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FLIGHT TO ASIA

	For most of the long flight, Bel fidgeted uncomfortably in her seat. It was fourteen hours from Amsterdam to Malaysia — Kuala Lumpur. Although she desperately needed to sleep, so much had happened in the previous few hours that she couldn’t even rest. Recent events kept running through her head like a bad movie. She'd replay them and worry about what might happen next. Some of it anyway. She wasn't even certain of all the details of the mess she'd left behind. 

	It had been hard, a real heart-rending decision to go on without Mickey, but she’d had to — she knew that much. He wasn't there when the boarding call came, and by then she was certain he wouldn't be coming. She couldn't afford to wait around to see. If she missed this flight…

	Landing in Kuala Lumpur, she wandered into the transit lounge where she intended to catch an onward flight to Phnom Penh. Continuing on the way they'd planned seemed the best course. Looking at the departure board, for a moment, she considered changing to a Bangkok flight. There were a lot of them headed that way. Bangkok was a big place and it would be easier to lose herself in a big city like that. 

	Then she smiled. Heading for Bangkok was a fucking cliché. Everyone on the run in Asia tried to hide in Bangkok. They'd be looking for her there — assuming they were looking for her at all. 

	Not knowing was a bitch, but it wasn't like she could call someone and ask about that or about Mickey. When she’d been waiting for her flight in Amsterdam, she'd caught a short news report on the television that confirmed the police in Amsterdam had apprehended a suspect in what they called a violent robbery. The description of the guy had sure sounded like Mickey. But who knew?

	That was what made her so sure he wasn’t going to catch the flight. That’s why she had left. She’d stood there, wondering, feeling anxious, avoiding making a decision as the plane started to board. Her stomach turned sour with the anxiety, and then she’d just boarded. 

	And now, she stared at the departures and knew that she needed to stay with the plan. She went to the gate for a small regional airline, and when the call came, got in line and found her seat on the small airliner that shuttled people from Malaysia to Cambodia.

	On the flight, she sat next to a chatty woman about her age, twenty-seven, who told her that her name was Gretchen and she'd been in the US visiting her family. As the woman provided a distraction, Bel listened. 

	Gretchen was a thin, pale blonde with a gold ring piercing her nostril. She was also very excited. “I'll be so fucking glad to get back to Phnom Penh.”

	“Why? Any particular reason?”

	The girl gave her a wicked grin. “I miss screwing my boyfriend Dieter. That's the main thing. And I want to get back to the life.”

	“The life?”

	A pleasant smile crossed her face. “Bopping around Asia. Wandering around, going to places where there are parties, maybe get a short-term job tending bar for a time and just being free in ways you can't anywhere else. You haven't been here before?”

	She shook her head. “No. First time.”

	“Do you know anyone there?”

	“Not a soul.”

	“You're brave to travel alone.”

	She shrugged. “My boyfriend was planning to come with me... but his plans got messed up.” Being arrested probably qualified as having your plans messed up.

	“Shame. Have you lined up a place to stay?”

	“Not really.”

	“Okay, then you should stick with me. Dieter found a big room at a guest house. You can crash with us tonight.”

	“I can?”

	“Sure. Then, if you like the place you can get a room. Ease into it. It's nice to have time to look around, let the jet tag blow away before you settle in.”

	The woman was almost too enthusiastic. As if she was selling her on the idea. Bel wondered why. 

	“That's kind of you,” she said, trying to be noncommittal. It was hard to judge Gretchen's motives, especially with her nerves on edge. Whose wouldn't be when she didn’t know if the cops were planning to grab her at any moment? For all she knew, Mickey might have told them about her and what their plans were. Interpol could be circulating pictures of her.

	She'd been stupid not to go to Bangkok. If he had told them where she was headed, she was probably toast. She'd find herself headed back to Europe under armed escort.

	Normally, Mickey was trustworthy, and she could count on him not to give her up, but this time he'd be looking at doing hard time. They might offer him a deal. 

	You couldn't blame a person for taking an offer that cut years off a long sentence. It was too bad about that guard getting hurt. If he hadn't come back from his break early, she wouldn't have had to hit him. The news report she saw in Amsterdam said he was in the hospital and in critical condition. 

	Even with that screwup, things would have been okay if Mickey hadn't left his passport at home and had to go back to get it. He couldn't go without it, of course.

	As best she could figure from the news, someone saw him on his motorbike at the scene — someone who knew him well enough to identify him. Knowing the cops would be looking for two people as soon as they saw the security videos, they'd split up. She took the bus straight to the airport. Somehow, they tracked Mickey down or stumbled across him and grabbed him. Maybe the grabbed him when he went home for his passport. Mickey wasn’t the brightest guy she knew.

	Because she had no idea if the authorities were looking for her, hanging out with other people made sense. If Mickey had spilled his guts, they’d be looking for a woman traveling alone. Gretchen and her boyfriend would make her seem like another traveler. They would provide some cover. 

	She smiled at Gretchen and accepted the offer. “That sounds cool, Gretchen. But won't having another person in the room upset your boyfriend? You've been separated for a while now.”

	Gretchen gave her a cockeyed smile. There was something weird about it. “Don't worry about that. As long as Dieter gets me alone long enough to give me his lovely cock, he'll welcome the company.”

	And so, she landed with a destination. Cambodian customs and immigration were straightforward and friendly. Although she didn't have two photos of the correct size (she had no photos of any size), she did have the price of her visa and the officials were happy to help her out, taking the photos right there for a small fee. 

	Ten minutes later bored uniformed officials waved them through the baggage check, and they went out the doors and stepped into the blinding tropical sunlight.

	“Is your boyfriend meeting you here?”

	Gretchen shook her head. “No. No reason to.”

	Looking at the surrounding chaos, Bel wasn't so sure. Touts and taxi drivers competed with friends and families in the arrival mob. Bel nodded at the money-changing booths. “Should I change money here?”

	“Not here. They give you a lousy rate. And if you have dollars, don't bother changing them because everyone takes dollars.”

	“I have some.”

	Gretchen waved at a stocky Cambodian man wearing a striped Polo shirt. “Jeet, you working?”

	“Sure, sure,” he said. He ran over and took a bag from each of them and trotted toward the parking lot.

	Bel started to follow but Gretchen held up a hand. “He's going to get his tuk-tuk.”

	“His what?”

	She pointed at several carts that held passenger seats and were pulled by motorcycles. “Tuk-tuk. The best way to travel around the city.” 

	They walked to the curb to wait until Jeet rolled up and came to a stop so they could climb in. “Welcome to Cambodia,” Gretchen laughed as Bel looked around.

	“Where to?” Jeet said as he put on a motorcycle helmet.

	“That guest house run by the old German fart, Herman. The one sitting right next to The Disaster Bar.” 

	The man nodded cheerfully, just as if that address was what you'd find in the phone book. He settled on his seat and accelerated out of the parking lot and into the heavy traffic on Street 110. “We are headed for the riverfront. When we get closer to the center of town the street is named Confederation of Russia,” Gretchen said. “How do you like that?”

	Bel sat back, soaking in the overwhelming rush of sights and sounds, both familiar and new. She was in Cambodia, halfway around the world from Mickey. “It’s funny,” she said, knowing that was what Gretchen wanted to hear.

	Dieter was waiting for them at a table outside the guesthouse. A thin man, he had long hair and smelled of cigarettes. He introduced her to another man. Marco, they told her. Gretchen seemed delighted to see him and gave him a big kiss.

	“We keep crossing paths with this randy bastard,” Gretchen said.

	He shrugged. “It's a diabolical plot of mine.”

	“I couldn’t get the bastard to leave until he saw you,” Dieter said. He scooped up Gretchen's bag. “Time to say hello.”

	Gretchen grabbed Bel's bag. “I'll put it in the room for you.” Then she winked.  “Excuse us while we catch up on old times.”

	“She means we'll be back down after I finish fucking the silly bitch,” Dieter said, and they went up the stairs.

	Bel slumped into a chair and shook her head. She saw Marco had gotten them each a beer. “Looks like you need this. Rough day?”

	She stretched her feet out under the table. “It's been a rough few days,” she said hoping he wouldn't ask for details.

	He didn't. “Those two will be awhile if experience tells me anything. Are you hungry?”

	“Famished.”

	 “Then let me buy you dinner. Do you like Indian food?”

	“Do you think I came all the way to Cambodia for curry?”

	“Hell no. We'll have tandoori chicken.”

	She laughed. “Well in that case, sure.”
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