the largest and most resplendent function room of the hotel. The ambassador I know well. I call him Kurt. He calls me Julian. He’s giving his welcome speech. His wife, a glossy blonde, her hair piled up elaborately on her head stands next to him, nodding and smiling.

  I stand at the back of the Fuchsia Room. I’ve taken a glass of Gewurztraminer. It’s suitably chilled. But I don’t listen to Kurt. I never listen to the speeches. They’re all the same. Worse than infomercials. Germany is the best. It’s done great things. It truly cares. Well … we all know that old story. Not that I should single out the Germans, poor sods. They all do it. Like they’re selling some kind of product. 

  I look around the room. Who else is here? I look at the backs of their heads as they face the podium. 

  There’s the U.S. chargé d’affaires. Leeza or Leena or something like that. I know her. She knows me. And there’s the Indian first secretary. Rajesh. A joker! I like him too. There’s Walter, the head of the European Chamber of Commerce – an opinionated little prick, I’ll tell you, but we get along. And Erika, the deputy representative of the EU delegation. There are local superstars too. Officials. Budding tycoons. I know them all. I have to admit that the names of the local dignitaries tend to escape me. Unpronounceable, most of them. 

  Kurt doesn’t make eye contact with me while he speaks. Then again, I’m standing at the back of the room. I’m one of two hundred people. I can hardly be expected to hold that against him. And yet … I am tall and most of the people in the room are Asian so, you know, I am – for wont of a better word – noticeable. 

  Kurt’s speech comes to an end. Germany has never looked this good. Everyone claps, including me. People turn to each other and begin talking. I stand in elegant isolation at the back of the room, but I’m hardly anxious. This is my turf. Someone will make eye contact eventually. They’ll pop over. We’ll have a bit of pointless conversation. I am, after all, the general manager and we all get along swimmingly. 

  Next thing I know, Kurt is standing right in front of me. The ambassador himself!

  ‘Kurt!’

  He looks at me with such intensity I can’t quite tell what he’s after. Embrace me or berate me.

  ‘Julian. The Gewurztraminer!’ he blanches.

  ‘Delicious,’ I say with a winning smile. 

  ‘It’s warm!’ 

  ‘Warm?’ 

  I look at my glass, turn it this way and that.

  ‘Ja. It’s quite warm. I mean, come on! You know, this isn’t acceptable.’

  I almost get the feeling that I’m being drawn into the midst of a particularly prickly international incident. I can see the ticker tape on CNN: 

  BKNG NEWS: WINE WOES AT SAMARANG THREATEN WORLD PEACE

  This is a plainly catastrophic situation. I spring into action. I look at Kurt with an urgency that startles him. ‘Kurt. Leave it to me.’

  He’s hardly convinced. 

  I snap my fingers. I’m instantly surrounded by staff members in tunics. 

  ‘Get the Gewurztraminer onto ice!’

  They all run off and do just that – bless their cotton socks. 

  I leave the Fuchsia Room – the tips of my ears are a fuchsia hue. I rapidly smoke two cigarettes in quick succession.

  Did I happen to mention that Kurt – the German Ambassador – is a cunt? 

  I don’t think I did. 

  But we all get along swimmingly. 

  





  
  









Chapter 2





  
  It’s after 9 pm and I am needed to solve a crisis. 

  A crisis is a rare thing at the Samarang Hotel. But when we encounter one, there is no one in the building who is more eminently empowered to resolve it than me.

  The night manager, an effeminate Nepalese man called Farr, is standing at the door to my room. He is so pale I tell him that he looks as if he’s seen a ghost. ‘It’s worse than a ghost,’ he says.

  I splash my face and dress hurriedly: crisp white shirt, silk grey tie, black trousers, black jacket and shiny black shoes. This is how I face the world, seven days a week. 

  I advance down the corridor with my heels clicking dramatically on the terrazzo floors. Farr scampers behind me. In the lobby it is obvious there has been some kind of scene. You can feel it. The receptionist, Khek, is staring at the monitor in front of her – her face unusually flushed. She is close to tears. The bellman, Sith, is standing next to a trolley full of baggage, staring out the front doors as if contemplating an escape. The silence in the room is distinctly unnerving. 

  A short, rather tubby woman with greying, short hair and a grim squarish face is standing in front of the reception desk with her arms folded defiantly across her chest. She has a neck of loose mottled skin, shiny with perspiration. She’s beyond middle-age and has given up concealing the decay. Now she stands with a sort of stubborn dignity; with unmistakeable purpose. It’s that kind of formidable presence from which even death might cower. In a decidedly Thatcheresque twist, a shiny black leather handbag hangs awkwardly from her wrist. 

  ‘You must be the manager,’ she says stiffly.

  ‘The general manager,’ I reply with a smile. I advance towards the computer behind the reception desk and peer at the screen. ‘And I believe you must be …’

  ‘My name is Nancy Bacon.’

  ‘Oh, yes, Mrs Bacon. I saw your name on the guest list this morning.’ I pretend to have spotted her name on the screen. ‘It seems as if we have some sort of trouble with your booking.’ 

  ‘Seems?’ she says. ‘You’ve given me the wrong room. I specifically asked for the suite with a view of the stupa. A simple request you might think. But apparently not. For some reason, you’ve given me a suite with a view of some sort of office building. It’s not what I asked for. I’ve prepaid for my stay and I expect you to deliver what I asked for.’

  ‘Right. A view of the stupa.’ 

  She’s complaining about the view. I can’t quite believe this is happening. I immediately think of Fawlty Towers – the episode with Mrs Richards. Remember that one? Mrs Richards was the old deaf battle-axe. She had a complaint about the view too. Basil, exasperated as usual, asked her what she might expect to see out of a Torquay hotel bedroom window. The Hanging Gardens of Babylon? The Sydney Opera House? No, she wanted a view of the sea and Basil pointed out that the sea was right there – between the land and the sky. But Mrs Richards was hardly satisfied. What was it he said? Might you move to a hotel closer to the sea or preferably in it? I loved that show. Terribly funny. 

  But this is no laughing matter. 

  I do what we all do. I look at the computer screen. I scroll this way and that. I click and double-click here and there, as if the computer will magically produce some kind of intelligent resolution to our predicament which, of course, it won’t because even computers aren’t that smart. But at least I look as if I’m doing something sensible.

  ‘I’m afraid to say, Mrs Bacon, that it seems we’ve most certainly made a mess of things. I see that you expressly asked for the suite with a view of the stupa and that appears to have been allocated to another guest.’

  ‘I’ve already been told that Mr … Mr …’

  ‘Mr Lockhardt.’

  ‘Mr Lockhardt. What I want to know is what you’re going to do about it. I expect you to live up to your promises and give me the suite I asked for.’

  ‘Well, Mrs Bacon we can’t possibly do that.’ I give her a smug little laugh.

  ‘How dare you laugh!’ she snaps. ‘You’re supposed to be the general manager! Now act like one, you oaf, and deliver my suite!’

  Oaf? Oaf?

  Now I can see why Farr and Khek and Sith are such blithering wrecks. I return to the screen.

  ‘I’m afraid that’s impossible, Mrs Bacon. The only suite we have with a view of the stupa is Room 604 and that, I’m afraid, is already occupied.’ 

  The screen tells me that it’s occupied by the British forestry company executive – an affable fellow; a regular. But this isn’t the time to make any such admission.

  I look up at her. ‘I’m afraid it’s occupied by the British Foreign Secretary.’

  ‘Boris Johnson?’

  ‘I errr,’ I look back at the screen. That was a blunder. Way over the top. I could kick myself. ‘I mean, I’m sorry, I meant Brunei. Yes, the Foreign Secretary of Brunei. Brunei, Britain, you know, easily confused.’ I look up at her. I grip the mouse firmly, to stop my hand from shaking. ‘He’s a regular,’ I add. ‘A sultan.’

  ‘And what’s that supposed to mean? Who cares if he’s a sultan?’

  ‘Well, this could cause a most unfortunate international incident. You must see that we can’t possibly turf the poor fellow out.’ 

  ‘Well, I’m appalled,’ she replies. She sighs deeply. Her pluck is abandoning her. I sense victory.

  ‘The suite is available tomorrow and we’ll certainly be able to move you to it at noon, as soon as the sultan departs. The sun will be up and you’ll be able to enjoy the view of the stupa in all its glory.’

  ‘I’m not here to enjoy the stupa, Mr Lockhardt.’ She is tired and seems quite suddenly deflated. ‘My flight was delayed in Bangkok. I’ve been shoved and shunted around airports for two days. I’m too tired now. I suppose I shall have to accept the room with the view of the office building.’ 

  ‘I’m very grateful, madam.’ 

  ‘While I’m still appalled.’

  ‘I understand. I’m sorry.’

  ‘I don’t want your understanding or your apologies, Mr Lockhardt. I want you to keep your promises!’

  ‘Yes, I’m afraid we’re in a bit of pickle here.’

  ‘Hmm,’ she sniffs. ‘You smell a bit pickled if you ask me.’

  That hurts. It’s true. I am pickled. I’m mostly pickled. I’m not proud of it. Fucking bitch.

  I redden. And I see a hint of remorse in her narrow sharp-blue eyes. Remorse. I hope it hurts.

  ‘Your suite tonight will be at no charge and please accept a complimentary cocktail in the Elephant Bar if you care to.’

  ‘I don’t drink, Mr Lockhardt.’

  ‘Well, any kind of refreshment you like.’

  ‘I’ll take a cup of tea in my room.’

  ‘Good idea. We’ll have that sent up right away.’

  I return to my room and crack open another can of beer. The TV half works. The left side of the screen is a greenish, pinkish whorl that squirms behind the glass like some sort of trapped alien. I picture it eventually bursting through the screen and throttling me. I laugh with relief. On the right side of the screen I see that the BBC is obsessing over BREXIT. I can’t decide if I prefer that or the alien. There’s a quarter bottle of vodka on the dresser. I open it and drink it slowly until it’s finished, mesmerized by the alien behind the screen.

  The following morning I am again at my desk. My ashtray is filling up nicely. Jacques is dithering around behind me, filing things in the filing cabinets. The steel drawers of the cabinets bang and crash as he opens and closes them. 

  ‘Could you keep it down?’ I say. ‘I’m trying to … you know, work here.’

  ‘Sorry,’ Jacques says absently. He’s not sorry. He hates me. He thinks I’m a fat loser. 

  I look back at the screen. Nancy Bacon is booked in for three months! Three! That’s impossible! The bitch. No one stays at the Samarang for three months. The average booking, according to our records, is 1.75 days. 

  At best, we have those consultant types that stay for a month. The NGO crowd. They arrive and are chauffeur-driven to and from government ministries. They are experts in their field apparently and they spend their weekends at the poolside fixed on their laptops, cutting and pasting, tinkering with pie charts, bar graphs, poverty curves and all the metrics that postulate something they like to call an international standard. Then they go home again – a few grand the better for it, while their venerated report sits in some cupboard eaten alive by worms. This is what they call the ‘liberal world order’ hard at work. 

  But Nancy Bacon is not a consultant type. She’s too prickly, too obstinate. She’s not pretentious enough.

  I see from the check-in documents that she holds a British passport. And yes, she did speak with a slightly plummy accent. But there was something else in the way she spoke that suggested Britain wasn’t really hers. Some sort of brittle, metallic quality to her speech suggested Germanic or even Slavic origins. Then again, some of her words were oddly fluid, uttered with an almost gentle lilt. Woom instead of room. It could be a class thing, but it didn’t seem like that. And even to look at her, I wouldn’t say she was English. Yes, her eyes were distinctly blue, but the shape of them was almost Asian. And even though she was going grey, I could discern that her hair had once been jet black. The kind of hair that went with a naturally brownish skin. Southern Europe? North African? Middle Eastern? What a mysterious soul!

  I obsess over these details. For some reason I am compelled to work out exactly who she is. I try to infer things from the data available to me and reach no useful conclusions. The last thing I’d do is ask her directly. I’ve already resolved that I would avoid her. Three months! If I spot her somewhere around the hotel I’ll turn the other way, I’ll pretend to be famously busy – occupied with sultans and foreign ministers. The bitch. 

  Jacques has finished his filing. ‘Farr tells me there was a bit of a fiasco with a Mrs Bacon last night. She checked in late and her room had been taken.’ 

  ‘Fiasco? The woman’s a fucking viper. Be warned.’ 

  ‘I see we’re moving her to 604 today.’

  ‘Yes, she wants a view of the stupa. I’ll let you handle it.’

  ‘Sure,’ Jacques says with his usual misplaced confidence. He thinks he can handle her! Oh, how I’d love to be a fly on the wall! 

  ‘Ever had a strip torn off you by a woman called Bacon?’

  I think this is enormously funny, but Jacques doesn’t get it. Of course, he doesn’t. He’s French. Poor bastard.

  I pop my head around the door of the Frangipani Room. It’s almost full. The guests are enjoying their breakfast. The coffee smells good. The pastries are crispy and golden. They all seem to be engaged in convivial banter. I see the American couple and the Korean delegation. I see the Irishman and the French family with two kids. I’m about to withdraw when I notice our British forestry executive sitting at the bay window. He’s speaking to a woman who sits across the table from him. She has her back to me. It’s her! Nancy Bacon! He’s speaking with a bright smile and making elaborate gestures and she’s laughing – genuinely laughing. He’s such a jolly fellow. Simon is his name. A jolly fellow indeed. Everyone seems to like Simon. Even I like Simon. The prick. 

  I return to my office. 

  By 6 pm I have managed to avoid Nancy for the entire day. I have deliberately walked along the shaded corridors of the hotel with grim urgency, as if supremely busy, not to be delayed, just in case she sees me; wants to harangue me. But she hasn’t seen me and I haven’t seen her. I regard this as an important achievement.

  The Russians are in the Fuchsia Room. It’s their national day or something like that. I don’t pop in. Russians scare me. They have an embassy over the hill. Built in the 70s out of giant slabs of concrete, it looks as if it was designed specifically for a bald man who whirs about in a wheelchair with a white fluffy cat sitting on his lap. There are rumours that it sits atop a labyrinthine network of subterranean tunnels. 

  I leave the hotel, skip down the front steps and walk briskly along the driveway lined with succulent shrubbery. It’s not yet fully dark. Bats flit through the bluish murk. I’m almost at the front gate, about to veer into the street and bham, I bump into her; almost knock her down. 

  ‘Oh, God, Mrs Bacon! Are you all right? I almost knocked you down!’

  She is a diminutive person. I’d given her a fright. She steadies herself. ‘You seem to be in a hurry, Mr Lockhardt.’

  ‘Oh yes. So I am. Need to dash downtown to … you know … attend to a few … errands.’

  ‘I see.’ She looks up at me and studies me briefly. ‘I met your sultan this morning.’

  ‘My sultan?’

  ‘Yes. It turns out his name is Simon and he’s from Sussex.’

  ‘A sultan from Sussex called Simon?’

  ‘Yes,’ she smirks. ‘I thought it was odd too.’

  I’m not in the mood to make anything up. Words fail me. So what if I’d lied? It worked didn’t it? 

  ‘I suppose that’s your tactic,’ she adds. She sounds a bit weary.

  ‘What do you mean?’

  ‘You name drop. You drop names like little explosives. You use them like weapons.’

  ‘That sounds a bit dramatic.’

  ‘Hardly. Most of us do that.’

  We stand in silence. A moped with a dim headlight rattles past. 

  ‘Right. Well. I hope you’re comfortably settled into your suite. Enjoying the view of the stupa.’ 

  ‘I’ve already told you that I’m not here to enjoy the stupa, Mr Lockhardt. But yes, I’m grateful to have a view of it. And yes, the suite is very comfortable, thank you.’ She looks up at me and adds rather pointedly, ‘That young French fellow was very helpful. Thank you.’

  ‘Excellent. I’m very glad to hear it.’

  She likes Jacques more than me. The bitch.

  I hasten down the street, heading downtown; heading to the Destiny Pub. My favourite haunt. It has a strangely evocative name. But it’s not a name I’d drop like a weapon – unless perhaps it was a weapon I’d use upon myself. 

  I see John Webb sitting at the counter. He’s always sitting there, smoking cigarettes and drinking his French aperitif. ‘Pastis!’ he always says. ‘It’s cocaine-ish, that’s why I drink it.’ He calls himself an author. I even googled him once and couldn’t find a single work he’d written. He likes me and I like him, even though he’s a South African. He thinks he knows everything. Bumptious twat.

  ‘John,’ I say.

  He stares at his glass of cocaine-ish fluid and says, ‘Hello, Julian.’

  I ask him about the Russians. Why are they so scary? Everyone is a bit scared of the Russians. This is a question that’s bothered me for a long time.

  John looks up at me and says, ‘Well, it’s obvious. They straddle the greatest clash of ideas known to mankind. Fatalism versus free will. They don’t know what to make of it. They’re confused. Confusion breeds anger and angry people are scary.’

  I’m not sure I follow. I order a beer and look around the room. The girls are here. They’re hanging around the pool tables, perched on bar stools, petite with powdered faces and painted fingernails. That’s why I’m here. I’m not here to talk about the greatest clash of ideas known to mankind. Bumptious twat. 

  ‘See you,’ I say and I march towards the pool tables. I love these girls. Asian girls. I can’t tell if it’s fatalism or free will. Who cares?

  The girl I choose that night is one I’ve had before. I’d been hoping there might be a new one down at the Destiny Pub. They have a healthy staff turnover there. But Pon was there and she was friendly enough and even though I had my doubts (was still looking over my shoulder, scanning the room as we left, just in case there was a fresh face that I hadn’t missed) I was moderately happy with my choice. 

  I unlock the steel gate at the back of the hotel and Pon and I skirt the pond, its moonlit lily pads, along a path fringed by fireflies, and head for the service entrance. Pon is not a talkative girl. That’s probably why I chose her in the end. Nothing worse than sleeping with a chatterbox. Still, chatterbox or not, there is this thing with these girls that I can’t quite fathom. Could it be more than just a transaction? Could it be the real thing? I am thrilled and mortified by the possibility. There are these little touches to this ritual that stun me. She showers. She folds the towel neatly across the towel rail. The towel mat is straightened alongside the shower stall. If she takes a pee, I almost expect to find the next sheet of toilet paper folded into a neat triangle. Why does she take all that trouble to keep things neat in my bathroom? It’s never how I leave that room – awash with appalling odours and fluids, full of steam and sweat and the towels in a damp, soiled heap. 

  And whenever she takes the money she is so grateful, as if I’ve been unspeakably generous, I feel like bursting into tears. I’m not unspeakably generous. I pay the going rate. I know full well what the going rate is. I’ve been in this town long enough. 

  Pon leaves. My bathroom is sparkling, my cock limp, tingling and a little bit sore and it’s as if she’s never been in the room. 
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