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Dedication

 


To Jeanne Haskin


Chapter One

 


The stage was
dark, except for a voyeuristic single spotlight which shone on a
nubile dancer. Dressed in nought but satin hot pants and a pink
bikini top, she mouthed the words to Blurred Lines as she writhed
awkwardly around the microphone stand. Australian holiday maker and
hedonist, Rob Archer, took a seat at a small table next to the wall
to the left of the stage and gratefully accepted a glass of beer
without looking at the waitress. The dancer began to sway gently,
apparently abandoning sexy for a vague semblance of cute. Rob
compelled his mouth closed and disengaged his eyes in order to
survey the room. The temptation to remain riveted to the lame, yet
somehow sensual performance of the dancer was mercifully curtailed
by the end of the song. He joined the polite applause which mumbled
half-hearted appreciation.

To the right of
the stage was a circular bar, with a small dais in the centre that
was slightly elevated above the level of the bar top. Another two
girls were dancing there, similarly dressed in the sleazy attire of
good time girls. There were no hot pants for these two though;
sparkling G-strings and stilettos adorned their lower halves. An
assortment of desperates, mostly foreigners, watched
enthusiastically, clapping and cheering whenever either of the
girls bent over or thrusted her pelvis. Some simply sat and leered
as they nursed drinks and lustful thoughts. These girls seemed more
comfortable with the attention, smiling frequently and blowing
kisses all over the enchanted men.

Hostesses, or
perhaps girlfriends, who could say, decorated the arms and laps of
some of the spectators. Rob noticed two groups; one evidently
enjoying themselves, the other patently not. He guessed the former
were hostesses and the latter, girlfriends. The hostesses
maintained intimate and frequent contact with their men. They
laughed and smiled, occasionally leaning close to whisper in their
partner's ears or to stain their cheeks with lipstick. The
girlfriends on the other hand, wore vacant, disinterested looks,
wishing they could disappear inside the smoke haze and escape this
appalling personal insult.

Rob pulled a
cigarette from the packet of Klong Thips which lay on the
table but before he could light it, a flame appeared, accompanied
by a sweet voice.

"You like
something else, sir?"

The smoke from
the full strength Thai tobacco seared his throat as he inhaled it,
igniting the slow burn of the coffin nail. He opened his eyes to
find a pair of almond orbs solicitously violating him. He accepted
the intrusion.

"Whiskey,
please."

"Just
whiskey?"

Rob returned
her smile then nodded.

"Mekong,
okay?"

He nodded
again. The waitress winked before walking away and his eyes
followed her shapely backside through the dimness, as she headed
for the bar. Lipstick was one of the quieter bars in the Nana red
light district of Bangkok. Rob had been introduced to the erotic
wonders of this part of town by an acquaintance with whom he had
shared a few drinks and joints in a number of other sex bars which
populated soi one and soi two on Thailand's world
famous Patpong Road. Nana, he said, was way better. Lipstick had a
reputation for offering friendly staff, reasonable prices and a
wide selection of beautiful ladies, minus the so called lady-boys.
So far Rob had found it thus, and he settled into the ambience as
the music oozed from every hidden corner of the brooding
premises.

The waitress
returned, leaning across him and feathering his shoulder with her
breasts. "Your drink, sir."

She lingered as
he sipped the whiskey, savouring its bite. Her fingers caressed the
back of his head, playfully tousling his hair. "Anything else,
sir?"

Rob smiled as
desire swelled and he surrendered willingly, inviting her to sit
with him.

"Just drinks
sir. You want friend? I send friend for you."

What a
tease! He wrestled his anger into submission and dismissed the
waitress with a wave of his hand. She smiled, evidently unoffended,
and glided away.

Rob liked being
called sir, and he loved the attention. The zing of lust which the
waitress's delicate touch had elicited was stunning. Perhaps the
atmosphere was pregnant with raunchiness and ribaldry. Perhaps he
was desperate and lonely. Whatever the reason for his reaction, Rob
felt cheated and frustrated by the waitress. Though he knew the
game well, and happily participated whenever given the chance, it
could still be incredibly annoying.

He took some
more whiskey, appreciating its strength, knowing that subsequent
servings would be watered down. The main stage was deserted now,
the peephole spotlight swallowed by darkness. Rob turned his
attention to the crowd at the bar, which dwindled as the dancing
girls finished their routines and stepped down into the arms of the
two men who had stuffed their respective bikini tops with the
highest amount of five hundred baht notes. He had no idea how they
kept track of their earnings when their bodies were engaged in such
bawdy acrobatics, another impressive trick of their trade.

One Klong
Thip chased another, in pursuit of a succession of whiskeys, as
Rob sat and watched the next performance, then another. He pressed
the side of his watch, raising it closer to eye level as he
struggled to read the time. Then he called a waitress over.

"I'd like a
friend, please."

"No poplem,
sir. You like table friend, short time or long time?"

"What's a table
friend?"

The waitress
laughed and playfully slapped his arm. "First time you come,
huh?"

Inebriation
thankfully overrode irritation and embarrassment. "Yeah, first time
here."

She moved
suddenly, snatching a chair and placing it beside Rob's. With her
backside perched on the edge of the chair, she pushed her face
close to his. Much to his chagrin, Rob flinched, which made the
waitress laugh again; such a cute titter. "I no bite you, silly
man."

"Of course
not," said Rob, as he closed the distance between them once more.
"You surprised me, that's all. I thought you weren't going to sit
with me."

Her finger was
on his lips before he could utter another syllable. "You want to
hear about table friend or you want blah, blah, blah?" Her free
hand mimicked a sock puppet.

Rob listened
attentively.

"Table friend
come sit with you. Talk to you, get your drink, hold your hand and
give you head job. Pay first okay, then I send friend. One thousand
baht, so cheap, huh?"

Rob's erection
was reaching for his wallet, until the image of a woman's head
bobbing and banging against the underside of the table as she
fellated him caused him to cringe. That was not how he liked to do
business.

"How much
without the..." he felt awkward saying the word so he gestured
instead and cleared his throat.

"No charge.
Just nid noy extra for drink." Rob was curious as to what
exactly she meant by a little bit extra.

She held up two
fingers in response to his question.

"Two baht?"

She laughed
again, but this time it grated. "Two times."

"Double? Forget
it. No thank you."

"Okay," she
said calmly, dressing him with her subtle disappointment. "You
drink yourself, lonely boy. Bye bye."

Rob reeled in
the revelation of the table friend concept. Everywhere else he had
been operated under the same rules, only the prices varied. He knew
all about short time and long time, and about bar fines. He knew
that every man who walked in; accompanied or not, was offered a
friend. If there were enough friends to go around, he might be
offered a selection. The chosen companion would come and sit with
him and make small talk, listen to his problems, massage his ego,
get his drinks and maybe even dance with him a little. Then he
would be led upstairs to one of the candle lit box sized rooms for
some intimate relaxation.

Fear of
venereal disease, or the possibility of being robbed at gunpoint
while naked had nearly always prevented Rob from going upstairs.
He'd heard a story about a guy in a massage parlour in Sydney who
had found himself facing the barrel of a sawn off shotgun with
nothing but a shrivelling penis and an abnormal heart rate. If the
girl had the perfect blend of all things sugar and spice, if she
smelled nice and her hair was soft, if she smiled often without
forcing it and spoke in liquid whispers, then Rob could have been
facing the executioner's
chair and he wouldn't have given a damn. On those rare occasions he
had succumbed to the feminine charms of a sex bar hostess, it had
cost him nothing but a couple of thousand baht, and it had been
worth every last satang.

Still, Rob grew
restless, each thought laced with regret. If he didn't want some
action, then what the hell was he doing here? Some blokes crapped
on about curiosity, but that disingenuous line of defence would not
have stood up in any barroom banter, let alone in a court of law.
Certainly, no mortified wife or girlfriend would have accepted the
excuse of inquisitiveness. Rob had neither of those anyway. He was
here on a vacation of open ended duration, with the sole intention
of seeking and finding pleasure.

The salacious
activity inside Lipstick flowed around Rob as though he were a
resolute island of morality. He began to wonder if some of his
fellow patrons were watching him and wondering why he sat alone;
conjecturing about his plans, his intent and his character. Rob
mocked himself when the stench of narcissism filled his nostrils.
Nobody cared about him. Nobody even knew he was here, apart from
the cheeky waitress, who would no doubt forget him as soon as he
exited her territory. He was, in truth, a lonely boy.

"Hey, lonely
boy."

Rob turned to
face the persistent young woman, who had returned accompanied by
another young lady. The latter was bereft of the sexy confidence of
the waitress and Rob suddenly felt sorry for her; he felt ill at
ease himself at the sight of her obvious discomfort. He pulled the
adjacent chair out from underneath the table and motioned for her
to sit, which she did, albeit stiffly.

"New girl for
you. Feuk yap yap, no suck."

"You want to
practice talking? How much?" The insistence of Thai people that
worked in hospitality to blend their broken English with Thai did
not assist comprehension.

‘'Just talk.
Only half price. I don't like see lonely boy. Kow jai
na?"

"Yes, I
understand." The words thank you did not immediately follow, but by
the time Rob had decided the waitress's gesture of goodwill was
definitely worth some gratitude, she had gone and it was just Rob
and the frightened girl, his table friend.

Awkward
situations gained a new cynosure as Rob studied the girl and felt
ashamed for doing so. Clearly he had been duped again and the
waitress had deceived him with brilliant subterfuge. He was not
going to get any value from this table friend, even at half price.
These thoughts slapped his conscience, and so, unable to conceive a
way to break the deadlock, he determined to leave. He stared at the
side of her head as she stared at the table. Rob lit another
Klong Thip, still wavering, wanting to rescue both himself
and the girl. He glanced beyond her to the stage where the
spotlight had resumed its prying glare of an even less adept
performer than the previous one. The bar stage was occupied with
two more pole dancers, or perhaps the same two. Who could tell? Rob
looked back at the girl who remained motionless. What the hell was
she doing here?

"My name's Rob.
What's yours?"

His words
shattered the spell of her discomfiture. She looked up and for a
fleeting moment their eyes met, before she averted her gaze.

"My name is
Jam."

"Sorry, I
didn't hear you?"

She turned her
head with eyes lowered and spoke in a moderately louder voice. "My
name is Jam."

"Sweet," said
Rob.

Jam said
nothing more.

"You know we
eat jam in Australia?" Still nothing. "How is your English,
Jam?"

"Okay. I can
understand you. I have troubling speaking."

"It sounds
pretty good to me."

Rob stubbed out
his Klong Thip and finished his whiskey.

"Would you like
another one?" she asked.

"What in God's
name are you doing here, Jam? Surely you don't want to be here. I
mean, couldn't you do something else? Don't you want to do
something else?"

Jam smiled an
infuriatingly enigmatic Thai smile. "I'll get you another
drink."

He watched her
walk away and his mind changed gears. He no longer wanted Jam as
his table friend. That was simply not going to be good enough. Not
now that he had broken the ice and sensed a miraculous and
unforeseen alignment of the planets occurring high above the
blanket of Bangkok's perennial smog. There was something different
about this young woman, something special.

A fleeting
thought of his older brother back in Australia crossed Rob's mind
as he waited for Jam to return. He imagined the disapproval of his
life and his pursuit of pleasure for a moment, before swatting it
away as he had done so many times before.

 



Chapter
Two

 


Melisendra
simultaneously waltzed into Shane Archer's English language
classroom and crashed into his life. A spark of desire ignited a
blaze of obsessive infatuation which was so unexpected and so
aggressive that Shane had insufficient time to even think of
defending the castle of his integrity. His professionalism was
pole-axed by the very first smile on her mouth. Unprepared for such
a fearsome attack, it was no surprise that Shane was so easily
disarmed and defeated. Falling in love with Melisendra was an
inevitable outcome of the effortless exertion of her feminine
power. The fact that he
was married was like a single leaf confronting a cyclone.

He recalled the
first day she had graced his presence, seated towards the back of
the room where his desk bore a computer and a scrappy collection of
papers. Her attention was unwavering, as though every word he
uttered was a delicious morsel of food, and she a starving acolyte.
Without removing her eyes from him, except for those times when
duty required her to attend to the written words before her, she
devoured his lesson.

"Teacher," she
breathed. "Can you help me, please?"

Words flowed
from Melisendra's lips, smoothly attired in a distinct, yet easily
comprehensible accent.

"What's up?"
said Shane, moving to her side.

She pointed at
the page. "What is this word?"

Shane followed
her finger to the word in question, taking note of the colour of
her fingernails; red, to match the soft cardigan that was draped
over her shoulders. He could smell her perfume. His passion
stirred.


"Incoherent."


"Incoherent?"

"Yes."

Melisendra
looked up at him, frowning in frustrated curiosity. "What does it
mean?"

Her tone
suggested that knowledge of the meaning of this word might be the
single most important piece of information she would ever learn.
Her success and her happiness hinged on her comprehension. These
thoughts ran through Shane's mind as he searched her eyes,
attempting to read her face, such an expressive face. So
beautifully expressive; the point of her nose, the fullness of her
lips, the way she had applied just enough eyeliner to cause her
eyes to shine like the sun.

Suddenly, Shane
remembered where he was.

"Incoherent
means it doesn't make sense. It doesn't adhere, doesn't stick. It
can't be understood."

"Like my
speaking?"

Shane lightly
touched Melisendra's arm and smiled at her. "Not at all."

He wrestled his
focus back to the rest of the class, though none of the other
students had noticed his disappearance. He warned himself to be
careful. Melisendra was dangerous. If she was playing with him, he
needed to know the rules of the game otherwise he would lose and
the consequences of such a loss were unthinkable. He wanted her. It
was a simple, animalistic impulse; lust. Effort would be required
to maintain professionalism and as he could not avoid her, he would
have to find some method of dealing with the threat she posed. That
was one possible response. The alternative was to play on in
ignorance of the rules, and take his chances. Allow Melisendra the
advantage for the sake of the thrill. In prospect, the idea was
exhilarating. Shane was already losing but perhaps the game was
over before it had begun.

During the
morning tea break, Melisendra came to speak with Shane as he sat at
his desk, sipping tea while staring at the floor.

"Excuse me,
teacher."

Her appearance,
so close and so intimate, choked Shane, causing him to splutter
some tea back into his mug.

"Sorry. Would
you like some pine nuts? From my country. They are famous. Very
good. I toasted them myself."

Shane accepted
a handful of the tiny nuts and asked; "Where are you from?"

"Spain. The
nuts are from Castille-Leon. The best in the country, even the
world."

"Really?" said
Shane, amused by Melisendra's parochialism. "The best in the
world?"

Melisendra's
finely crafted eyebrows jumped, as though she was both shocked and
offended by Shane's challenge against her claims of pine nut
supremacy. "Yes," she said earnestly. "Really."

Shane was a
patriot too. He was forever trumpeting what a wonderful country
Australia was, how good Australians were at sport and how many
wonderful inventions came from the minds of great Aussie thinkers.
It had a peaceful and stable democracy, clean air, uncluttered
streets and natural wonders galore. He actually found it difficult
to believe there could be another country on Earth anywhere near as
good, despite the fact he had never left the shores of the Great
Southland.

"Okay," he
said. "I'm sure they're good, but the best in the
world?"

"Yes," she
insisted. They looked into each other's eyes for a very long time
without speaking. He felt himself melting under her intense gaze
and he was perplexed, both by that fact and his reaction. Paralysed
and incarcerated, Shane sat still until Melisendra liberated
him.

"Eat them and
see," she said.

"Okay.
Thanks."

"You're
welcome."

Melisendra made
a habit thereafter of bringing Shane things to eat in the breaks.
She always stayed to chat a little, asking questions, bragging
about Spain and Spanish produce. A part of Shane never wanted her
to leave, and as she did most of the talking, he was still able to
rest his voice which was crucial between teaching sessions. She
stood close, her chest at the level of his eyes which compelled him
by force of will to look up to her. This he did metaphorically as
well. He battled urges to reach out and pull her close, to nestle
his face between her breasts. He imagined running his hand up along
the inside of her thigh, he fantasized incessantly about her
whether she was proximate or absent. While his mind made love to
her, his face concentrated on projected platonic wholesomeness.
Thoughts of his wife Angela never intruded on these adulterous
daydreams.

Clearly,
Melisendra did not know her own strength. Or did she? Shane was
consumed with thirst for answers to his questions about her
intentions. Thus far, he had done nothing to either discourage or
encourage her affection. He believed he was being himself, acting
normally, at least outwardly. He hoped no one else was aware of the
turmoil inside. He hoped Melisendra was unaware of the havoc she
was wreaking upon him. Shane needed to know, so he decided to push
the envelope, despite the insanity and immorality of such
action.

Spontaneous
reaction quickly transformed into deliberate and purposeful action.
Shane formulated a plan. Each time he worked with Melisendra, he
made sure he touched her; her hand, her arm, her shoulder or her
back. They were the lightest and seemingly most innocuous of
touches. No stroking or caressing. When this initial phase of his
plan produced no results, he thought he would try something else.
Each time he corrected her written work, he added a little message,
just a few words: Well done - You are very clever -
Beautiful work by a beautiful woman - It's lovely to see
you today - I like your jumper. When this failed to stir any
reaction, Shane further crossed the line by accessing her student
file, retrieving her mobile phone number and sending her a text
message. The message read:

If you don't
want me to contact you this way, please say so. I would like to
talk to you more, but we never have time.

Melisendra did
not reply to his text but her behaviour began to change. Upon her
arrival in class she stopped greeting him. She did not visit his
desk in the breaks, and the food gifts ceased. She also began to
criticize him in class, questioning his teaching methods and
complaining about the amount of time given to some students at the
expense of others. This turn of events greatly disturbed Shane and
he understood that he had offended her. He wanted to make amends,
and so on the pretext of needing to talk to her about class work he
approached her before class began one morning and invited her to
step outside to talk.

"Have I done
something to upset you?"

Melisendra
unloaded a hurt and mystified expression, but Shane was
undeterred.

"You've
changed. You seem upset with me and I don't like you criticising my
teaching in front of the other students."

"No."

Shane stepped
closer, reducing the gap between them and lowering his voice, “What
do you mean, no?"

There was an
edge to her breath and it mingled uncertainly with her perfume as
Melisendra held Shane's gaze but said nothing. He saw himself
taking her face in his hands and kissing her softly on the lips. He
saw her resistance collapsing and her opening her arms and her
mouth. He saw her emotional defences fall; the wall torn down by
his determination. Silence persisted while such thoughts swirled in
Shane's mind, and God only knew what was going on in
Melisendra's.

"Are you going
to answer me?"

Melisendra
began to sway like a dandelion, losing herself as the breeze of
Shane's searching gaze blossomed into a wind of interrogation.

"What do you
want?"

"I want you to
talk to me. Tell me if I have done something to upset you. I
thought you were okay with the touching." He reached for her arm
and held it briefly to test her resolve. "I thought you were okay
with the notes. I thought you liked talking to me and being close
to me, because I sure as hell enjoyed it all."

She finally
turned away from Shane and glanced back down the hall towards the
classroom. "Is it time to go back?"

"I have a
theory,” said Shane. “Would you like to hear it?"

Silence.

"You were just
being yourself. What you call friendliness, many, including myself,
call flirtation."

Melisendra
frowned.

"Flirtation has
a romantic or even sexual element to it. It isn't just being
friendly. It suggests something more is going on, that the person
or persons doing the flirting are interested in something else,
something more than friendship. Something more like..." Shane was
struggling for the right words to explain what he meant, and all
the while Melisendra was projecting curious innocence.

"Like boys like
girls and girls like boys. Does that make sense?"

"No."

Shane
suppressed the flick of anger he felt at Melisendra's apparent
charade, before suggesting they needed to continue this
conversation later.

She shook her
head. "I just want to learn English. You're my teacher. And I'm
married."

There it was;
the giveaway. If only she had omitted those final three words, he
might have drowned in perturbed despair. However, with that simple
little sentence, Melisendra doused the smouldering ashes of his
desire with petrol. Having thought the game had needed to be
abandoned, Shane now received a burst of second half adrenalin. It
was time to get serious.

He pretended to
overlook the remark and gestured for Melisendra to return to class.
"Let's talk again later, okay?"

She ignored
him.

During class
that day, and throughout the week, whenever the opportunity
presented itself, or at times even when it didn't and Shane forced
the occasion, he continued his pursuit of Melisendra. Deliberately
blocking out the fact that what he was doing was unequivocally
harassment, he pressed hard, touching her more frequently and for
longer, staring at her. He wrote notes which included allusions to
her fear and guilt that arose from her strong feelings for him. He
tried to tell her as plainly as possible that it was all right to
feel the way she did and it would serve her better to accept it
rather than fight it. He told her that he liked her and wanted to
be with her. He asked her to stay after class and talk to him.

When the day
ended, Melisendra quickly packed her belongings and hurried
off.

Shane sat at
his desk, staring at the wall in bewilderment. Melisendra
demonstrated no evidence of being annoyed, but neither did she
display any positive reactions to his advances. On top of her
charm, intelligence and beauty, this woman was intriguing and
enigmatic. If she didn't like what Shane was doing, why didn't she
tell him to stop? She wasn't shy, nor was she bereft of the verbal
artillery required. Why not simply say; I am not interested. You
have misread my intentions. Stop harassing me. Why did she wear
the same plaid shirt for four consecutive days? Why did Shane think
his own behaviour was acceptable? Why was he pursuing her in the
first place? Had he been infected by some contagion of lust?

Energetic and
confident women who were unselfconsciously attractive had always
been magnets for Shane. Passion and intelligence in a beautiful
package was irresistible. He had married just such a woman. As he
sat and pondered the mysterious Melisendra, he wondered why he was
even interested in having an affair. Shane abruptly stiffened on
his chair. Was that what he wanted? Or was this a temporary
diversion, an amusement? Angela supplied his need. They were having
regular sex and it was good too. There was no hesitation, no
excuses, no lack of fire and their relationship was good; a two
year old marriage which still buzzed with courtship electricity.
Why would he want to jeopardize that?

A knock on the
door interrupted his musings and he looked up quickly, hoping it
was Melisendra.

"Got a moment?
I need to talk to you about something," said his manager,
Sabeen.

Shane invited
her in. She was yet another one of a group of uber-desirable women
by whom he was surrounded. They were in his classroom, in the
staffroom and in the office. The English as a Second Language
industry was, as was the case with its big brother the primary and
high school education systems, dominated by female teachers and
administrators. Shane smiled at Sabeen, studying her face and
trying to decide whether he preferred it with or without
spectacles. She hadn't made eye contact with him yet. That was
somewhat alarming.

She pulled a
seat over beside Shane's desk and sat down heavily, despite her
lithe frame.

"What's up?"
asked Shane.

'We've had a
complaint made against you by one of your students."

A gigantic
invisible fist slammed into Shane's chest.


Chapter
Three

 


Dust particles
danced like fairies in the thin shafts of sunlight which poked
through the half open blinds. Rob recalled a time when, as a child,
he believed the dust he could see really was a group of fairies
frolicking in the sun. He smiled at the recollection of childish
wonder, frivolous fantasy. Dust fairies, the Tooth Fairy, the
Easter Bunny and Santa Claus. In some ways it was sad and
unfortunate that children had to grow up and suffer the
deconstruction of these harmless myths. To have their imaginations
tempered and their security blankets rudely snatched away.

Jam stirred
beside him. He turned and looked first at the emptiness adjacent to
him, then at the floor where she lay. She mumbled something then
rolled over on her side, presenting her back to him. She wore
cotton pyjamas adorned by jasmine and lotus flowers.

"Wakey wakey,"
he said. "What time is check-out?"

Jam grumbled a
little then she rolled onto her back and exhaled slowly as her eyes
fluttered open.

"What is ‘check
out’ time?" she asked.

"When do I have
to leave?"

She rubbed her
eyes then massaged her temples. "They come to knock on the doors at
nine thirty or ten o'clock. I don't think they care very much in
the morning."

Jam stood
slowly and grabbed a towel from the stand. "Do you want to have a
shower?"

'You go first.
Can I take you out for breakfast this morning?"

"I don't
know."

As she left,
Rob felt the room darken and he glanced towards the window. A small
electric fan circulated cool air. The sun still shone and the
sounds of the city with the traffic and the people bubbled in
gently over the quiet of the room. The world was going about its
business, unmindful of him, unaware of his absence. Waves of
melancholy rode the sounds of external reality. Rob was susceptible
to their pernicious attacks. He wasn't even out of bed yet and
already the black dog of depression was barking at his door. He
remembered fondly the safety and simplicity of childhood, the
unadulterated joy of life. Sometimes he wished it were possible to
return to that time when all questions had answers, all problems
had solutions, and dreams came true on Christmas morning.

Rob became
aware of a dull throb in his head and numbness on the left side of
his face. His throat was as dry as the Northern Territory's
ephemeral Todd River, and hurt as though scorched by the merciless
desert sun. He was hung over. God only knew how much whiskey he had
put away the previous night. This was his life in Thailand. Every
night for two weeks now, hitting the bottle hard and suffering the
repercussions every morning. Sometimes this vacation felt more like
a kamikaze mission. Hundreds of thousands of baht poured down his
throat and sucked into his lungs. At least half a dozen prostitutes
used, paid off and dismissed. Meeting Jam had altered the course of
Rob's runaway train.

She re-entered
the room as his thoughts turned to what exactly had transpired the
previous night. He had felt surprisingly sober as he’d followed her
up the stairs, along a narrow landing, past several closed doors
and into the small room. He recalled feeling nervous, but the
details were fuzzy.

"What happened
last night, Jam? When we got here?"

"You were very
quiet on the way. When we came in, I closed the door and invited
you to sit down. You repeated what you said at the table, that you
weren't expecting to have sex with me. You just wanted to
talk."

Rob detected a
note of incredulity in Jam's voice. "You didn't believe me?"

She smiled.
"Who comes to Lipstick for conversation?"

He nodded
sagely and asked her to continue.

"I had to tell
you a second time to sit down and relax. Once you did, I removed
your shoes and socks and washed your feet. You were squirming
around as though I was torturing you, so I told you to sit still.
You mumbled something about stopping the bus and I told you that
you weren't on a bus. I began to unbutton your shirt."

"Okay, thanks,"
interjected Rob. He was becoming aroused by Jam's recount, and as
he would no doubt have to get out of the bed soon he did not want
to have to conceal the evidence of his excitement.

"I was going to
say," continued Jam, "that you asked me not to do, because you knew
how to do it yourself. I laughed.”

Rob desperately
wanted this to stop. There was insufficient alcohol left in his
system to deal with the rising embarrassment. "Just cut to the
chase."

“What?"

"Tell me if we
had sex or not."

"No."

"Could I have a
towel please? I'd like to take a shower." Rob felt a sense of
pride, an almost tangible righteousness to know he had not had sex
with Jam. He felt something different, something unusual and exotic
to which he was unaccustomed. It was difficult to reduce the
emotion to words, but he was pleased that he had followed through
on his decision to not do anything with Jam beyond enjoy her
company.

Jam smiled and
handed him a fresh white towel. Its softness and her discretion
mollified his lingering disquiet. As he climbed out of the bed he
realized he was still only wearing his underpants. When Jam turned
away, apparently searching for something, Rob wrapped the towel
around his waist and asked her the location of the bathroom.

On his way back
from the bathroom a man walked towards him wearing a scowl,
suggesting his business may have been to evict overstaying guests.
Rob smiled half-heartedly at the man who ramped up the look of
displeasure on his face and, when close enough, jabbed his index
finger into Rob's chest. "You go now!"

The angry
little man pressed his finger into Rob's chest one last time for
good measure, before glaring at him and heading off down the
landing to presumably deliver the same cheery farewell message to
the other guests.

Back inside
Jam's room Rob found himself alone and, having spied his clothes
lain out on the bed, he quickly dressed and then sat to survey the
room more closely. Beside the bed there was a small table with a
single drawer and on top of it a lamp and a glass ashtray, devoid
of butts. A larger table stood against the opposite wall, adjacent
to the closet. It housed all Jam's things; women's stuff, make up
and perfume, and a framed photograph of a picture perfect young
blond woman. On the back of the door hung a couple of skimpy
dresses and above the bed was a painting of a tiny boat sailing on
a vast calm ocean.

You could
sometimes tell a lot about a person by the style and contents of
their bedrooms. Rob felt Jam was a clean and simple girl, but other
than that there was precious little else to go on. Whatever they
had talked about last night had been swallowed by an alcoholic fog
and carried far away beyond recollection.

Jam returned.
Startled, Rob turned to face her. "Time to go?"


"Ka."

"You're going
to have to tell me all about yourself over breakfast."


"Ka."

Rob hoped Jam
would find something to say aside from yes. He followed her out
through a back door at the bottom of the stairs. They walked to the
end of the soi, turned left along Sukhumvit Road and
presently entered one of hundreds of raans. Before Rob could
get comfortable, Jam had ordered breakfast for two.

"You don't
waste time, do you?"

After pouring a
glass of water for Rob, then one for herself, she settled back in
her chair and waited. Rob did not know what she was waiting for,
other than the food. Soon enough it arrived, as though produced by
a replicator on board the federation Starship Enterprise.

She began to
eat immediately.

"What are you
doing here in Bangkok, working in a go-go bar? Where are you
from?"

Jam loaded
another mouthful of rice and vegetables into her mouth and eyed Rob
over the top of her spoon.

"I'm from Had
Yai. Do you know it?"

"Only by name.
A friend of mine said he passed through there on his way to
Malaysia on the train once."

"Is he with you
now?"

'No, he's back
home in Australia with his wife. Do you have brothers and
sisters?"

"I have three
brothers, two older and one younger. My older brother lives in
town. The other two on my parent’s farm, about thirty kilometres
out.

Their
conversation was routinely punctuated by chewing and swallowing.
Rob was warming to the task when an angry voice arrested everyone's
attention, yelling rapidly in Thai. Jam stood immediately and
apologized to Rob as the angry man, who Rob now recognized as the
same surly character who had poked his chest on the landing back at
Lipstick advanced to their table. Rob stood too and grabbed Jam's
arm.

"Wait a
minute," said Rob. "What's going on? What's he saying?"

Before she
could answer, the man snatched Jam from Rob's grasp and dragged her
away. A chair was knocked over, a table shaken. People were
yelling. Rob was sweating, riled, his blood boiling. He leapt to
catch the man and break his hold on Jam. The latter's response was
to pull a knife out. Jam screamed and Rob backed away, raising his
palms. He insisted the man calm down.

It was an
injunction to a cool heart, but the fire of the man's rage blazed
away and he lunged at Rob. Searing pain piggybacked the blow and
when Rob glanced down at his arm a copious flow of blood had
already begun. Shocked, he was momentarily consumed with the
injury, the terrible pain and the blood. However, he had been
wronged, and Rob Archer was not going to accept that. The man,
blinded by anger which seemed without cause, struck at Rob again,
but Rob moved inside the blow and latched onto the man's arm. In
one motion he pulled down as hard as he could and the man was flung
face first into a table and rendered unconscious.

Jam was crying,
mortified by the explosion of violence. Rob put his arm around her
shoulder and walked her back inside to their table. He apologized
to everyone along the way, trying to ignore their stunned
expressions. Rob sat Jam down and returned his attention to the
store front, where the whine of a siren preceded the arrival of a
policeman on a motorbike. Dressed in a tight fitting brown uniform
with aviator sunglasses, the officer wore a stony mask as he
listened to the report of the store owner. Meanwhile, the irate
little knife wielder lay prone on the footpath.

"Jam, what was
that all about?"

“Your arm is
really bad. You're bleeding everywhere."

Rob collected a
handful of napkins from the dispenser on the table and pressed them
against his wound. He placed his elbow on the table and pointed his
hand at the ceiling. He felt faint.

"Tell me what
happened?"

"Are you
crazy?" she said.

There was no
time to answer Jam's wide-eyed, shrieking demand as she rushed from
her seat and begged him to follow her. She spoke to the officer,
who nodded gravely several times before waving her away. She
stepped to the curb and waved her arm. A blue taxi appeared, at
which she gesticulated madly for Rob to hurry up and climb
aboard.

Rob apologized
to the driver as he got in, wincing and moaning the whole time
until he was able to settle and elevate his arm again.

"So we're off
to the hospital. Can you now please tell me what the hell he was so
upset about?"

"I'm not
supposed to leave the club without permission."

"For that I had
my arm damn near chopped off? Bit of a bloody overreaction wouldn't
you say?"

"I don't know
what you're saying now. Too fast and I don't know the word
overreaction."

"I feel sick.
How far is the hospital?"

A quick
exchange with the driver ensued, after which he lit a cigarette and
swerved violently to avoid hitting a motorcyclist. Much horn
tooting added to the aggravated atmosphere.

"Five minutes,"
said Jam. "If the traffic stays good."

"If the traffic
stays good? We aren't moving! That's not evidence of anything good.
Damn it, I'm bleeding to death here."

Jam clamped her
hand over Rob's mouth. "Shut up!"

Rob heard more
horns, felt the vibration of the engine and the crisp air from the
air conditioner, but he didn't sense any motion. "Maybe we should
walk. Are we close enough?"

Another quick
exchange with the driver followed as he blew a lung load of toxic
smoke out of the car window which he had wound down a few
centimetres.

"A few hundred
metres, he says. Can you walk?"

Jam paid the
driver off and exited the cab before assisting Rob out and on to
his feet. They had barely advanced. Rob fancied that if he looked
back down the road he would be able to see the raan from
where they had come and the cop still standing there nodding
gravely, taking notes on his microscopic notepad. The fact was, Rob
could barely stave off unconsciousness and the last thing he heard
was the door of the taxi slamming shut, followed by Jam screaming
again.


Chapter Four

 


"Let me ask you
a question, Sabeen."

"Okay."

"If I commented
on how lovely you always look and how I can't make up my mind
whether I prefer your face with or without glasses, would you be
offended? Would you think I was being sexist? Or harassing
you?"

Sabeen smiled.
"Are you trying to sweet talk me to wiggle out of addressing this
complaint?"

Shane leaned
back and stared at the ceiling to collect his thoughts. He was
still recuperating from the near heart attack he’d suffered when
Sabeen had announced that a student had complained about him. Her
denial of his quite natural, automatic assumption that it was
Melisendra, had yet to bring him any relief.

"Not at all,"
said Shane. "I think the complainant is a know-it-all whinger. I
think he's frustrated by the fact he has to attend a language class
which he feels is beneath him, in order to receive his government
support. He doesn't know how long it will take until he can get
himself into university and study to have his dentistry
qualifications recognized so he can practice here in Australia.
He's frustrated and he's scapegoating me."

"Fair enough,”
said Sabeen. "You know him, but he says you pay more attention to
some students than others, and that you allow some to talk more
often and for longer whereas you are always shutting him down."

"I refute that.
His perception is coloured."

"He says, in
particular, that you spend more time helping the ladies in the
class than the men."

Shane leaned
forward and half-heartedly slammed the table. "Outrageous. That’s a
terrible and unjustified attack on my professionalism. As if I
would want to be as close as I could to beautiful and intelligent
women for as long as possible, instead of getting cosy with less
appealing and more masculine students who present greater olfactory
challenges."

Her laughter
was just what he had hoped for, though he had spoken the truth
about preferring the company of women to men. His mock outrage had
struck exactly the right chord and he was clearly off the hook.
Shane did have favourites. He liked hardworking students as opposed
to sloths, motivated and enthusiastic students compared to sloths,
intelligent students with excellent memories rather than sloths.
And he definitely had a weakness for attractive ladies while sloths
left him cold, but favourites among the good students?

"Now," said
Shane. "What about my previous question?"

"You are
clearly a sexist pig, and if you ever say anything to me about my
appearance, I will sack you."

Shane heard
something other than an authoritative and angry warning in Sabeen's
tone, and saw it in her eyes. "Understood," he replied, as he
saluted.

Sabeen rose
from her seat. "I'll speak to the client and explain to them that I
spoke with you at length about the issue, and that you have
promised to address it in earnest."

He nodded, then
as Sabeen left the room he quickly added, "You have very nice
calves, boss."

Without turning
around, she replied; "final warning, Shane."

The phone rang
and pilfered his opportunity to delight in the afterglow of that
amusing exchange with Sabeen.

"Angie, baby.
How are you?"

"I've decided
we should go for it."

"What are we
going for?"

"Our own
business. Our own language school. We'll talk more tonight, okay?
What time will you be home?"

The excitement
in his wife's voice boomed down the line but was not quite strong
enough to overthrow the nagging doubts he had about whether this
project was even advisable, let alone viable. "Usual time. Around
five. See you then."

The
metaphorical horns of a dilemma were possibly the least comfortable
position in which a man could find himself in. Shane shifted in his
seat. Wollongong Language College may have underpaid, undervalued
and overworked him, as well as all their teachers and
administration staff, but they did pay the same amount each
fortnight, and on the same day. They also paid for him to have a
holiday, and to stay in bed if he was sick. They did also send
students to fill the classrooms, and efficiently took care of all
the administrative headaches. WLC were the ones who had to worry
about the bottom line. Shane simply came to work and did his job,
then went home. He had responsibilities sure, but as a P.A.Y.E
employee, they paled into insignificance compared to the burden the
company bore.

Angela was
consumed by the idea, infatuated with the romance of being her own
boss and doing things her way. Her excitement was infectious, every
time she so much as sneezed a detail of her grandiose plan, he
caught a cold. But he was happy to bear the temporary infirmity
because her energy invigorated and inspired him, despite his doubts
about the wisdom of the plan. Shane was not ambitious. The, ‘go get
it’ gene had bypassed his entire family. His mother, Maureen, was a
contented, assiduous housewife. His father, Alan, a conscientious
company man who had graced the floor of the same saw mill for the
fifty year duration of his working life. Shane admired diligence
because he saw that it brought rewards without risk. As children,
Shane and his brother Rob never went without, but neither did they
experience the luxury of a fishing cruiser or an overseas holiday.
Even interstate travel was a little far for both his parents; too
overwhelming and way beyond their budgetary muscle.

The phone rang
again. At this rate, what with his procrastination and the constant
telephone calls, he would never get his paperwork finished for the
day.

"G'day Shane.
It's Rob."

"What the
hell?" Shane said. He feared bad news, especially in the form of a
request for money because his profligate brother had blown it all
in Bangkok.

"I'm in
hospital."

"No shit. Are
you all right?" Rob Archer was a magnet for misadventure.

"Some lunatic
slashed me with a knife."

"What for?"

"I don't
know."

"You don't
know? Some random person attacks you...with a knife...hang on, you
were with a girl, weren't you?"

"Yeah, so?"

"Mate, when you
get out of the hospital, go get yourself a T-shirt printed up that
says; ‘I'm a moron’."

"I'm thinking
of a word that starts with s, and means to show concern, to express
sorrow at someone's misfortune."

"You're a
bloody idiot. You think you're the unluckiest bloke on the planet
but the truth is, you ask for it. This girl was a dancer in one of
the clubs, right?

"A table
friend, actually."

"What the fuck
is a table friend?” said Shane, then quickly added; "don't tell
me."

Shane paced his
classroom, cursing loudly inside his head. This conversation was
pretty much like every other dialogue he had with his brother; a
bizarre journey into the fantasy world which Rob inhabited. Where
victimhood was worn like a badge of honour and where his troubles
were always someone else's fault. No matter how hard Shane tried to
crack Rob's shell of personal responsibility aversion, it was
always the same story. Vitriolic abuse would bounce between them,
and one or the other would hang up. Shane sucked all the air in the
room into his lungs in one violent inhalation and then let it
escape very slowly.

"You're going
to be okay, right? What'd they do? Stitch you up?"

"Ten stitches,
mate."

'Good for you
Rob. I've got work to do. I'll talk to you later." He cancelled the
sound of his brother's questioning voice with a firm press of the
end call button. The phone slipped out of his hands and onto the
carpeted floor. It was a poignant metaphor for the state of his
relationship with his little brother. Twenty months separated them
in age, plus nearly seven thousand kilometres in physical distance.
The awful reality was Shane and Rob lived in different galaxies. He
sighed as he picked up his phone.

"Everything all
right? You seem a little worked up."

Shane flicked
his hand from his side into the airspace beside his head. "Just
family stuff, Sabeen. You know?"

She smiled.
Shane looked at her, waiting for her to declare the reason for her
reappearance. Not that he minded. A distraction was required and
this vixen certainly provided one.

"Yeah,
families," she said, hitting just the right note of sympathy. "They
say you can choose your friends, but you can't choose your
family."

Shane groaned
inwardly and deducted a point from Sabeen's scorecard.

"Anyway," she
said, cautiously. "If you want to talk about it, maybe we could get
together for a drink?"

Shane and his
beautiful boss shared a very weird and very long gaze, during which
time he was seriously considering accepting her invitation. He
feared Sabeen might mistake his protracted silence as a sign he was
thinking about saying yes, even though that's exactly what he was
doing. Why the hell not? Nanoseconds later another
more authoritative voice overrode the pusillanimous one, and
reminded him of the fact that he talked about these kinds of things
with Angela. There was very little chance that Sabeen was merely
inviting him for a drink and a friendly chat.

"Thank you, but
I need to finish up here and get on home." He looked away as he
spoke, then glanced back to catch her reaction.

"Sure," she
said, still beaming, as though she had not just been brushed off.
"Maybe some other time."

"Sure," replied
Shane, even as he hoped she would never ask again. Next time he
might say yes and Sabeen probably knew that. This dialogue was
excruciating and he wished she would depart with alacrity.

"I'll leave you
to it," she chirped. "Let me know if you change your mind."

Shane changed
his mind immediately, as though her words were enchanted, but he
kept his mouth shut until she was gone, then he allowed himself to
breathe.

Rattled and
baffled by his behaviour, Shane slumped behind his desk and stared
at the blank computer screen. It logged him off every five minutes
unless he showed it some affection. It was annoying, but stacked
against his ridiculous flirtations with Sabeen and his childish
obsession with Melisendra, it was a trifle. Why was he playing with
fire? Who had flicked his pyromaniac switch? How was he going to
escape this burning building when he was so entranced by the
flames? Though they seared his flesh, Shane liked the pain and was
lining up for more. Bloody idiot! He was no better than Rob.
And there it was. The reason he was so intolerant of his brother's
aberrant and often abhorrent behaviour; he was the proverbial pot
calling the kettle black.

He dialled
Rob's number and waited.

"I didn't think
I'd hear from you so soon," said Rob without rancour.

"Sorry mate,"
replied Shane. "I..." He trailed off, his eyes roaming the room,
searching for the words which had vaporised on his tongue. There
was no help from the other end of the line. "I overreacted. I'm
sorry. Are you okay? What's happening? Tell me about the girl."

"She's
something else."

Shane quickly
suppressed a snide comment. "Yeah?"

"So I'm at this
place called Lipstick, in the Nana red light district."

"The Nana red
light district? Are you kidding?"

"It's bigger
and better than Patpong."

"Anyway, you
were saying about the girl?"

"Her name is
Jam."

"I bet you made
a lame joke about her name, didn't you?"

"Uh-huh."

"Did she get
it?"

"Nope, a waste
of good material. Anyhow, the waitress at Lipstick is bugging me
about doing something more than just sitting around slamming
Mekong’s, and I finally cave in and ask her what tablemates are.
Because I've never heard of them, and I've been around."

Snide comment
number two successfully repelled.

"To cut a long
story short, my table friend comes over and slides in next to me,
but she's shy, really shy, like she's a newbie, and she makes me
feel all awkward, and I'm not awkward, especially not when I'm
tanked. I'm smooth."

Snide comment
number three beaten off with a large stick.

"Still a pretty
long story, bro... I really need to knock over this paperwork,
otherwise I'll never get home and Ange won't be amused."

"I spent the
night with her then went out for breakfast the next morning, and
this guy from the club marches in and starts going off his brain in
Thai. Apparently Jam needed permission to leave the club, and who
was I to be dining out with one of his girls, like she was
mine."

"So it was a
property dispute."

"That's a crude
way to put it."

"Those girls
are commodities mate, not people."

"They're
treated like commodities."

"Whatever,"
Shane said dismissively. He reckoned he had done very well to last
this long, but his forbearance was being stretched once more. "You
going to see her again?"

"Hell yeah.
She's not going back to Lipstick. She's coming to stay with
me."


Chapter Five

 


"Are you happy,
Jam?"

She frowned as
a crescendo of manic, hospital busyness engulfed them. Rob wasn't
sure whether her expression was a response to his question or to
the noise. Bumrungrad International Hospital was a multiple
specialty medical centre on Sukhumvit road, soi three. Jam
had babbled on about the history of the place as they waited for a
doctor to see him, her way of dealing with nervous tension, no
doubt.

Built in 1980,
it was reputedly the largest private hospital in South East Asia,
and still young enough not to have had its shine eroded by disease,
neglect, or the polluted atmosphere of Thailand's sprawling capital
city. Given the number of cleaners hovering around, Rob understood
why the hospital had retained its radiant visage. He had questioned
Jam about how Thai people afforded to be treated in a place like
this and she said most of them couldn't.

They walked
down a gleaming corridor before turning into another one. Rob's arm
was numb from the pain-killing injection the nurse had given him.
He still felt fuzzy as well. His conversation with Shane was still
fresh in his mind, though distant and fragmented. He had told his
brother that Jam was his girl and that she would be leaving
Lipstick and moving in with him. Now he wondered what Jam would
think of the idea.

"The doctor did
a nice job with the stitches," said Jam.

"They're
staples actually, but yeah. It should heal nicely."

"It will leave
a mark."

"What's another
scar?"

Rob Archer had
spent a lot of time in hospitals, much more than your average
twenty four year old, excluding stuntmen, thrill-seekers and those
with chronic or terminal diseases. Rob was a cut above the regular
once or twice a lifetime hospital patient. He laughed at his own
joke.

"Why are you
laughing?"

"Nothing," Rob
lied, preferring not to go to the trouble of explaining his private
joke to her. "Have you been here before?"

"I came with a
friend once before, like now with you. But not as a patient."

"You've never
been a patient?"

Jam shook her
head.

"What about
when you were born?"

"I was born in
my house, on the floor. The hospital was too far away and I was
impatient."

Rob laughed but
then suffered the theft of his good humour, courtesy of the tidal
wave of humidity which struck him as they exited the hospital
through automatic doors. He felt beads of sweat lining up in all
his pores, chomping at the bit to run free over his skin. A number
of taxis sat in a disorderly queue at the front of the hospital
with their engines idling. Some of the drivers were out of their
cabs, smoking cigarettes and chatting to one another. Once settled
on the back seat of the first taxi, Rob waited for Jam to give the
driver directions and then he seized the moment.

"Are you
happy Jam?"

She looked at
him thoughtfully, as though she suspected he was trying to trick
her. "Yes."

"Really?" said
Rob, locking his eyes on hers. "You like doing what you do, working
at Lipstick? It doesn't seem like you like it. You didn't seem to
be having a good time last night. Not at the table anyway. Not even
in your room. You seemed uncomfortable."

He waited,
wondering if she understood his outburst, if she felt his passion,
his urgency. She couldn't be happy. There must have been
some reason why she was stuck in this shitty degrading job. She
clearly was not lacking in intelligence, so there had to be some
hidden compulsion. Many of the girls in the go-go bars of Bangkok's
red light districts probably enjoyed what they did, poor girls
earning big money simply by selling their bodies. Many of them may
have harboured serious ambition and looked upon the provision of
sexual services as a necessary means to an end, as a fast way to
get what they wanted, their own businesses perhaps, or a new life
in another country. It was also likely that some of the girls were
slaves, some of them were under age as well, sold by their families
to wicked traffickers, dealers in human misery. Rob shuddered and
shook his head. Jam was speaking to him.

"What?"

"I think you
are too interested in me," said Jam. "Don't worry about me. I do my
job and I make money, and when I have enough money, I will
leave."

"So you have a
choice?"

"Not
really."

"What do you
mean?"

"Never
mind."

Rob turned away
to stare out of the window of the barely moving cab. They were
virtually paying for a nice cool place to sit and talk, rather than
for transport to wherever they were going.

"Where are we
going?"

"I'm going back
to the club, and you're going back to your hotel."

Every woman Rob
had ever met, or had anything to do with, had certain things in
common with each other, certain universal characteristics;
enigmatic, capricious and therefore infuriating. He thought things
were going well with Jam, that there was some chemistry happening
between them. He reckoned he had a reasonable sense of her
disposition, that her flirtations were more than professional
playfulness and she was opening herself up to him. With two terse
sentences she had slammed the door in his face. He decided to knock
for permission re-enter.

"Have I done
something wrong?"

Silence.

"Jam? What's
wrong? I thought we were friends."

"Sure. Because
that's why men like you go to clubs like Lipstick, to make friends,
right?"

Surprised by
the spiteful edge to her voice and by the accusation which, if
truth be told was slicing very close to the bone, Rob simply stared
at her. She glared back for a few moments then looked away. Rob
became aware of the vehicle's movement and soon, through several
fits and starts, they arrived at their destination.

Jam indicated
to Rob that he should pay the driver and added, "Unless you want to
keep going?"

Rob had a
couple of hundred baht notes in his hand which were en route to the
driver's waiting hand. To Jam, Rob said; "do you want me to keep
going?"

"Up to you. The
club's closed so you can't come with me."

"The club is
always open."

"Buy ru my
buy woey," muttered the driver impatiently.

"Hold your
horses."

The bemused
driver replied, "A-ry wa."

Rob pushed the
notes into his hand and exited the taxi. Jam had already started
walking away. Her determined stomping was very cute, but Rob was
genuinely puzzled by her behaviour. He stood on the footpath,
deliberating for a minute or so.

Dizzy, he
stumbled to the nearest wall and leaned against it. The sensible
thing to do would be to return to his hotel room and get some rest.
Ordinarily Rob wasn't especially rational, but prudence won the day
and he commenced a short walk to the Ibis Nana where he had a two
week booking. Fairly commodious and acceptably clean, it was all
Rob needed given that he mostly only used it to sleep and shower.
It had air conditioning, a mini bar and satellite television. A few
dirty marks on the walls and a small blood stain on the top sheet
were insufficient grounds to deny the Ibis its three star rating.
When Rob finally entered his room, he collapsed on the bed
gratefully and slept.

 


 


A while later,
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