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The Joy is in the Journey

A Bangkok Story
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Prologue
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George Kinobe stood barefoot on the balcony of his corner penthouse suite, overlooking the slow, patient curve of the Chao Phraya River. The evening had settled gently over Bangkok. Ferries drifted past like practiced rituals; the river gently holding the reflections of temples, high-rises and softened lights that refused to hurry.

He breathed in, and then out. “Life is beautiful,” George said aloud. The words landed easily—not as affirmation and not as something rehearsed, but as a simple statement of fact.

For a moment, memory stirred. George thought about the sharp contrast between this view and the narrow paths of Kampala’s slums, where his life had begun. Red dust and improvised homes. Dreams formed long before permission existed. But he did not linger there. He had learned that the past did not need revisiting in order to be honoured.

What mattered was the journey between then and now. The risks taken without guarantees and the joy discovered long before results appeared. The laughter that arrived uninvited and lingered.

Abundance, George had discovered, was never about accumulation. It was about ease. Space in the mind and time in the day. The freedom to choose what mattered and release what did not.

He had retired early—not to escape life, but to enter it more fully. Writing was no longer a pursuit; it was pure play. Creation no longer carried urgency. He now realised that joy had quietly taken the lead.

Behind him, through the open glass doors, the living room rested in unposed calm. Chatchai lay stretched across the sofa with one leg folded beneath him. A book was abandoned face down on the floor. He slept in the same way that Bangkok rested—alert beneath stillness, unafraid of the silence.

George watched him for a moment. He no longer tried to name what they were to each other. There had been a time when language mattered—when clarity felt necessary in order for legitimacy to grow. Now, the need for definition had dissolved.

The experience itself was enough. They shared laughter without schedule and silence without discomfort. Presence without promise and silence without tension. An ease that did not ask to be explained or justified. And in a world so eager to classify everything, that simplicity felt quietly radical. And that, he had learned, was rare.

George Kinobe leaned against the balcony rail, letting his gaze return to the river as it moved with practiced patience far below. Bangkok, in the early evening seemed to understand something that most people took a lifetime to learn—nothing could be rushed by force, and nothing stayed due to demand.

The river shifted below, catching a new angle of light. George’s thoughts drifted — as they often did — to an idea that once felt abstract, but now lived comfortably inside him.

Creation was finished. He had once misunderstood that truth, waiting for visible proof before allowing himself joy. Life, generous in its patience, had corrected him. The reward was never the manifestation; it was the assumption. The quiet satisfaction of living as though the wish were already fulfilled. 

George turned back toward the river, smiling to himself.
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Chapter One
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George arrived in Bangkok with less money than confidence, and less confidence than hope. A few years earlier, South Africa had stopped making sense to him. His visa was expiring, renewal no longer an option, and the future he had imagined there quietly withdrew its invitation. 

He did not plan his trip to Bangkok. He did not research it, study the city’s streets or imagine its rhythms. He came because impulse was faster than fear, and because leaving felt less terrifying than staying.

All he knew — all he told himself — was that Thailand would give him two months on a multiple-entry tourist visa. Two months, he reasoned, was enough time to figure something out. Two months was a bridge. Two months could become more, if he was clever, if he was lucky and if the world decided to soften, just a little.

For the first few nights, George booked himself a respectable hotel on Soi Rambuttri, just around the corner from the vibrant backpacker hangout of Khaosan Road. The hotel didn’t offer comfort, exactly—more like permission to breathe. He needed clean sheets, silence and the illusion that he still had control. 

From the window of his room, Bangkok stretched below him: looping and tangled electricity wires, humming scooters, warm night air heavy with incense and exhaust fumes. He stood there often, watching a city that neither noticed nor rejected him.

On his second evening, something caught his eye. Directly beneath his hotel window sat a modest guesthouse; its wooden window shutters thrown open to the night. Inside, he saw people resting in hammocks, laughing softly and sharing space as if none of them were strangers. There was no polish or performance—just bodies at ease in a place that asked very little of them. Something about it stayed with him.

The next morning, George walked downstairs and crossed the road. The sign read simply: Mini House.

It took less than five minutes for the numbers to change his reality. The cost of a single night at his current hotel could buy him seven days at Mini House—a private room with a shared bathroom and no questions asked. 

George booked the room immediately. Relief moved through him with a surprising force. For the first time since landing in Bangkok, the arithmetic of survival seemed to work in his favour.

Mini House was not elegant, but it was alive. The guests were a mix of backpackers running on dwindling budgets and expanding stories. Conversations drifted easily—about border runs, visa tricks, cheap food and places where money stretched instead of snapped. 

George had arrived alone, but isolation didn’t survive long at Mini House. People spoke to him and included him. They shared what they knew without asking what he lacked.

George wished that he had found this place sooner. At the hotel, everyone had moved like sealed containers—polite, distant and absolutely unapproachable. Here, life spilled outward. Here, nobody pretended they were temporary in better ways than they actually were.

That evening, someone suggested they go for a drink. The bar sat above a Korean restaurant called Dong Dee Moon, tucked further along the same road. George hesitated only briefly — hesitation had become a habit — but he went anyway. He was glad he did.

What he found upstairs dismantled a fear that he had been carrying quietly: the fear of racism, of being unwelcome and of being tolerated rather than accepted. The room was crowded with people from everywhere on the planet. Spoken accents collided and stories overlapped as laughter rang out into the night and replaced suspicion. No one flinched at George’s presence, and no one reduced him to a difference.

They were honest with him, though. They told him that finding work as an African in Thailand would not be easy. Not impossible perhaps, but certainly very difficult. Still, they offered help, introductions and ideas. They spoke with him, rather than about him.

That night, as George walked back to Mini House, he understood something important. He was still uncertain and still undocumented beyond time. Still standing on fragile ground.

But for the first time since leaving South Africa, fear had loosened its grip. Bangkok did not promise him salvation. But it had given him a place to stand—and for now, that was enough.
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Chapter Two
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The days that followed settled into a gentle rhythm. Mini House was never meant to be a permanent option, and yet it behaved like one. People came and went, but the place itself remained constant—an unofficial base for those moving between countries, identities and plans that refused to solidify. 

George got to know the faces of the regulars quickly. Some were backpackers, while others were hippies. Some were unsure what they were, only certain they were not finished becoming.

They spoke of borders in the same way that others spoke of neighbourhoods. Cambodia. Laos. Vietnam. Malaysia.

Stories poured out at odd hours—over cheap coffee in the mornings and warm beer at night. George listened carefully, storing the information not as adventure, but as a necessity. In less than two months, he would need to leave Thailand and return to reset his visa. 

He concluded that when the time came, Poi Pet in Cambodia would be the simplest route. A single day, they said. In and out, a simple routine. George took comfort in that.

He also took comfort in knowing that his visa allowed three entries into Thailand. That gave him three chances to delay the inevitable. Three small mercies that allowed him to imagine stability without demanding it too loudly. 

Whatever came after six months, he told himself, would be dealt with when it arrived. Others had managed. Easily, it seemed. There was no reason yet to believe that he would be the exception.

Naturally, his focus shifted to those who worked in the city. Most of them were English teachers—unqualified by paper, but validated by passport. British. American. Australian. Canadian. Their accents alone were deemed sufficient proof of competence. 

A few of them, after listening to George speak and hearing the deliberate clarity of his language, laughed and told him that he would make a better teacher than they ever were.

“Thai kids will understand you,” one of them said. “You pronounce everything properly.”

The idea lodged itself quietly in George’s chest. If there was a way to stay, this would seem to be it.

George applied everywhere. Schools recommended by friends, schools advertised on peeling noticeboards and schools hidden behind gates painted with hopeful slogans about language and futures. He tailored his words, offered enthusiasm and promised dedication. 

Again and again, the answer arrived before it was even spoken. No. Sometimes it was immediate, while at other times it came dressed in politeness. 

Once, a school administrator leaned in closer and explained gently that parents who could afford English lessons preferred a certain look. Caucasian, she meant. She did not say Black, but the word hovered between them.

George’s Ugandan passport closed doors that his voice could not open. Weeks folded into months. Application after application disappeared into quiet refusals. The city did not grow cruel—only indifferent. And yet, somehow, despair never fully claimed him. Because every evening, life unfolded regardless.

As the sun slipped behind the buildings, the group from Mini House drifted instinctively toward Khaosan Road. Music spilled into the street and lights blurred the edges of worry. For a few hours, the future loosened its grip. They drank, they danced and they laughed at nothing and everything. Job or no job, it did not always seem to matter.

To this day, George could not fully explain how he survived that time. He was nearly penniless, yet somehow never lacking. Drinks appeared in his hand. Meals found their way to him. People included him without hesitation, never asking for currency in return—only presence. Kindness circulated like an unspoken agreement.

In that fragile, improbable season, abundance wore an unexpected face. And although he did not yet name it, George was learning something essential: even when the world denies you structure, it may still offer you belonging.
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Chapter Three



[image: ]


A few weeks later, George stepped out of Mini House and onto Soi Rambuttri with nothing in particular in mind. That was usually how the best evenings began.

He walked slowly, scanning faces, half-hoping to run into someone familiar. On this street, friendships formed quickly and dissolved just as fast. George had come to understand the unspoken rule: a conversation, a drink, perhaps a night of laughter—and if it lingered long enough, a Facebook request before fading into the stream of passing lives.

A young man called out to him from across the road. George hesitated only for a moment; he had nothing to lose. He crossed over and introduced himself.

The young man’s name was Kevin. He was twenty-one, from Brighton in England, and this was his first time outside the United Kingdom. Everything about him carried that unmistakable mix of awe and bravado—confidence borrowed from proximity and reinforced by the illusion that the world would always take care of him.

Two Thai women sat beside Kevin, looking bright and animated. After a few drinks, they decided that Soi Rambuttri felt too familiar, too predictable. They wanted something different and somewhere new.

Kevin, suddenly unsure, turned to George and asked him to come along. George quickly agreed. For him, variety had become a form of survival.

They squeezed into a metered taxi and disappeared into the city. George had no idea where they were going, only that the drive felt long — twenty, maybe twenty-five minutes — and that Bangkok had already rearranged itself around them by the time they arrived.

The bar was close to the women’s apartment. Too close. Almost immediately, George understood what was unfolding. This was not an evening meant for conversation. It was transactional, disguised as spontaneity. He felt the familiar tightening in his chest—the instinct that signalled a mistake.

George had learned early on that he did not play these games. Desire, for him, pointed elsewhere. He leaned toward Kevin and told him quietly that he was gay, and that whatever fantasy was at work here did not include him.

Kevin barely heard him. Already a few drinks in, his focus had narrowed to a single outcome.

George tried once more—this time with a warning rather than an explanation. He told Kevin to guard his belongings carefully and to stay alert. The young man nodded, distracted, certain that luck had him firmly in its grip.

George reached into his pocket and produced seventy baht. It wasn’t enough for a taxi back to Mini House, not even close.

He made a quick decision. He would walk part of the way back — half the distance, perhaps — and find a tuk-tuk when the city became familiar again. He slipped out of the bar quietly, leaving music and expectation behind.

Bangkok does not release you easily at night. What had begun as a purposeful walk stretched into something else entirely. Streets branched and tangled. Time warped. Neon signs multiplied, blinking like coded messages meant for someone else. For nearly two hours, George drifted—tired, hungry and only vaguely confident that he was still moving in the right direction.

Then suddenly, without announcement, the city opened up to him. Khaosan Road rose before him like a living thing, flicking its forked tongue in preparation for the Friday night circus. Vespertine clowns filled the street—dancers, drinkers and wanderers, each glowing under the lights. The party had already peaked, and yet it showed no intention of dying. It never did.

George felt the weight of exhaustion settle into his bones. For once, the noise did not call to him. The party would still be there tomorrow. And the next day, and the day after that. Tonight, he felt finished.

He walked slowly now, greeting people he recognised, exchanging quick smiles and borrowed familiarity. As he neared the bar just before Mini House, a woman stepped toward him and smiled. She was beautiful in a way that required no effort.

“Come and join me,” she said, gesturing to a pair of stools at the bar.

George laughed softly and told her the truth; he had no money.

She smiled wider. “I figured,” she said with a slight shrug.

Her name was Dai. Before George could introduce himself, she tilted her head and said, “I already know who you are.”

He frowned, surprised.

“You’re famous here,” Dai continued. “The way you speak to everyone, both locals and foreigners, everybody knows you.”

George didn’t know
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