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    Prologue




    The first drops of rain begin a sharp staccato on the tin roof of the bungalow. Gusts whip through the palm trees, bending dried fronds to the will of the monsoonal wind. Harsh, imperfect gongs ring out into the night as coconuts plummet earthward, their freefall abruptly interrupted by metal. And yet the waif sleeps.




    I’m not much of one for picking up strays, but their story somehow struck a sympathetic chord. The mere mention of the liquid poison called tequila made me wince in flashback recollections of lost nights in seaside cantinas. I’d been helped on those occasions by kind-hearted strangers. It was time to return the favor.




    This isn’t how I expected my day to end. Unenthused by the thought of another round of vespers in the local bars, I’d quit the pub crawl early and returned to my room. Filled with restless energy, I was drawn out onto the beach, mesmerized by the unfolding drama spreading across the ocean outside my door.




    Some people fear the night because it confuses the senses, but that’s exactly what I find so appealing… something to embrace, not flee. Especially when the air of anticipation hangs heavy on the quickening breeze like a candy–filled piñata waiting to spill its sweet surprises onto the waiting sand.




    Low on the horizon, ominous towering cumulus, darker than the back booths of any sleazy go-go bar, blocked the fading rays of the sun’s retreat. Pure atmospheric anger raced up from the southwest, this new visitor anything but subtle as it advanced towards the island. Backlit by the dying light, sinister shadow puppets danced high above the water; menacing shapes twisted and tumbled in the violence of their own winds.




    The coastal mountains behind me were wrapped in a misty shroud as if trying to protect themselves from the coming onslaught. The dark green of the trees meeting the gray mists until there was no longer a clear edge to the planet. The earth and the sky touched. A delicate embrace at best. Soon to be disturbed.




    I watched and waited, a willing audience of one, as the storm marched towards a destiny entwined with my own. Brilliant tongues of fire slashed across the sky, taking stroboscopic snapshots of rain falling in thick shafts; illusory pillars supporting heavily laden clouds above the wind whipped Andaman Sea.




    The much anticipated rainy season had finally arrived: a soggy celebration of the sun’s journey as it crawled northward across the equatorial plane. The warm waters of the Indian Ocean sent this gift full of moisture and promise to wash the island clean of all its sins. Based on what I’d seen, it would take a downpour of biblical proportions to accomplish that task.




    Movement to my left caught my eye and I realized that I wasn’t alone on what had been a deserted shoreline. Honed by too many years in big cities, my threat radar was immediately up and scanning the darkness, looking for any sign of danger. Straining in the low light I saw two women making their way along the beach, their progress slow and unsteady. Something more than soft, tropical sand was hindering their movements.




    Tracking them as they passed between me and the surging surf, I quietly said hello. In English. Deliberately choosing to avoid the tricky tonal patterns of sawadee because I remembered a friend here once telling me that the locals do not trust tourists that speak Thai. I was, after all, a farang. Just another Caucasian stranger. A visitor in their fine land.




    My greeting must have inadvertently sounded like “please come over and join me.” Staggered steps altered direction and before I could react the two women plopped onto the sand at my feet. Their approach was sloppy and the landing less than graceful, but they arrived unharmed. At least not any more injured than they already were. All was not sweetness and light on this less than perfect night.




    Details were hard to make out in the darkness, but it seemed that one of the girls was trying to help the other. Like a big sister, fussing over a younger sibling. Between the waves I could hear Thai words softly spoken. You didn’t have to understand the language to know the slurred sound… the sound of too much fun. I knew that particular tune all too well, having sung it once or twice myself. In Thai the word is mauw… drunk.




    Then again, you’d have to be a little mauw, crazy, or maybe both to be out for a walk right now. Every sane person had long since run for cover, the prospect of becoming a lightning strike statistic apparently not on their list of fun things to do while on vacation.




    In a disturbing turn of events, big sister abandoned her charge and slid across the sand, curling up against me like a cat on a cold winter day. Above the smell of sea salt mixed with a faint bite of lingering ozone, the reek of stale cigarette smoke and cheap perfume assaulted my senses. The universal fragrance of a bar girl. Great.




    She was attractive in a carefully contrived sort of a way. Long strands of henna tinted black hair swirled in the wind, framing a heavily made-up face. Tight clothes accentuated her curves and the glint of 24K gold jewelry dangling from her wrists proclaimed success in her chosen profession.




    Glossy lips, a shade of red not normally seen outside of fire stations, drew into a sly smile.




    “My name Noi,” she said in a way that was part introduction, part invitation. “We going to party. Up the beach.” She pointed in the general direction they had been stumbling. Her voice tailed off as she said, “We drink bottle tequila at bar. Bangla Road.” Her face only inches from mine, she punctuated the statement with an unladylike burp, the bouquet more worm than distillate of agave.




    A rapid series of lightning flashes illuminated the beach, distracting me from her aggressive flirtation. Jagged strokes passed between the jumbled clouds in mocking disregard of the shortest distance between two points. The deep-throated crack of thunder resonated overhead and within, announcing with no uncertainty the nearness of the leading edge of the storm. Noi flinched and tightened her grasp on my leg as if I was a safe shelter, a talisman somehow capable of warding off hundreds of thousands of volts of electricity generated by the equivalent of millions of wool socks shuffling across a nylon carpet in the sky.




    Recovering, she relaxed her death grip and looked towards the other girl. “My friend name Mickie.” Then Noi broke into an impromptu, child-like sing-song: “Mi-ckie is ma-uw, Mi-ckie is ma-uw”.




    The other woman roused herself long enough to acknowledge the musical introduction with a feeble smile. And promptly toppled face first onto the sand.




    Granted, I don’t have enough beach time under my belt to consider myself an expert, but in my rather limited experience, sitting upright is a much better idea than the position this girl chose. We went to her side and gently lifted a passive Mickie back to the vertical. Noi brushed the sand from her friend’s face and clothes, the action accompanied by a few words in Thai which to my ear sounded very soothing, not unlike the cooing of a dove.




    I retreated the few steps into my bungalow, quickly returning with bottled water and a towel. Mickie grabbed the cold container from my hands and consumed the contents in a few, greedy gulps.




    Drunk and thirsty. I knew that feeling, too. Water eases the pain of alcohol induced dehydration, but time is the only sure-fire cure. It takes time for the body to metabolize and purge the toxins from the bloodstream; time for the internal gyros to recover their sense of ‘this end up’. Alas, given the proximity of the storm, time was an element in critically short supply. Angry waves pounded the beach and the nearly constant rumble of not so distant thunder reverberated in the humid air.




    These girls were going to lose the race. They needed to get off the beach. And soon. I wondered how I was going to get this message across to my two companions.




    Noi struggled to put together a few coherent words of alcohol fueled English. “I worry about Mickie. We take her your bungalow?” She looked at the still open door only a few feet away as she strained to get her friend up on wobbly feet.




    Just say no. That’s all I would’ve had to do. It would have been so easy.




    We must have been quite the sight, a bar girl and a farang half walking, half dragging a fallen comrade off the field of battle. A twisted second shift Baywatch in the third world. Fortunately, Mickie was a happy drunk, compact and compliant. Even happier to be inside and horizontal on a soft bed.




    Scanning my room with a well practiced eye, Noi said what was now obvious. “Mickie stay here?” Then, she turned to leave. “I go home now. My boyfriend mad me if I no go home.”




    There was no sense in protesting as Noi scurried out the door. Leaving me with a strange woman on my bed. Already snoring. Oh, yeah. This was just perfect.
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    The fury of the storm presses on, rattling the bungalow walls and eliminating the need to further rationalize my actions. I’ve already made my decision. Now I can only wait for the consequences.




    Before turning out the lights, I take another look at the bed. The girl is certainly a puzzle. A petite woman wearing a simple white blouse and crisp blue jeans, both several sizes too large for her small frame. It’s an odd costume for a bar girl. In this day and age, who irons their jeans? But, I suppose it takes all kinds to meet the whims of the tourists who descend on this fabricated tropical paradise.




    I shake my head and smile. Courtesy of her roll on the beach, there is sand everywhere; tracks onto the patio, across the threshold and straight to the bed. I shudder when I think how it will look to the maids, but it’s probably not the first time they’ve had to deal with the problem.




    Searching the shelves of a rickety closet, I find a thin blanket and lay it over the nearly lifeless form on top of the bedding. I hope it’s enough protection from the cool draft of an industrial strength air con unit which seems to only have two settings — off and meat-locker cold.




    Now what? Shivering in the darkness, I stand at the window and stare out towards the ocean, my view of the beach obscured by sheets of rain cascading down the glass. It doesn’t matter. What I’m looking for isn’t out there anyway.




    I can’t help but think about that scene from the movie Airplane where everyone lines up to try to pummel some sense into the hysterical passenger. As my disenchantment grew, there had been no shortage of people queuing up to play the role of helpful advisor. Prior to my departure my electronic inboxes had filled with calls and emails, each with the same message. Stay home. Stay here. Work things out. Everything will be better, eventually.




    Being a big believer that there’s no problem too big to run away from, I was undeterred from my chosen course. How could I explain to my well-intentioned friends that part of me was trying to escape everyone else’s ideas about how I should live my life? Besides, my conviction was backed by a non-refundable ticket. Despite what others may have said about me, I really do know about commitment after all. So there.




    I flinch as the dingy white curtains in front of me move as if possessed by the tormented soul of the island, a poorly sealed frame no match for winds which remember a time when they could pass through the tall trees unhindered by the concrete and steel of high rise hotels. Unchecked development, the natural enemy of paradise, has already claimed this picturesque bay. It remains unchanged only in the postcard photos filling the racks outside the tourist shops which sprout like weeds along the narrow, overcrowded beach road.




    This is not my first trip to Phuket, but the tropical paradise is neither the place of my memories nor my fantasies. The thought occurs to me that perhaps I’m the one who has changed; guilty of expectations out of line with the reality of what the land of smiles was willing to offer.




    Once the seeds of doubt are planted, it’s hard to slow their growth. I’m beginning to think that maybe I’ve made a mistake; that this trip was a waste of time. While I desperately needed a break to seek out some clarity in my own life, all I have to show for my effort so far is disappointment marked by a string of increasing bar bills. Maybe my friends were right… as good as it sounded, I shouldn’t have tried to run away from my problems. Not this far away at least.




    Meddling friends and co-workers questioned why I had to travel so far. Phuket is a bitch to get to from the States. Long airplane rides and killer layovers got me half-way around the world from home: eight thousand, eight hundred and twenty three miles as the crow flies. Granted, it would have to be one bad-ass crow.




    And what did Thailand really have to offer? Unintelligible language and unbearable humidity. Okay, so maybe a few things tipped the scales in its favor: clean beaches, cheap drinks, and the most beautiful women in the world.




    So, here I am in Asia: Thailand; Phuket Island; Patong Beach, the place where I’d built such happy memories less than a year before. It’s depressing that, on this trip, I’m finding more questions than answers. And precious little help to sort it all out. My Thai friends are nowhere to be found. Gone without a trace.




    Most of all, I miss Pim.
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    A year ago the Andaman Sea had called to me and I’d ventured to Phuket for a week of snorkeling, determined to swim at as many beaches as possible in a vacation shoe-horned into a busy schedule. Suffering the curse of goal-oriented behavior, I hired a car and driver, in the process getting a lot more than I bargained for.




    Attractive, with a quick laugh and an easy going nature, Pim was my driver, tour guide, teacher, body guard, and confidant, leading me on a journey of discovery well beyond the typical tourist haunts of beaches and temples. Under her expert tutelage I learned more about Thailand in that one week crash course than some learn in a lifetime of visits. For that I am grateful, but glancing at the lump on the bed makes me wonder how much I truly do understand.




    First and foremost, the world of the Thai people revolves around family and friends. You look out for each other and help each other as best you can. To underscore the importance of the message, Pim introduced me into to her circle, who in turn welcomed me with open arms. Hungry? Pim always seemed to know someone who ran a restaurant not far away. Thirsty? An uncle’s convenience store was just up the street. The hierarchy was clear: family first, then friends, followed in distant last place by strangers. Foreigners, especially tourists, are nearly invisible. What would my mentor say if she saw me now?




    There were many nuances to her lessons on historic and contemporary Thai culture, but it was the night school classes I remembered best. Pim revealed Phuket’s dark persona not discussed in any mainstream guide book. After dinner she’d push back the empty plates and unfold a colorful tourist map, pointing out places to go and places to avoid. Then she’d take me to visit the shady establishments she explicitly said I should stay away from.




    A regular stop on our forbidden city tour was the Rock Hard, a popular go-go bar and a Patong institution. I shouldn’t have been surprised that Pim had a cousin who worked there.




    She’d shepherd me to a booth in the back where I could watch the show, a carefully choreographed ballet in which the dancers, bar owner, and patron of the arts each received a different benefit. It was literally and figuratively a numbers game. There were over a hundred women roaming the bar, a dozen of whom would take turns on the elevated stage slowly swaying to the pounding music. Wearing only bras, panties and a button with “their” number, the girls didn’t strip nor could their energy efficient movements really be considered dancing. Still, the effect was oddly hypnotic, if not downright erotic.




    Men of all ages surrounded the stage, actively indifferent to the go-go dancers only a few feet away, all the while sizing up the available options. Once a decision was made, waitresses acted like surrogate madams; listening to whispered requests and deftly pocketing folded bills. Like magic, the hot little number of his dreams would descend and slide in beside him. Depending on how the peculiar algebra worked out, his selection might stay with him for a drink or maybe all night. All it took to leave with a woman was the dancer’s consent and a token payment to the owner, the so-called bar-fine compensating the business for the, ahem, loss of the girl’s services for the evening.




    When not up on the stage or with a customer, Pim’s cousin and a few friends would join us at our table. The girls practiced net conservation of clothing: they neither removed anything as they got on stage nor put anything on to cover themselves when they were done. Often I was surrounded by a sea of brown skinned beauties wearing nothing more than makeup and scanty underwear straight out of the Victoria’s Secret Asian edition. I’d sit in wide eyed wonder trying not to drool too much or touch anything; a kid-in-the-candy-store. The experience was not entirely unpleasant, but there is a special kind of discomfort reserved for those times when reality doesn’t match preconceived notions.




    Grounded in the certainty of my ignorance, I initially treated my new friends with equal parts disgust and pity. These women were victims: poor, uneducated, girls from back-water villages, captured into the sex trade as children and mercilessly exploited by unscrupulous bosses. I knew this to be true because I once skimmed an article about the problem.




    Unfortunately, the women around me never got the memo. They were no more trapped by their lives than I was in mine. These were intelligent young women who had made a career decision, not indentured chattels working off indebtedness.




    The realization sunk in while I sat on the opponent’s bench and tried to listen to their conversations. They would happily jabber away about the events of the day, generally in Thai, but sometimes in Lao or the local dialect of their homes. Funny stories were met with rounds of laughter and then patiently translated into English so that I, too, could enjoy the joke.




    Our table would be littered with drinks, cigarette packs and expensive cell phones. When one rang, its owner would always study the display for a moment before answering. During the course of an evening, I’d hear Thai, German, French, Italian or whatever language was appropriate given the origin of the inbound calls. Granted, their language skills were sometimes rough, heavily accented with Thai flavors, but the women shifted so effortlessly it was easy to forget how much work it is to master foreign tongues.




    My exercises in cultural accommodation were progressing nicely until the evening Pim’s cousin took a call from her Australian boyfriend. Sitting nearly on my lap in her sexy undies, the girl smiled and flirted with me while chatting with the chump who sent her money every month on the pretense that she’d no longer have to work in the bar. Even with loud music in the background, it was impossible not to overhear one side of the conversation.




    “Oh, the noise? I am at a party for my friend,” she’d said. “No. No. I not working bar.” Big smile now and a conspiratorial wink. A soft breast covered in a thin layer of lace brushed my arm as she reached across me for another American cigarette.




    Ever vigilant, a ninety-eight pound pit bull with long black hair and flashing brown eyes came to my rescue before I even knew I was in trouble. Pim grabbed my arm and said she was hungry. It was time to leave. Now. Right now. Maybe we would come back later. Sadly, I knew we wouldn’t.




    Despite the bond of blood relations, Pim didn’t approve of her cousin’s choice of job or lifestyle. The bar girl’s life is a roller-coaster ride that’s hard to stop once it starts. The cousin had three foreign boyfriends who sent her money every month in the belief that they were supporting the girl so that she didn’t have to sell herself at the go-go bar. Instead, the cousin blindly gave the cash to her no good Thai boyfriend, a womanizing lout who blew everything on gambling and booze. When times were tough, the cousin would come lying and crying to Pim, who would lend her yet more money that would never be repaid.




    Pim had no respect for the women working the clubs and discos nor did she respect the men who chased after them. Her message to me was clear: bar girls can’t be trusted. You could take the girl out of the bar, but you could never get the bar out of the girl. It was hard to ignore the lesson: anyone who pursued a bar girl got what he deserved. The girls lie to friends. They lie to family. They lie to themselves.




    Sadly, the women drawn to that business are so pretty and outwardly so friendly that it’s hard not to fall in love. Their beauty and an undercurrent of vulnerability is bait for the trap, but only part of the allure. While a guy might be looking for a vacation fling, the girls are playing for keeps, seamlessly molding themselves to meet the expectations of their new customers. The disparity in the rules makes it a lop-sided contest where the tourists don’t stand a chance.




    All of which led up to the most important lesson of all. Pim and I were sitting on the beach outside my bungalow, suffering another Kodak moment sunset over the Andaman, planning our evening’s outing. As we made small talk we watched a lone man making his way back to his room in the growing darkness. I felt an elbow in my ribs.




    Pim quietly said, “Good man. He goes home alone.”




    In those few words she concisely defined what separates good and evil. The good go home alone. Evil needs company.




    Reflecting back on that moment, I knew that I should feel good about myself. As opposed to giving in and feeling good, which is more in line with what this place is all about. Constantly surrounded by ample opportunity to sample pleasures of the flesh, it had been getting harder and harder to stay the course. Tomorrow might be another day but missed opportunities know no clock, have no sense of history. You either rise to the occasion or you rise alone. A good man.




    Which, I realize as I listen to the soft snores, is no longer an option.
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    The storm continues its assault on the island. Fatigue finally catches up with me. Confused or not, I have to get some sleep and have no choice but to share the bed with my new roommate. Moving slowly and carefully, I lift the covers and crawl in beside her. Not that anything I can do will rouse this woman from her drunken slumber.




    The pattern of wind and rain pushes me into a restless sleep filled with empty dreams and disturbing visions. The nocturnal energy wraps itself around me, penetrating deep inside, liberating suppressed thoughts, opening up hidden conduits to the sub-conscious mind. Which is just as clueless as the rest of me.




    When I finally wake in late morning I see that it wasn’t all a dream. Next to me, a small mound of covers barely moves with the rhythm of breathing. There is a stranger in my bed.




    She is achingly beautiful in the morning light; a wild tangle of dark black hair splayed across light brown skin, in sharp contrast to the stark white pillow. All are covered by fine grains of sand. Sliding out of bed, my bare feet find even more of that beach commodity liberally covering the floor. What a mess. In the incomplete thoughts of awakening, I naively think it’s nothing a shower and a little sweeping won’t fix.




    As the soothing water rinses away the grit I review the high points of the past two weeks. There aren’t many, so it doesn’t take long. How can doing nothing at all be so taxing? The days were a blur of beaches and bars. No real direction. No sense of purpose. Almost like a vacation. Unable to shake the clutches of a non-stop work life, I feel that I’ve squandered the time. There are things that I should be doing. I’m sure of it. But, for the life of me I can’t figure out what those things are.




    Somehow it isn’t working out like the illusion where it’s always Bond. James Bond. Shaken, not stirred. Liquor flows and women swoon. The reality wasn’t quite like that, although I have to admit that I don’t understand the underlying physiology well enough to be able to recognize the difference between swooning and passing out.




    Nah, the overnight delivery of a woman to my bed is only an aberration, a speed bump on a stretch of unfamiliar highway. I’ve been down the same road for two weeks and still not found a rhythm, never entered a comfort zone. The big countdown clock is winding down. I only have a week to go and I’ve yet to find a place where I could relax without being pestered by the forced hospitality of Thai hostesses. I take little solace knowing that at least I’m not in any imminent danger of running out of bars.




    Speed bump or not, I’d run away from home and the end of my vacation is approaching with no answers in hand. And to think that it seemed like such a good idea at the time. When the going gets tough, the tough get going. I hopped the outbound flight clinging to the fantasy of watching my troubles disappear in the slipstream. Out of sight, out of mind. Now I face the embarrassing prospect of having to return home with my tail between my legs.




    Waffling in the desperation of a deadline, I cling to the hope that all I need is a little more time to sort things out. Time and a little help from my drugs of choice: Black Label and salt water.
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    Morning has given way to afternoon by the time Mickie stirs. Gradually, she claws her way back to consciousness. First one, then a second bloodshot eye opens, followed by a look of panic as a foreign world slowly comes into imperfect focus. This is not her home and a smiling farang definitely isn’t part of the normal fauna. She tenses, taking it all in before quietly saying those three little words that every man longs to hear after sharing their bed with a beautiful woman, “Where am I?”




    I’m ready for the question, but taken aback by her perfect English, spoken with a hint of a proper British accent. Where in the world did that come from? Putting accent and existential answers aside for the moment, I reply, “You are in my bungalow on Patong Beach.”




    Obviously a woman of few words, she ponders my answer for a moment then follows with a two word query, “What happened?”




    What happened? Now that’s a really good question. I’ve been sitting here for a while trying to figure that one out myself. Well, I left a perfectly good life and a high paying job back in the States so I could be hounded on this island faux-paradise by a multitude of lying, cheating, parasitic bar girls while I tried to seek out answers to questions I couldn’t even work up the courage to ask.




    What happened? Now, why don’t you tell me? Night after night I’d defied the odds and returned to my room alone, somehow managing to escape the entreaties of an endless stream of bar girls who inexplicably seemed to be getting more attractive with each passing night. Even so, the last few hours didn’t go according to the master plan. I was sitting on the beach, watching the weather, minding my own business when I was swept up in a storm of a different sort. This whirlwind blew in from an unexpected quadrant and caught me off guard. I may have gone home alone, but I didn’t stay that way for long. I wondered what the panel of judges would say about how things turned out.




    Uh, maybe she meant the question in a more specific way. I force what I hope to be a reassuring smile and answer, “Nothing happened. I met you and your friend on the beach. There was a big storm coming. You were a little mauw, so we brought you here. Noi left. You slept. Nothing happened.”




    I am trying to be gentle. While the alcohol from her binge has no doubt killed off a bunch of brain cells, a few may have miraculously escaped the massacre. Hopefully, these survivors are hard at work trying to figure out how to respond to her current situation. The credibility of my claims is reinforced by the few facts at her ready disposal. She is: A – fully clothed; B – in her own clothes, although from the look of the fit that might not be a valid assumption so let’s not go there; C – in a very sandy bed; D – no doubt suffering from a Cuervo-inspired headache that transcends normal pain metrics.




    I take Mickie’s confusion as a good sign. Apparently this sort of thing doesn’t happen often enough to have established a normal pattern of response on her part. Secretly, I hope that she doesn’t have too many more short questions. Never did like those very much. Strange how the short questions always seem to be the toughest to answer.




    Back to the situation at hand, Mickie’s impaired cognitive abilities are being put to task. After a few moments of as much thought as I imagine her remaining synapses can muster, her posture relaxes and scowl softens. Apparently not in any imminent danger yet not totally satisfied with some un-trusted interloper’s description of the events of the previous evening, she opts for the high road. She gathers herself up and makes a break for the door. “Thank you, sir. I really must be leaving,” she says, trying valiantly to sound as if she’d just stopped by for tea and crumpets.




    Words fail me. I don’t know what to do. It would be impolite to stop her, so I let her walk out of my life. I stand on the patio and listen to her soft footsteps as she disappears into the soggy gray day. I’m too tired and confused to do anything more than watch her go. A good man at last.
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    Too late I see the recurring behavioral theme rear its ugly head. I have a history of letting interesting opportunities slip through my hands like beach sand. They disappear into the night or on the receding tide or down jetways. I let them go with only a whimper, not a fight. I am such an idiot.




    When I boarded my flight to Thailand I swore a solemn vow; it was time to make some significant changes. I was going to leave all those bad habits behind and start on some new ones. Travel the Orient to discover the sound of one hand clapping, or some such enlightened nonsense. I would return to the States a changed man; a hard reset and then back into the fray, refreshed and recalibrated. Once again ready to take on the demons of technology as a man of action, not reaction. Apparently I have more work to do on that front.




    Beating myself up over what just happened isn’t going to get me anywhere. I return to the bed, but a lingering fragrance on the pillow makes going back to sleep difficult. Despite a bad case of the dwindles, a brand new vacation day beckons outside my bungalow and I cannot abide letting it go to waste. Besides, I need to give housekeeping time to work the room over with a leaf blower and a beach rake. I grab my gear bag and follow the trail of sand back to the sea.




    While the travel brochures picture warm waters teeming with marine life, the waters off Patong are usually filled with life of a different sort. Wave runners, speed boats and long tails line up to meet the tourists’s expectations of what beach recreation is all about, the air filled with the oily perfume of internal combustion engines dragging well lubricated thrill-seekers through and above the water. There are two constants at busy third world resorts: irrespective of currency exchange rates a beer is two bucks and a half hour on a wave runner will set you back thirty-five.
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