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Reconciling romantic idyll with a one-night adventure is the very essence of hedonism—and the reason for its impossibility.

Giulio, a middle-aged man wrestling with the ghost of his youth, refuses to believe his best years are behind him. Divorced, with two grown daughters and a suffocating partner, he yearns to experience—if only for one night—the glossy, glamorous life of celebrities. A holiday in Thailand with his partner and another couple offers the perfect stage to bring this fantasy to life. Leveraging technology and social media, he meticulously orchestrates an extravagant evening with a captivating local woman. 

For the occasion, Giulio resorts to gestures that strive for theatrical elegance: the opulent Shangri-La, a gleaming limousine, fragrant orchids, and flowing champagne. Yet his need to impress runs deeper than the spectacle itself. He plans to broadcast every curated moment of this 'wild night’ to his friends back in Rome—mirroring the modern obsession with digital validation, where surface is everything and authenticity holds no currency.

But beneath the glittering facade of Bangkok, every character holds a secret. This long-awaited, perfectly choreographed night spirals into a nightmare of miscommunications, betrayals, and shocking twists. By morning, Giulio is left hollow and shattered—not the hero of his fantasy, but its tragic victim.

Last Night in Bangkok is a searing reflection on modern hedonism, on the Net as a trap for an overdose of information, and on the dark art of psychological manipulation.

Author's Note

––––––––
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In this English edition, some context is essential. The novel is set in early 2016, so certain references may be unfamiliar to non-Italian readers. Giulio’s fascination with “The Knight” — a mix of admiration and envy — refers to a well-known media tycoon who was Prime Minister at the time, whose extravagant lifestyle and infamous “bunga bunga” parties dominated Italian headlines for years. To Giulio, this figure represents the ultimate symbol of wealth, power, and hedonistic excess — everything he aspires to be.

The locations mentioned in this novel are real, though the surrounding settings have been imaginatively assembled for narrative purposes.
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There it was, spread on both banks, the Eastern capital which had not yet known a white conqueror; a mass of brown bamboo houses, of mats, of leaves, of an architecture all of vegetation, sprouting up from the brown earth on the banks of a muddy stream. It was amazing to think that in those miles of habitations there was probably not half a ton of nails... Some of these houses of sticks and grass, like the nests of aquatic creatures, clung to the shores; others seemed to grow out of the water; others again floated moored in long lines in the very middle of the stream.

J.Conrad The shadow line

The dawn of the next day...
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For Buddhists, karma generates karma: every action influences the future of the individual who performs it. It is like planting a seed; the fruit will grow depending on how well or poorly we have sown it. Thinking back to those last hours... or weeks... it was no surprise that my tree of life had borne only rotten fruit.

And here I am, on the balcony of the imperial suite at the Shangri-La in Bangkok, watching a grey heron flying towards Wat Arun, the Temple of Dawn. It was the moment when the first light of morning reflected off the golden spires of the temples and in the skyscrapers' windows.

I felt a powerful stirring as I watched what would be my last sunrise in the East. Then, seized by a sense of anguish, I turned towards the patio door, where Mattia, like a silent and motionless specter, was staring at me. There was no longer any trace of complicity in his suffering gaze, nor in his expression of condemnation, but only the shocking, tragic image of a night we would never forget. My friend approached with a staggering gait, eyes bloodshot as if his soul was worn down by resentment; his face flushed, his breath short, almost gasping. He held the palad khik, my wooden phallic amulet, and handed it to me with trembling fingers.

“Don’t forget your scepter...” he said in a voice full of hatred.

Just 24 hours before, he considered me his closest friend...
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Act I

Amulets, Pearls, and Blades of Grass
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“Krungthep, the City of Angels, better known as Bangkok. One of the world's most chaotic metropolises, still searching for its identity among the unchecked suburban sprawl and Western cultural imperialism. For some, it's the new Asia roaring with futuristic skyscrapers, massage parlors, red-light districts, sidewalks filled with ambiguous scents, luxury condominiums, and cosmetic surgery clinics. For others, it's just another victim of Coca-Colonization. For us, it's simply where we'll spend an unforgettable night before returning to Rome...” 

Franca, sitting next to me, looked amazed. 

“And you wrote all this just now?” 

“Yes,” I replied, “imagine how beautiful the rest of the story will be. It will feel like you're still here when you read it...” At that moment, we were entering a canal flanked by vast orchards. We were on a traditional wooden boat about six meters long, a Reua Haang Yao, the Long-Tail, with a canvas roof and a propeller mounted on a long pole, which Krit, our gondolier, had been keeping raised above the water level for the past few minutes. This was necessary because of the water hyacinth, an aquatic plant that grows and invades these canals, complicating fishing and navigation. I heard Mattia laughing behind me. 

“Be serious... you copied it from the Internet...” he said cheerfully. The insinuation made me smile. I turned and looked at his round face, glistening with sweat. 

“I'll send you the piece on WhatsApp; let's see if you can find it on Google,” I teased. He wouldn't bother; besides being my friend, he was lazy. 

“Giulio, send it to me too...” Anna, his wife, who had played the role of our portable library throughout the vacation, interjected. 

“I have something tougher for you,” I said, trying to distract her. I could fool Franca with these tricks, but not Anna. Like Mattia and me, she was one of those forty-somethings who had grown up with computers and never had trouble adapting to new technologies. Franca, on the other hand, though also over forty, was one of those who had stubbornly resisted computers and mobile phones for years—only to realize one day that the only identities recognized by modern society were digital ones. And now, these stone-age nostalgics were trying to catch up with thirty years of tech innovation in no time, with the result that Franca barely knew how to use WhatsApp or get on Facebook. 

Focusing on the present, I pointed out to Anna a tree leaning over the right side of the canal, with green leaves and vermilion fruits. 

“Come on, tell me what species it is. You have three minutes and no photos...” 

She promptly accepted my challenge and began typing on her phone. 

“I bet it's a tamarind...” Mattia stated, moving closer to help her.

After a week of sun and sea in Khao Lak, in the South, we returned to Bangkok that morning. We had checked into the All-Seasons Hotel, and then, to escape the scorching streets and the stifling combination of heat and smog, we decided to enjoy one of the city's attractions by taking a cruise along the klongs, the canals fed by the Chao Praya River. The gondolier himself was quite an amusing attraction; it seemed like he had been sent to me by providence. Krit stood before us like a mythological figure, barefoot, in tight shorts with skinny legs, a t-shirt torn in several places, and enormous, ridiculous plastic glasses that accentuated the thinness of his face. A pointed, graying goatee hung down past his chest while a moldy towel wrapped around his head shielded him from the sun's rays. But the centerpiece was his necklace, a simple string on which four wooden penises of various sizes were tied. My friends and I had been joking about those penises since we hired him, with unmistakable adolescent giggles. 

“Oh wow! Giulio,” Anna's voice jolted me out of my thoughts; less than two minutes had passed, and she already had the answer. “It's a coral tree!” she declared triumphantly, showing me her phone's display with the exact image of the tree I had pointed out before.

“Wow, how do you do it... I could never manage that...” Franca commented, astonished. 

“Well done, Anna,” I congratulated, “you're always spot on.” I shot a mocking grin at Mattia. “I bet it's a tamarind...” I needled him. 

“It's this damned heat...” he protested, wiping the sweat from his bald head and putting his bandana back on.

“Now, Anna, start another search...” I said cheerfully. I nodded towards the gondolier, “Let's see if you can find out what those things are on Google too...” My reference to the four wooden penises sparked laughter and protests.

“No, absolutely not... I don’t want to.” She replied, shaking her head. Krit gave me a vague smile, took off his glasses, and, with a solemn gesture, extended his arm, pointing to a house where a woman was lighting incense sticks on the windowsill. Along that stretch of the river, on both banks, there was a fierce battle between the rotting wooden stilts and the overflowing vegetation, with plants of various shapes and dense mangrove bushes stretching like long hungry arms—plunging into the water, snaking over rooftops, twisting around railings, climbing up docks, and invading piers. Children were joyfully bathing while three stray dogs barked at us from a hillock, annoyed by our intrusion.

Setting aside Krit's dicks, my friends and I started taking photos. Then, the beep of my phone alerted me to an incoming message. It was from the All-Seasons concierge, confirming the delivery of the flowers and prosecco I had ordered for our room. I sent her a message, a romantic note in Italian for my partner to be included on a card with the flowers: 

- Even if my eyes sometimes get distracted, my heart and mind never will. Get ready for an unforgettable night -.

A few seconds later, the clerk’s reply arrived: 

- I’ll take care of it immediately. Your partner is a lucky woman, she will be delighted with the surprise -.

I thanked her with a smiling emoji. That evening, I planned to do everything in style, and everything had to be perfect.

The boat entered a long, straight stretch, allowing Krit to indulge in the distractions he often permitted himself during the cruise. As soon as he steered the boat towards the centre of the waterway, his eyes went straight to Franca's cleavage, lingering blissfully on that part of her breast peeking mischievously from her blouse. She, who typically responded to such attentions with pleased silence, now showed a vexed expression. She had developed an aversion to this man since he had made inappropriate advances while helping her aboard, touching her arms and hips in an overtly familiar manner. 

“Krit,” I began, making him jump. Reluctantly tearing his lascivious glances away, he looked at me curiously. “Those... wooden objects around your neck,” I asked him in English, “what are they?” We were all eager to know more! In response, the Thai gave me a vague smile and returned his focus to navigating.

“This guy doesn’t understand shit...” Mattia huffed. To make sure he got it, I stood up, grabbed one of the four wooden phalluses tied to his necklace, and repeated the question slowly and clearly.

“Palad khik!” he exclaimed emphatically. Encouraged by our laughter, he leaned in and invited Franca to hold it in her hand. She, muttering in horror about how the man was bringing it close to her mouth, averted her gaze to the riverbank, focusing on a veranda adorned with wind chimes. Krit, unfazed by the rejection, pushed his amulet towards Anna's lips, offering her the same delightful opportunity to grasp it between her fingers, but she also declined the lewd proposal with frantic gestures.

To calm the exuberance of the gondolier – who seemed to have serious issues with anatomy – and to soothe Franca and Anna’s complaints, I involved him in a flurry of typing on my smartphone's touchscreen. Thanks to Google Translator, we were enlightened about the purpose of those unique amulets! We eventually discovered that they were carved by monks who specialized in this particular crafts, and contained inscriptions of Thai characters endowed with magical powers. Each of Krit's amulets served a specific purpose: one was to ward off evil spirits, another to attract women, a third to bring luck in gambling, and the fourth to keep knives and bullets at bay.

Having satisfied our burning curiosity, we all went back to admiring the landscapes that unfolded around each bend of the river, which in that stretch gave off a terrible stench of stagnation. 

“Giulio, take a photo of that woman.” Franca pointed to an elderly lady busy washing plastic bowls on some steps leading into the water. Steadying myself against the boat's swaying, I nodded and framed the woman in her patched clothes and toothless smile.

“Post it on Facebook so I can share it,” Mattia said. I turned and met his blue eyes; then his wife Anna hit him on the head with a colorful paper umbrella.

“Too much effort to take a photo, lazybones!” she scolded him cheerfully.

“I'm enjoying the midday sun,” he replied, touching his bandana where the menacing symbol of the Jolly Roger was drawn. This makeshift solution had become necessary after Mattia got a sunburn at the start of the vacation, due to his ignorance in exposing his head to the blazing sun for hours. Without protection from the strong tropical rays, his ‘Buddha-Head’ – a term I coined based on the ironic ‘my Buddha’ the Thais often used to greet him – was burning like a hot steamer. That had been his Asian baptism, the Oriental Montezuma’s curse. The curse, though in a different form, had also struck me: the spicy food and excessive drinking gave me severe gingivitis, which kept me out of commission for a couple of days.

It felt like a war bulletin, a stern warning for the ambitions of two nearly fifty no longer accustomed to excess, but apart from these minor mishaps – small ailments – the rest of the trip had gone smoothly, with joy and mostly carefree times. However, there were also moments of tension, mainly due to Anna and Franca's jealousy. According to them, Mattia and I sometimes acted like would-be-Casanovas, whether with lingering gazes at the waitresses, or 'thank you' uttered in a deliberately flirtatious tone to the receptionist, or even with overly gallant gestures towards the tourist from the next room. Consequently, the two women responded with contentious glances, sullen silences, and acidic mutterings. Honestly, Anna and Franca had been vehemently opposed to the destination from the beginning due to Thailand’s reputation, which they called the Kingdom of Vice. In the end, Mattia and I had managed to convince them but not to overcome their distrust. Anna had briefed Franca on everything before we left, explaining where and how they might risk being cheated on.

The vacation had started in early January when, after the exuberant Christmas festivities, we had spent three days in Bangkok wandering through markets and temples. Following that, we had a week in Khao Lak at an all-inclusive bungalow resort, complete with meals, accommodation, and unlimited drinks. This meant that Mattia and I spent our days by the poolside, sipping drinks from early afternoon, mesmerized by the waitresses, the bikini-clad sunbathers, and the antics of other farangs – a derogatory term the Thais used for foreigners.

We were especially intrigued by those having fun with the theerak—”the girlfriends”—local girls they’d just picked up in Phuket, on Patong Beach. It was there that a familiar pattern took shape between the wealthy tourist and the countryside girl from the North. On one side was the Western playboy, his bag full of condoms, printouts of dancers from fan forums, and a YouTube profile ready to be updated with clips of his coveted prey. On the other was the local prostitute: a professional trained in the mantra “no money, no honey,” whose only goal was to quickly get the four Cs from the farang: Cash, Car, Condo, Credit Card. A mercenary relationship, never meant to lead anywhere.

Yet, despite such a backdrop, the unbelievable happened: irrationally, the Romeo, overtaken by sudden remorse, fell head over heels for his exotic dancer. The Pretty Woman syndrome claimed many victims in those latitudes. It soon became common practice for newcomers to invite their Juliet—still on the payroll—to accompany them on a country tour, effectively turning their vacation into an impromptu honeymoon.

It was precisely those Thai-farang couples we had encountered in Khao Lak that amused us greatly, with their looks of lovers, romantic caresses, walking hand in hand along the shore. To us, they were nothing more than distorted figures against a fantastic twilight that painted the sea purple. They were like grotesque postcards to slap onto the desktop, distant and dissonant worlds to share on Facebook.

Mattia and I had these deep thoughts during our long poolside drinking sessions. Each sip was a tribute to the smiles and winks from Thai girls everywhere as soon as Franca and Anna were out of sight; every toast was a desire to touch those tempting thighs, firm buttocks, and small, sculpted breasts, to be intoxicated by their youthful freshness; each cocktail was enhanced with the promise of pleasure that all the girls seemed to offer as soon as we made eye contact. At times, with the temerity of the desperate and risking the wrath of our partners, we had combed through those eyes: their generous intentions seemed clear to us and, like bright PAPI lights piercing the darkness, they guided our eager senses to the landing path.

The week in Khao Lak had been filled with tormenting temptations, unfulfilled desires, and shattered hopes. Mattia and I felt like victims of relentless injustice, toothless wolves always hungry, cynically thrown into a pen full of lambs.

The long-tail boat entered a canal flanked by abandoned stretches where swarms of dragonflies danced over tangled weeds.

“All right, dear Franca,” Anna said, breaking a long silence, “here we are at the end of our vacation. I won't lie—I’m dying to hear the judge's verdict. So tell us, who won—passion or love?”

She was referring to something I had written to my partner to convince her to agree to the Thailand trip. Mattia and I had quite a struggle getting them on board. In one of our final attempts, I wrote her: In Thailand, my passion will challenge my love... and you will be the judge.

At Anna’s question, Franca raised an eyebrow, sarcasm painted all over her face.

“Love wins... but only because of a lack of passion... and I was hoping for some miracle in the Oriental air.” Her irony genuinely amused Anna.

“What a flop, Giulio.” She then said, “Maybe it's better not to promise what you can't deliver. Do as Mattia does.”

“All bark and no bite,” my friend declared pompously, “I prefer deeds.”

“The vacation isn't over yet,” I said, “there's still tonight... and I want sparks to fly; be ready for great surprises.”

“You're lucky, Franca,” commented Anna, “at least there's still hope for you...”

“Oh, come on...” Mattia snorted, indignant at the teasing.

“I settle for little,” my partner admitted cheerfully, “but it must be genuine... Now, let’s talk about a concrete plan. Any ideas for tonight?”

“Well, I wouldn't want to stay out too late,” replied Anna, “after all, we have our flight tomorrow.”

I turned, catching Mattia’s eye, signaling him to speak up.

“I think it's time for the big move,” he stated, “to go out with a bang, to dive into the darker side of this city. Screw everything; let's forget who we are for one night and go there to taste even the unpleasant realities!” He couldn't have chosen a more inappropriate metaphor.

“Taste what?” Franca promptly argued, “Maybe some dancer in a bikini performing for old, lecherous men?” It was a topic we had already discussed, always with the same frustrating outcome. Clearing my throat, I tried to adopt a suitable tone.

“But it's our farewell evening,” I muttered, offended, “we've already toured all the markets in this damn city. And we are talking about visiting Patpong, the most famous red-light district in the world; there's even a night bazaar for shopping. It's like going to Rome and not seeing the Pope... or the Colosseum. We’re almost obliged to go there.”

“A cultural outing,” Franca pointed out, laughing. She had left behind Krit's brusque manners. Anna, too, found my words amusing.

“Giulio, don't you think that's a bit of a blasphemous comparison?” she teased me. Mattia saw an opening in their playful banter.

“Yes, exactly,” he jumped in, gesturing widely. “We should see how things work, why it's famous, and analyze the situation. I think it would be exciting; otherwise, we can't say we've really seen everything, can we?” My friend was the only one among us who genuinely wanted to go on Patpong. Anna sighed, though she didn't seem as annoyed as my partner.

“You two have been harping on about this brothel for months...” she declared with a bored tone, “Oh well, let's go! Sure, I'd rather avoid it, but if you're going to sulk all evening... All things considered, you behaved well; you've earned the ‘excursion’. For me, it's fine. What do you think, Franca?”

I was stunned! Our partners had vehemently opposed the visit to the district side by side, resolutely rejecting it. How had Mattia managed to change his wife's mind? But my steadfast partner, ever ready for a battle, reacted promptly.

“No thanks, Anna, I'm surprised by your words... it was precisely you who described the seedy environment to me... and what I have learned is enough: a den of pedophiles! A market for shopping? Yes, of a pure squalor. Should I stand there, watching girls in bikinis perform for old fatties?” With that statement, she paused, enjoying the effect of her well-targeted jab at our waists, then continued. “When I’m back in Rome, should I tell my son I witnessed this trash? If you want to go there, be my guest. I'll stay in the room,” she concluded with resolve, restoring order in my familiar world, which meant goodbye Patpong. But by now, I wasn't particularly interested anymore; I wasn't begging for favours, not in the final ‘round’ of the vacation.

I had long understood that changing partner, moving from my ex-wife to Franca, had been a mere tactical switch: simply replacing one pain in the ass with another. It had only taken a few months of living together to realize this. Evidently, I was the problem, as over time I found it harder and harder to put up with a committed relationship. However, with maturity comes a degree of wisdom that allows for long-term thinking. Having someone close who genuinely cares for you is always welcome. Who knows what awaited me around the corner of my half-century? Illnesses? Infirmities? Trouble? I needed support, a companion who would help and stand by me, and Franca did so with remarkable loyalty. Love was for twenty-year-olds; we had other priorities!

“So, let's head to the hotel pub since our flight to Rome is tomorrow morning... We’ll light the red lantern in the room tonight,” I cut it short, closing the matter. I knew it would be pointless to insist, and I didn't even feel like it. I was the captain of my instincts, the leader of my desires, the helmsman of my impulses. I swatted away some particularly bothersome mosquitoes – I'd even miss them in Italy, unlike Franca, who had been bitten many times during the trip.

“Yes,” she said contentedly, “just we don't stay out too late as we did last night. You and Mattia were chatting with those Englishmen until midnight, and how you were laughing! It must have been something hilarious to trigger such good humor.” Our partners had monitored us closely throughout the trip. So, in a subtle act of revenge and contrary to our pre-departure agreements, we kept them up late at the pool bar while Mattia and I chatted with other vacationers. Unable to understand English, our women had to wait for us, passing the time with exaggerated yawns, theatrical sighs, and annoyed glares.

“Ah, those lads from Newcastle, what fools,” I declared, recalling the chat, “they couldn't believe it when I told them that in Italy, 'valiant' referees, nearing retirement, find jobs as sports commentators on a well-known TV network owned by the president of a famous football club.”

“Oh, Giulio...” Franca interjected, “for you, everything boils down to football and women... you're an open book.”

“Indeed, your love for books started since you've known me,” I replied cheerfully. Annoyed, she turned to talk with Anna.

A few minutes later, the boat entered a narrow strait, with fields on either side shimmering under the scorching sun. Mattia leaned over to show me something on his smartphone.

“Look at my photo; it's already got twenty likes in ten minutes.” A familiar scene from the klongs popped up on the screen: stilt houses lining the water overshadowed by modern skyscrapers; in the foreground, at the centre of the canal, there was a canoe with an elderly woman wearing a canvas hat and holding a colorful umbrella. We had encountered several of these small boats during the cruise; most carried fruit, but some were makeshift floating restaurants. They had passed us by, leaving behind scents of smoked foods. Scenes from a timeless Bangkok, as if one were in Rome admiring glimpses of the ancient Appian Way, unaware of a world that, in the meantime, had progressed through centuries.

“Picture with lady twenty baht,” Krit offered, pointing at Franca and Anna.

“Strike a pose, girls,” I called out, laughing.

“No way...” protested my companion immediately. Mattia frowned, equally confused.

“Wait, do we have to pay him to take a photo with our women?”

“What do you care! He's also an attraction! Don't be so stingy.”

“He's a pervert...” Anna complained.

With some effort, I finally managed to convince them. Reluctantly, mainly because of the four wooden dicks, they awkwardly positioned themselves next to the Thai, trying to balance the swaying motion of the long tail. After the photo was taken, Franca sat back down next to me, visibly upset. 

“What did I tell you
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