CHAPTER I


Limited Tour, All Expenses Paid


"Welcome to Thailand, Sergeant," shouted a voice over the noise of the engines.


I stood on the ramp of the C-130, duffel bag over one shoulder, dripping sweat in the sauna-like heat and humidity.  The sky was clear, sun beating down on the tarmac, adding to the rising temperature.  Everything; the smells, sounds, sights, and even me, had changed.  This was a different world.


The Specialist stepped up onto the ramp and relieved me of the load.  He pointed to a jeep and I stepped off, still in a flight-lag daze.  I had been sitting over 18 hours on the floor of that plane, the same constant rumbling din settling into my brain.  I tried to yawn it away, now that I was on the ground, but the dull roar remained.


"You'll be stationed in Lopburi, Sergeant," the Specialist stated after hoisting my footlocker into the jeep.  "It's north of Bangkok.  Don't get too comfortable, though.  The 46th is moving to Udorn, nearer Laos.  It's wilder over there.  They call it Indian Country."


I tried to smile, but my stomach was beginning to relax, the muscles aching with the release of tension.  I slipped on my beret and shoved my butt deeply into the seat.


I wanted to remember all I would see that day, but the forces of human nature were against me on that point too.  Instead, I just kept straining my neck at all the passing girls.  There were so many of them, each more beautiful than the last.  They wore long tight sarongs; yellow, gold, green, purple, and red.  The colors danced before my eyes.  It was truly a land of extremes, as we passed giant Buddhas, enormous temples, and throngs of orange-wrapped monks.


Many people waved and twice, when stuck amongst all the human traffic, pretty young girls handed me flowers and giggled with traded smiles.  I forgot about my earlier discomfort and marveled at the activity.  The roads were packed with bicycles, carts, motor scooters, whole families on foot, and tiny foreign cars I had never seen before.


We skirted around Bangkok, though I could see the hotels and office buildings in the distance.  The horizon shimmered with the heat, almost making me think it was all a mirage.


On the other side of the town of Lopburi, sat the 46th Special Forces Detachment complex.  If I hadn't known any better, I would have sworn I had arrived at a miniature Ft. Benning.  I learned later that it had been erected in the 50's, as the training camp for Operation White Star, the first Special Forces covert mission into Southeast Asia.


The jeep pulled to a stop at the headquarters building.  I groaned with stiffness while easing myself from the seat.


"Major Frank Bassett is the CO, Sergeant," the Specialist informed me.  "I'll take your gear over to your hootch, while you report."


"Thanks, Specialist," I replied.  "Thanks for everything."


He saluted.  "No problem, Sergeant.  It gives me an excuse to get away from this dump."  With that, he drove off.


Once inside, I was escorted to the major's office.  Standing straight as I could muster, I filled the air with my voice.  
"Sergeant James Kendle, reporting for duty, sir."  I handed over my transfer papers.


The major smiled, removing his glasses to wipe the sweat from around his eyes.  "At ease, Sergeant.  Welcome to Lopburi."


"Thank you, sir."


The officer stood up and grabbed his green beret.  "I'll introduce you to Lieutenant Bosley and Team Delta, your LRRP team."


"Thank you, sir.  I'd like that."  I fell in step beside him.


"I understand you're Pathfinder qualified," the major remarked as we strolled across the parade ground.


"Well, yes, sir - 82nd Airborne, 2nd Battalion, 505 Infantry.  I'm on loan, I'd guess you'd say.  I volunteered for this pilot program, as soon as I was Ranger qualified."


The major slipped on his green beret and I followed suit with my maroon one.  The major looked at it, saying, "Airborne Colors?"


"Is there something wrong, sir?"  I was aghast.


"No, son, it isn't that there’s anything wrong, really.  It’s just that Rangers wear black.  It's just an identity crisis, I think.  I'll see you get one today."


"Thank you, sir."


"Don't mention it, Sergeant.  Ah, here we are."


At a small barracks building marked with a big red D over the door, the major stopped, knocked twice and entered.


"Attention!" came a shout and as we stepped inside, everyone jumped to his feet.


"At ease, gentlemen," the major said.  He faced one of the men, dressed in a white T-shirt and khaki pants.


"Lieutenant Dale Bosley," the major began the introduction.  "I'd like you to meet Sergeant James Kendle, Delta's new team-leader."


The lieutenant stepped over quickly and shook my hand.  He was instantly the kind of guy everybody liked.  Maybe that made him a shitty officer, I don't know, but it sure put my mind at ease.  After all, it wasn't like there was a war going on, or anything. 


"Welcome, Sergeant Kendle," Lt. Bosley spoke quietly.  "This fine establishment has been dubbed, 'The Dirty Pit'."


"Thank you, Lieutenant, sir," I said.


"LT, just call me LT.  It's easier."


"Okay LT, I think I can handle that."


The rest of the men chuckled.


Major Bassett cleared his throat.  "Well, Dale, I'll leave you to getting this team acquainted. I know you have recon exercises all planned, so the sooner they're ready to hit the regular schedule, the better.  Good day, gentlemen."


"Good day, sir," we all said in unison, straightening again.


As the door banged shut, Lt. Bosley led me to the first man.


"This is Sergeant Daniel Stubbs," began the lieutenant.  "He's your radio operator and loves anything from New York."


I shook his hand.


Next.


"This is Sergeant Mike Pagnetti.  He's from Chicago and the oldest of the group, which he will remind you about often.  This is Mike's third tour of duty, the first being in Vietnam.  Pagnetti is a great shot and has been there, so rely on him."


Pagnetti leaned out to me and laughed.  "To shoot at what, I don't know.  I'm glad you're here, Sarge.  Go Cubbies."


I shook his hand, but only nodded.  I was a St. Louis Cardinal fan myself.


Next.


"This is Sergeant David Pike.  He's your explosives expert, engineer, and by-the-book man.  He knows all the regulations and how to get away with breaking them.  We're losing him to Officer Candidate School in the near future, whenever I decide you can operate without him."


Pike came to attention, then shook my hand.  "My pleasure, Sergeant."


Down the other side.


Next.


"This is Specialist Sandy Hackett.  He too is from Chicago."


I shook his hand and barely controlled my laughter.  Hackett was mouthing the lieutenant's words, while imitating Richard Nixon.


Hackett was...


"I cannot tell a lie," he mimicked.  "I used to be a crook.  However, now I'm the only brother in this team.  Some say I'm a token nigger, but don't you ever call me that, unless I gives you permission."  He laughed at my now shocked expression, the others joining in.


Hackett slapped his hand on my shoulder.  "Relax, Sarge.  I'm the best thing that ever happened to this team.  If any of these bums gives you trouble, I'll make sure it's the last time."


Next.


"This is Specialist Raymond Johnson.  We call him 'Bulldozer'.  Home is Pine Bluff, Arkansas and he carries your M-60 or M-203."


I understood the nickname.  He was big, 6'4 and maybe 270 pounds, built like a tree.  With enormous arms and his bare chest over-developed, he looked like a wrestler.


"Pleased to meet you, Sergeant," Johnson replied, almost meekly.  That was all.


Specialist Hackett pointed to a door at the rear of the barrack.  "Your bunk is in there, Sarge, since you're Top now."


Lieutenant Bosley became instantly serious, the mood altering with the change in his voice.  "This is your team now, Sergeant Kendle.  I know you're new at this and that's why I'm here.  To assist and advise with your advanced training.  You'll eat, sleep, shit, shower, shave, and beat-off with these guys, until you do everything as a team."  He paused.  "You do, however, get the most privacy to do the latter."


I chuckled and it was a good start.  They all followed along.  
Then the lieutenant departed and I checked out my room.  It was pretty nice, considering.  I started to unpack my duffel and locker.  My stomach was doing barrel rolls.  Who was I kidding?  They must know that Thailand was my first posting, that this was my first tour of duty?  They must.


"I wouldn't get too cozy, Sarge," Hackett commented over my shoulder.  "Rumor has it we're bound for Udorn."


"So I heard," I replied.


Sergeant Pagnetti decided to try and break the ice even further.  "Listen, Sarge, since you're going to be the top dog around here, we decided we should get to know each other in a hurry.  The LT cleared it with the CO before you arrived.  We've got 48-hour passes, you included.  How'd you like to go into Bangkok and get laid?"


I turned around slowly, checking their faces.  It was my first test.  With as stern a face as possible I said, "Let me unpack, take a dump, take a shower, and then I'm with you guys all the way."


They cheered.


"Shit, Sarge, we've got to do all those things too, you know," said Stubbs.  He was the tall, dark, and handsome one.  "We want to look our best for the ladies."


Hackett hooted.  "Ladies?  Ladies?  I don't think you've got ladies in mind, Stubby."


Pagnetti spoke up from the back of the crowd, "Let's stop talking about it and get going.  Give Sergeant Kendle some peace and quiet."


They dispersed rapidly, stripping down to their shorts and gathering soap and shampoo.  It was amusing how they rushed out the door, racing for the showers.


Only Johnson remained.  "Can I give you a hand with any of that gear, Sergeant?"


"Not much for even me to do really, Specialist, but thanks," I said in return.


"No bother."  His tone was distant, as is he was far away in another land.


"How long have you been in Thailand, Specialist?"


"Just a month, Sergeant.  This is my first duty station."


"First time overseas, then?"


"Yup.  I enlisted after my Ma died.  My first time away from home was basic at Fort Ord."


"Things are sure different, aren't they?" I asked, knowing how I was feeling.


"You bet."


"Well, if it makes you feel any better, this is my first trip anywhere outside the United States.  Thailand is my first duty station too."


Johnson smiled.  "I had you pegged as a veteran."


"No, we're both rookies."  I leaned forward, like I had a big secret, and whispered, "Let's keep it to ourselves.  Those battle-hardened pros should think we're hot stuff."


"Right, Sarge." Johnson grinned.


I undressed then, grabbed my head-bag; filled with shampoo, soap, shaving cream, razor, and toothpaste.  "Come on, Specialist, let's go get pretty."


Later, Team Delta strolled out of the camp, looking like a pack of hungry wolves.  We just smelled better.


Hackett flagged down a local bus and we all climbed aboard, with the chickens and bundles.  The ride was a bumpy one, the shocks long since worn out.  The scenery hypnotized me, as I tried to absorb everything I could take in.


The bus pulled over at Pagnetti's insistence, to the south of Bangkok.  He assured us there was another one going directly into the heart of the city.  It would be along shortly.  We sure hoped so.


As the guys stood by the side of the road, my attention was drawn to a huge Buddha in the distance.  I started walking towards it.


"Where you going, Sarge?" Pagnetti called after me.


"To that Buddha," I called back.  "Just whistle when you see the bus."


I trotted over to a beautiful park, filled with flowers and praying monks.  There were incense vendors and fortunetellers.  Soft, strange music floated around, as if coming from nowhere and everywhere at once.


"GI, you want fortune read?" a young Thai girl asked me kindly.


Her eyes were large for an Oriental, I supposed.  She was so beautiful, her innocence intoxicating.  I fumbled in my pocket and pulled out American money.  Her eyes lit up like fire.  I had not had a chance to exchange them for the Thai currency, called baht.


I peeled off five dollars, which to her must have seemed like $100.00.  She bowed deeply and took both my hands.  Staring at them intently, she was silent for several minutes.  Then her eyes locked on mine and she studied me even more.


When her reading came, it was very detailed, covering my future loves, wife, children, success and failures, money, parents, career, etceteras.  I listened to it all, completely wrapped up in the intensity of her delivery.


Finished, she bowed again.  I thanked her.


"Give your blessings to Buddha," was her response.


I looked upon the great stone figure with curiosity.  I was an organized church-raised lad; Baptist to be exact.  This wasn't anything like I had seen on Sunday morning from a pew.


"Why is Buddha wrapped in yards of yellow cloth?" I inquired of my young female companion.


"Yellow is the color of blessing, or good fortune," she said.  "You may purchase a length of yellow silk, to bless anyone you desire with Buddha."


I was impressed with her language skills.  "Where did you learn to speak English so well?"


"In school and from American soldiers," was her happy reply.  "You are all so friendly."


At her age she probably thought we were like Santa Claus.  I worried that her experiences might not continue to be pleasant.  In Thailand, sex was a cheap and readily available form of entertainment.  I hoped she wouldn't ever need to turn to prostitution to support herself.


I shook her tiny hand.  "What is your name?"


"Aprani."


"How beautiful.  Well, Aprani, thank you again."  I bowed very deeply and headed back towards my comrades.


The bus arrived at the intersection a few minutes later and we all clambered aboard once again.  Now our journey would be complete, for soon we were in Bangkok, the most seductive jewel of all of Southeast Asia.


There isn't any way to do justice to the power the first visit to Bangkok has on the senses.  It was so different from anything in America, that the impact was rather startling.  For one thing, it was very noisy, with cars honking, motorbike engines rattling, buses, animals, music, and thousands of people on the move.  It was always like that, no matter what time, or what day.


It was a city of tremendous splendor and wealth, mixed with abject poverty and degradation.  People slept in the alleys and gutters among their own filth, while women in formal sarongs covered with precious stones, stepped around them.  Temples sat on practically every corner and Buddhist monks mingled freely with the masses.  They are highly revered and their needs are provided by the people, for the monks have no possessions.


In the inner downtown area, giant luxury hotels attracted the foreigner with money, while entire city blocks offered a multitude of entertainment in nightclubs and cabarets.  Sex, while more controlled in the capitol, was still Thailand's largest industry.  For miles, neon signs flashed their message, which was the same in any language.  If a person wanted a sexual experience, anything was available for a price.  In those days, the cost was a stimulus in itself.  For in 1974, a GI could spend less than $75 in American money and have three or four women, for several days, including the room.  


Tumbling out of the bus, we stood in the middle of Soi Cowboy, which by its name alone told us what we needed to know.  It was a strip of buildings along Patpong Road, all designed to attract us for an evening of unforgettable pleasure.  Here, we could find enough sex to last a lifetime, from massage parlors to live-sex shows.


Back then, of course, the worry of the usual stud GI was venereal disease; gonorrhea or syphilis.  There was a growing rumor concerning the "black clap", for which there was no cure and eventually was fatal.  Many veterans are now convinced it was AIDS so many servicemen contracted during R&R in Bangkok.


Pike, Stubbs, and Pagnetti broke away, heading straight into the first establishment of any size.  With Johnson and Hackett in tow, I followed the others inside.


It was full of smoke, bright garish lights flashing, and pulsating out-of-date rock'n roll music blaring in our ears.  Runways snaked throughout the club, naked young girls dancing along them.  Or at least you might call it that.  While pretty and nicely shaped, every one of them looked bored beyond belief, waiting for some guy to rescue them from the tedium.  At least that way they would have a place to sleep.


We took up a row of six stools on one ramp and ordered drinks.  The bartenders would pass the glasses between the gyrating girl's legs.  I admit I couldn't help but stare.  I was 19 and not dead yet.  At the same time, it really wasn't much of a turn-on either.  I have never been one for the meat-market mentality.  Still, I did enjoy watching my men hoot and holler.


Now Specialist Hackett, on the other hand, was obviously a man of business.  He spotted a girl he liked fairly quickly and was already negotiating a deal.  She seemed very pleased, one because Sandy Hackett was very good looking.  Probably more so, though, because she could stop dancing for awhile.


Taking their cues, Pagnetti and Stubbs went to work.  In a society where a pleasure woman seldom says no, it wasn't much of a challenge.  Even Pike screwed up enough courage to barter.  Soon, they excused themselves, girls in hand, and went upstairs.  Only Johnson remained with me.


"Not interested?" I asked him over the noise.


"Oh no, Sarge," he replied quickly.  "I can't stand up I'm so interested."


I laughed.  "Any girl in particular?"


Johnson pointed and I followed his finger.  With a wave of my hand, I signaled for her to find a path to us.  Johnson was blushing, but patted me on the shoulder.  "Thanks."


It felt strange, like buying a used car.  Since I hadn't made up my own mind on a course of action, I figured I'd help Johnson out.  She wasn't too difficult to come to an understanding with and taking Johnson by the wrist, the girl pulled him along.


"Be nice, you big oaf," I called after him.  "and remember to tip her, if you like her."


The big brother image was a little nauseating.  Yet who was I to bring my Midwestern morality to Bangkok?  I was just as horny, eight months having passed since last making love to my girl back home.  I finished the flat beer and spun around to scan the rest of the joint.


Most of the customers were locals, or Asian businessmen.  Sprinkled among them were Europeans, Latinos, and hard-looking Eastern-block types.  Of course, there were plenty of Americans sprinkled among the crowd.  It was a collection of the world's male, at his copulating worst.  I was seated among them.


"Forget it," I said to myself.


I was just about to leave, when she caught my eye.  The girl was apparently driving a hard bargain.  That's what attracted my attention.  Men kept approaching, but none were succeeding.  My interest sparked, I made eye contact and smiled.


The girl was still partially dressed.  Well, sort of.  Actually, her garter belt didn't hide anything, but she still had it on.  That was something, right?  There wasn't anything unusual about her; typical Oriental.  Her hair was raven-black and long, but so were all the other girls.  I just liked the way she handled herself.


It had worked.  Breaking away from her throng of admirers, she joined me.  Sitting lightly on the stool, the girl stifled a yawn.


Okay, act cool, I coached myself.  "A drink?"


"Okay."  Her voice was pleasant.


I turned to order, but the bartender already had pushed a full glass to her.  I flipped some US bills his way, which got shoved into his pockets, instead of the cash register.


I noticed the way she stared after the money, then tinked her glass with my fresh beer bottle.  She smiled and gulped hers down.  I wiped my lips and asked, "Another?"


She nodded, then asked in a bored tone, "You want get me drunk, GI?"


"No, not really."


"What you want, then?"


"If I could have anything right now?"


She was intrigued.  "Yes."


I set the bottle down.  "I would take you to the best hotel in Bangkok, one with a big bathtub, get room service champagne and food, then make love to you all night."


Yeah, baby.  Her eyes widened again and I took a quick swallow.  I played my hand.  It was either her, or my hand.  That's the choice I had made.


She looked me over, up and down.  "You GI.  You no got money."


I slipped my wallet from inside my coat.  Just letting her take a peek, her little gasp was enough.  If my mother only knew what I was spending my Christmas money on, she would have cried.


In a quick series of movements, the girl got her purse, slipped behind a curtain to dress, then paid her personal bar tab.  She joined me at the door, traditional Chinese satin dress on.


"We go now," she said.  "You no change mind." 


I laughed and took her arm.  Outside, we flagged a taxi-bike and climbed in.  She gave instructions in her native tongue and then sat back.  Her dress was very short and slit up both sides, revealing muscular thighs.  I had already seen her naked, so she relaxed, quieting down to friendly chatter.


The Royal Hotel was a four-star establishment in 1974.  It was spectacular.  The lobby was lavishly decorated, giant chandeliers showering everyone in sparkled prisms.  In Bangkok, hotel clerks were used to wealthy men coming back with women of lesser quality, but a sergeant in the US Army was a different matter.


It was money, of course, that changed my status.  I requested a suite, with sunken bathtub, and king-size bed.  I flipped out three hundred US dollars and the subject was closed.  We nearly ran to the elevator and the Thai bellboy had to hurry to catch up.


The room was out of a fantasy.  It was enormous, six rooms all together and a large, black-marble sunken bath.  The girl squealed with sheer joy and I tipped the boy.  He bowed and departed.


"What is your name?" I asked her.


"Siri," she replied, suddenly shy.


Oh, it was a beautiful act.  I was impressed and aroused.  Her entire delivery became coy and elusive, the innocent Thai maiden with the rich, powerful American man.  I wanted to play right along.  To get the business transaction out of the way, I paid her $100.00 up front.  Her eyes sparkled and she kissed me long and seductively.


Then I picked up the phone and ordered from the room-service menu.  Things like chocolate ice cream, champagne, fresh fruit, and two dozen oysters on the half-shell.  No sexual foods here.


I took Siri by the hand and we turned on the two large faucets together.  While checking the temperature with her toes, I cast aside some of my uniform; jacket, tie, shirt, shoes and socks.  I wouldn't let her slip out of her dress.  


The knock on the door was a sound of great adventure for her.  I realized it was possible she hadn't ever tasted some of these treats.  As the cart rolled in, I paid and tipped the boy.  Siri shooed him away with a flip of her hand, while lifting tops and giggling with delight.


I popped the cork.  When she wasn’t looking, I hid my wallet, just in case she felt like robbing me while I was sleeping.  I took her hand and unbuttoned the front of her dress, slowly.  So very slowly.


As much as you the reader might wish me to go into detail, I'll keep this memory to myself.  Let it suffice to say it was very nice.  I learned a lot that night and I believe Siri had a reasonably good time too.


Yes, I continued to see her.  It was never again in such an expensive style, but still very enjoyable.


Fate would have it, though, that another woman would come into my life.  While Siri was a lot of fun, I would fall deeply in love with Mai Yop Dui.


Since life is often a cruel teacher, it would also prove to be a doomed love.  The lesson was hard learned and I still have not made peace with my God.


Someday, perhaps I will.

