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    Chapter 1




    Recruit Nathan Foster took a faltering step forward into the flattened, sandy ring. His breath started coming in short gasps, and his vision began to constrict. Feeling faint, he was covered in a cold, clammy sweat. Nausea warred to empty his stomach.




    “Recruit Foster! You can’t hide here. It’s just you and him. Now get out there and kick some Platoon 1601 ass!” Drill Instructor Garcia’s gravelly voice sounded distant and tinny. Normally blessed with the kind of voice which penetrated a recruit to his very soul, the power of that voice somehow dissipated, unable to pierce the rising panic in Nathan’s brain.




    He had been dreading this since arriving at the Marine Recruit Depot, San Diego. Training Week Five: pugil stick training. All this morning, after chow, while the martial arts DI had given them their fighting techniques and safety training, Nathan could feel his anxiety level rising. Merely putting on his red Riddle football helmet, his groin protection, his flak jacket and his neck roll sent his heart hammering. Trying to practice his first strike, he dropped his pugil stick, something not too smart for someone trying to escape the notice of his DI’s.




    When the two platoons gathered around their respective ends of the fighting pit, he tried to drift back, out of sight. The roars of approval from his fellow recruits as their platoon mates delivered blows made him cringe. When Drill Instructor Garcia called out his name, he literally froze, a deer in the headlights. Garcia, a swarthy, barrel-chested staff sergeant, physically grabbed Nathan by his flak jacket and jerked him to the edge of the fighting pit.




    Already halfway into the fighting area, his opponent eagerly waited. Recruit Anderson was in Platoon 1601, and Nathan did not know him well. A somewhat slight young man, he nevertheless shook with eager anticipation, his platoon mates egging him on.




    The stale smell of old combats lingered inside his helmet. The clammy sweat pouring from his brow ran down his forehead, making the helmet slide down. He pulled his right hand out of the padded handhold on the stick to push his helmet back up, and his nerveless left hand released its grip on the stick causing it to fall and bounce on the sand. He bent over to pick it up amidst the hoots of the other recruits and fell to his knees as his tunnel vision and nausea threatened to overcome him. He tried to stand up when Drill Instructors Garcia and Williams rushed into his face, rage making their veins literally pulse with anger.




    “What the God-damned hell is that, Foster? You just going to lose your weapon like that? You going to give up and die like that? I’ve never in all my Marine Corps days seen anything like that, recruit, never!” Drill Instructor Williams was in a rage, spittle flying from his mouth as he yelled. One string of spit hit one of the facebars on Nathan’s helmet, where it slowly started to drip down.




    “Foster, you are one sorry excuse for a recruit.” Garcia was yelling, but did not seem about to go into cardiac arrest as Sergeant Williams had done. “What the hell are you thinking?”




    Not knowing if the question was rhetorical or not, Nathan tried to respond. “The recruit’s helmet does not fit, Senior Drill Instructor. The recruit feels that he needs to get the proper fitting equipment!”




    There was stunned silence for a second from the two DI’s. Williams spun around as if in mortal pain. Garcia grabbed Nathan and thrust him into the fighting area.




    “Do you think the friggin’ Taliban cares if your helmet fits or not? Do you think the Taliban will give you a time out? They’ll take every opportunity to kill you, Recruit Foster, if my Marine Corps doesn’t put you out of your misery first.” He gave Nathan a push forward, towards Recruit Anderson, who was now standing slightly perplexed, not sure what to do at this turn of events.




    “Recruit Foster, that is not Recruit Anderson there from Platoon 1601. That is a Taliban insurgent. He wants to kill your family. He wants to rape your mother and sister. He wants to kill you and piss in your skull.” He turned to include Recruit Anderson. “You hear that Recruit Taliban? You are a Taliban now, and you want to kill this sorry son-of-a-bitch.”




    Anderson belted out a happy “Ooh-rah!” followed by some sort of yodel-like trill, which he obviously thought of as something coming out of Afghanistan.




    Garcia pulled the taller Nathan down so he could whisper, as much as a DI could whisper, that is, into Nathan’s ear. “You better get out there and kick some ass Foster. Show something here of your father, at least.” He released his hold on Nathan and stepped back out of the ring.




    Nathan looked up at the excited Anderson. All he could see was a pair of malevolent eyes, eyes intent on killing him. His entire world narrowed down until all he could see were those eyes, eyes piercing into him.




    “Attack Anderson! Go get that limp dick!” one of First Platoon’s DIs shouted out. Anderson started to bolt forward, pugil stick raised for a blow.




    Nathan froze again, watching his opponent’s eyes get bigger and bigger in his tunnel vision. His nausea finally won through, and he forcefully vomited out that good Marine Corps chow he had had for breakfast. Eggs and bits of bacon splashed on the onrushing Recruit Anderson.




    Anderson skidded to a halt, pugil stick still upraised. He stared in horror at the vomit on his legs. He looked up, and if Nathan thought he looked malevolent before, then this was something from the very depths of hell.




    Anderson’s pugil stick came back for a roundhouse swing, a technique not taught in class. That seemed to release Nathan’s locked nervous system. Dropping his pugil stick, Nathan turned and flat out ran. Drill Instructor Williams reached out to grab him, but Nathan never saw the sergeant and ran right over him. He ran out of the ring and out of the Marines.




    ***




    Three days later, he waited outside the Separations Platoon squadbay in the same civilian clothes in which he had reported to commence recruit training five long weeks before. He felt deflated, but not really too upset. Becoming a Marine had been something he was expected to do, not something he really wanted to do. Truth be told, he was somewhat relieved. He could hear the chants of a recruit platoon marching somewhere off in the distance, and he was not really upset that he was no longer part of the program.




    The last few days had been somewhat hectic. After running from the pugil stick ring, he somehow ended up in officer’s housing, sliding his back down against the wall of a home to sit there, head down between his knees. He sat there until the MP’s showed up and escorted him back to his squadbay. He was told to wait there by the platoon’s 4th hat, Drill Instructor Lin, and wait he did. He sat on the edge of his rack and stared out the squadbay window. When the rest of the platoon burst in to get ready for chow, they studiously ignored him, perhaps afraid that his cowardice was infectious.




    While he waited, the company staff was determining his fate. He sat there, seemingly forgotten, until later that afternoon when he was finally ordered to report to the company commander’s office. He straightened out his uniform the best he could, then marched over to report. His senior drill instructor was there waiting to enter Captain Broadnax’s office, his eyes roaming everywhere except for catching Nathan’s eyes. The hatch opened and First Sergeant Henry ordered him to report. He marched in, followed by Staff Sergeant Garcia, positioned himself in front of the captain’s desk, and reported.




    The captain asked Captain Kunckle, Nathan’s series commander, the Series Chief Drill Instructor, Gunnery Sergeant Mendez, and Senior Drill Instructor Garcia their opinions of the future potential for Nathan in becoming a Marine. All three succinctly opined that perhaps Recruit Foster was not cut out for the Corps. His previous refusal to climb the Stairway to Heaven on the obstacle course back on Day 12 had resulted in his first WNOD, or Written Notice of Deficiency. Now, his recent actions with the pugil stick cemented in their minds that Nathan Foster was a coward, something incompatible with being a Marine.




    Captain Broadnax thanked each Marine and looked down at the papers in front of him, seemingly composing his thoughts. He folded his hands and finally looked up. He sounded almost apologetic as he addressed Nathan. “Recruit Foster, it is our combined opinion that you are not capable of becoming a Marine. Consequently, we are giving you your INC separation, your Incapability sep.” He paused for a second. “Foster, I served with your father. A better Marine, well I don’t think they make them any better. With respect to him, I would love to give you another chance because this is going to flat out kill him. I even brought your case up with the battalion commander. But we’ve decided that it will be best for everyone, for the Corps, for you, and even for your father, that you be separated. I do respect your father enough that I will personally do the Next of Kin notification.” He looked back down at his papers again before looking up. “Do you have anything you would like to say?”




    Nathan felt numb. Not horrible, not devastated, just numb, as if he had been drugged. “No sir,” he managed to get out.




    “Very well, you are dismissed.”




    Nathan did a credible about face and marched out of the office. The next two days were spent at the SEPS Platoon, turning in his gear, getting a final physical. Now, he was sitting on the bench in front of the platoon headquarters, discharge papers in hand, waiting for his ride home. Lost in his thoughts, he felt a presence and looked up to see First Sergeant Henry standing there looking at him. Five weeks of boot camp had their effect, and Nathan jumped up to attention.




    “Take it easy, Foster. You aren’t a recruit any more.“ The tall, broad-shouldered Marine placed his hand on Nathan’s shoulder. “Have a seat.”




    Nathan quickly sat down, acutely aware of the First Sergeant still standing there.




    “Mind if I sit down?” he asked congenially.




    “No sir!” Nathan scooted over a bit to make more room on the bench. The big first sergeant sat down and stretched out his legs in front of them both. He sat there for a few moments, quietly staring off into space.




    “You know, I served with your father twice, once in Kuwait, and once at Pendleton. I served with your uncle, too. Both are fine, fine men. Sergeant Major Foster, well either Sergeant Major Foster for that matter, but your father most of all, you know, people think he can become Sergeant Major of the Marine Corps.”




    Nathan shifted a little uncomfortably as he sat at attention, back straight, hands on his knees. He had spent his lifetime hearing about how great his father was, how great his uncle was.




    “And now your cousin, your uncle’s boy, he’s a corporal now. I heard he got a Bronze Star in Afghanistan.” Nathan merely nodded.




    “Your other cousin, your uncle’s girl, she’s getting ready to leave for Afghanistan, too. You see, people follow the Foster clan. It’s not too often that twin brothers join the Corps, even less often that they succeed as your dad and uncle have. We know about them, we know about your cousins. So pretty much everyone is going to know about you, too.”




    Nathan felt a deep gnawing in his gut. He really didn’t mind not becoming a Marine. But he did mind letting his dad down. He wasn’t sure how he was going to face him. Ever since his mother died some six years ago in that car accident, hit by a drunk driver on the 78 going through Vista, well, his father’s life centered on the Marines and on Nathan. Nothing else mattered. And now Nathan had let him down.




    “I want to tell you, that you can weather this. Your dad, too. Captain Broadnax got a hold of him yesterday. He’s at Quantico for a general officer/sergeant major symposium. I guess he took it pretty hard, but the captain told me that the sergeant major was more concerned about you, how you were taking it.”




    Nathan looked up to the broad, ebony face of the first sergeant, trying to read the degree of sincerity that might be there.




    “Anyway, your dad will be flying back Friday evening. He asked that you go to your uncle’s house until he gets back. Or if you want, I called my wife, and you could stay with us until Friday. It wouldn’t be an imposition.”




    Nathan considered it. He didn’t want to go to Uncle Bedford’s home, that was for sure. But he really didn’t know First Sergeant Henry, and he knew he would feel uncomfortable there, not just because he would feel that he was imposing despite the first sergeant’s assurance, but also because he would be constantly reminded of his failure to complete his training.




    “Thank you first sergeant, but no, I think I will just go home and wait for him there. He and I have lived there since before my mom died, and that is where I’m going to feel the most comfortable.




    “I kinda figured you would say that. Well, the duty driver will be here soon, and he’s going to take you right to your doorstep. At least you don’t need to be going to the airport to catch a flight. That’s one advantage of living in Oceanside.” He cleared his throat. “I know the docs asked you this, but you aren’t going to do anything stupid now, are you? You know, hurt yourself?”




    Nathan finally cracked a smile, something he hadn’t done for the last several days. “No First Sergeant, you know I can’t do that. Haven’t you heard? I’m a certified coward, and I’m too scared to kill myself!”




    The first sergeant spun to look at Nathan for a moment in shock before he burst out into a loud, raucous guffaw. He slapped Nathan on the shoulder, a huge blow which almost pushed Nathan off the bench. “You’re going to be OK, Foster, you’re going to be OK!”




    The First Sergeant got up and walked off, still chuckling and leaving Nathan on the bench, waiting for his ride home.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    Nathan got out of the duty vehicle without a word. The driver had been quiet on the 45-minute drive, only asking for directions after they left I-5. Nathan opened the door to the back seat to get his small bag, then shut it, not even looking as the car backed up and took off down the street, seemingly taking Nathan’s short Marine Corps experience with it.




    He stood still for a moment in front of the small ranch house which had been his home for most of his life. The yard had been changed over to a xeriscape a few years back as his father had neither the time nor inclination to take care of a lawn, and he had given up trying to get Nathan to take care of it. The senior Foster, then a sergeant, had bought the house using a VA loan, and with Nathan’s mother working at a Denny’s in Carlsbad, they had managed the payments. His mom had been so proud of the run-down home, and weekends had been spent painting and fixing it up. The family had been fixtures at the Vista Home Depot.




    Emily Foster had loved roses, and she planted a profusion of them. She even won a Best in Class award one year at the Del Mar County Fair for a Dawn Chorus. But after she was killed, the roses withered despite Nathan’s constant watering. When they finally gave up the ghost, he pulled each one out and left them in four large black plastic bags for the trash collectors to pick up, never to lift a finger in yardwork again. With neither of them willing to work on the yard, and the yard looking pretty ratty, Nathan’s father called a landscaper to xeriscape it.




    Now Nathan looked past the stones, the cacti, and the yucca at the non-descript house. It almost seemed like he hadn’t left it, like he was back in high school. He reached under a potted ocotillo beside the front door and picked up the key. Opening the door, he stepped into the quiet, dark house. The shades were drawn, and Nathan didn’t bother to open them or turn on the lights. He walked down the hallway to his bedroom.




    It was exactly how he left it. He put his bag and his discharge papers on his small desk and flopped down on the bed. He realized that he had absolutely no idea on what he was supposed to do next. Being a Marine had been an accepted fact, something as sure as the sun rising in the morning, something taken entirely for granted. Now, he had to face a future that he had never considered. His grades had never been too high, so college was probably a non-starter. His only work experience had been at McDonald’s, and he shuddered as he considered going back to that. Well, he had until Friday before his father came home, and as much as he was dreading that meeting, he knew he should have some sort of plan, some sort of idea of what he was going to do to present to his dad.




    With a sigh, he sat up. He wasn’t hungry yet, but he felt he had to do something. He walked out of the room and down the hall, pausing outside the third bedroom which had been converted into his father’s office. He stepped into this inner sanctum. The light coming through the blinds was enough to see his father’s I Love Me Wall. Nathan knew all of the plaques, photos, and certificates there. But still, he moved over to look at them once more. Each promotion and re-enlistment certificate was framed and hung along the very top of the wall in chronological order. His latest promotion, to Sergeant Major, would be his last as there was no rank higher that an enlisted Marine could achieve. Prominently displayed in the center of the wall was his citation for his Silver Star, earned in Kuwait when then Corporal Nathan Foster drove his LAV into the attack against an Iraqi T72 tank, destroying the much larger and better armored vehicle. Under the citation was an article from The News Herald, Morganton, North Carolina’s newspaper, telling the story on how a local boy made good. There were photos of First Sergeant Foster with Lieutenant General John Sattler in Fallujah, the general’s huge smile beaming with his arm draped around him, and a photo of Sergeant Major Foster with General Conway during one of the Commandant’s visit to Camp Pendleton. The center-most photo, though, was of Sergeant Major Nathan Foster shaking the hand of newly promoted Sergeant Major Bedford Foster, his twin brother. Perhaps no twins in the history of the Corps had succeeded so well. Nathan stared at the photo for some time, his thoughts drifting.




    To the right of the photo of the twins were some family photos. There was a photo of a young Grandpa Will when he was a sergeant, shirt off, sitting on a 155 howitzer in Khe San. Though the photo was a little faded, the green of the surrounding vegetation was in sharp contrast to the almost orange dirt all around the big gun. Then there was Corporal Bedford Foster, Nathan’s cousin, in an AP photo taken in Afghanistan. Above that was a photo of a smiling Private Jennifer Foster at her boot camp graduation at Parris Island, with both sergeants major flanking her, pride threatening to burst open her father’s face. Nathan morosely wondered if his father would ever feel the same pride for him.




    Although not family, above the rest was an old print of General Nathan Bedford Forrest, CSA. Nathan’s grandfather was such an admirer of the man known as the finest cavalry officer ever produced in the US that he named his twin boys after him. Although the Fosters were Tarheels tried and true, the Tennessee–born Forrest was elevated, both by his actions and his myth, to an almost god-like status. Although also named for the general, Nathan had never felt a kinship with the man. He couldn’t quite understand the hero-worship for a man who, after all, fought for the losing side.




    Nathan started to turn away when his eyes caught one more photo. He reached up and took it off the nail holding it on the wall and brought it down in front of him. It was of the twins as Staff Sergeants, sitting at a bar in Phuket, Thailand, with Nathan’s mother and Aunt Sandy. The two brothers were in the middle of the photo, the two wives flanking their husbands. Each had a stein of beer raised in a toast; each had broad smiles as they posed for the camera. Nathan remembered when the photo had been taken. He and his cousins had been bundled off to stay with Grammy and Gramps back in North Carolina while the two wives flew out to Thailand to meet their husbands when their Marine Expeditionary Unit pulled into Phuket for a 5-day liberty port after a long Indian Ocean deployment. The men hadn’t known the wives were coming; everyone had kept it as a surprise.




    Nathan looked at the image of his mother. God, she had been so young and pretty! He felt a lump form in his throat. He didn’t know if he was ever going to get over missing her. He put the photo back and walked over to his father’s desk. Pulling out the bottom drawer, he reached in and found the album he knew was there. It was a scrapbook his mom had made of that trip. There were his mom and Aunt Sandy’s boarding stubs for their plane, a photo of the two women at the hotel pool while waiting for the ships to pull in. There were photos of the ships moored way out to sea, then photos of the two men getting off the liberty launch. His mom had told him later that his dad’s company and his uncle’s squadron had been in on it and had sent them ashore at the same time, ostensibly to check out a site for a staff non-commissioned officer’s dinner.




    The rest of the photos were of various touristy things. Getting a massage on the beach. The two of them beside a lighthouse while the sun set in the background. Holding a huge live lobster, then a photo of them eating said lobster. Dancing at a disco. Riding jetskis. Out drinking at a bar. That particular photo had always caught his attention. In the photos, the four of them had been surrounded by a bevy of pretty Thai girls smiling for the camera. All dressed in short skirts and tank tops, all with long dark hair. Of course, as with any military brat, he had heard stories about how a wonderland Thailand could be for a guy, and with teenage hormones raging, the images of those petite bodies had raised more than a few daydreams over the years. He had vowed to go to Thailand to see how much of the hype was true as soon as he could, maybe as soon as his first leave. Well, he wasn’t going to get that leave now.




    Holding the scrapbook, he looked at one of the girls in the photo, a small girl with a huge smile. Nathan had always fixated on her since he had first seen the photo. Neither his mother nor father had remembered her name, but Nathan thought he could read into this young woman’s eyes. He wondered where she was now, what she was doing.




    He closed the book with a sigh. Well, fantasizing about Thailand was not going to get him anywhere. He was no longer in the Corps, and he was not going to get leave so he could get there. Then it hit him. He wasn’t ever going to have military leave, but why should that stop him? He had absolutely nothing on his plate now. What was stopping him from taking off for Thailand right then and there?




    A sudden sense of excitement washed over him. Could he really do this? He was dreading Friday when his father would come home, and taking off at the spur of the moment for Thailand sounded like a much, much better alternative.




    He bolted back to his room and opened his desk drawer, pulling out his last statement from the Navy Federal Credit Union. $1,243.65. Wages earned from making untold numbers of fries and Big Macs. He reached up under the drawer and felt for the envelope taped there. Pulling it down, he opened it up, pulled out the bills inside, and counted out seven crisp $100 bills. This was a covert graduation present from Gramps. Nathan kissed the bills and slid them back into the envelope. Could he manage to get to Thailand with a little less than $2,000?




    Rushing back to his dad’s office, he turned on the computer, waiting impatiently for it to boot up and come online. Excitement rising, he pulled up Travelociti and Orbitz. Neither one was a help as he wanted to leave before Friday, and neither site had flights available. Undaunted, he pulled up United, the airline his mother had taken to meet his dad. Going through the online reservation system, he entered his departure airport, SAN for San Diego, and his arrival airport, BKK for Bangkok, leaving tomorrow. And now his excitement faded. $2,454.95. He didn’t have that much to his name. He closed the site and opened up Delta’s website, which he had seen from Travelociti also flew to Thailand. The results were basically the same.




    Nathan leaned back deflated. Well, it had been a good idea while it lasted. He just didn’t have the money to pull it off. There was his father’s emergency credit card, of course, but that might be just too brazen a move. Knowing he couldn’t use that, he nonetheless opened the right-hand drawer on his dad’s desk and went to the Navy Federal Credit Union credit card file. His father kept things remarkably organized, and the file had sub-dividers for the VISA and MasterCard his father used, and then a slot for the extra, emergency MasterCard, the one that wasn’t normally used. Nathan reached in and pulled out the card, looking at it. It looked brand new, never used. Tempted, he decided to put it back before he gave in and used it. Almost $2,500! That was too much to put on the card.




    As he closed the file, his eyes caught on the United Airlines file. Something made him pick it up and open it. Inside, in neat chronological order, were his father’s Mileage Plus account statements. The last statement labeled Nathan Foster as a Premier Executive, with 352,615 miles in his account. That seemed to Nathan Junior as a lot of miles, surely enough for a ticket to Thailand. He hesitated for only a second. It wouldn’t hurt to find out. Calling the number at the top of the statement, he moved through the phone tree to international reservations, award travel, entering his dad’s account number when prompted.




    Finally, a live voice came on the phone. “Hi, this is Becky with United Awards Travel. Am I speaking with Nathan Foster?”




    He hesitated for only a second. That was his name, after all. “Uh, yes, this is he.” He winced. That sounded awkward.




    “Good afternoon Mr. Foster. I want to thank you for being a Premier Executive with United. We appreciate your loyalty. How can I help you today?” Becky’s cheerful voice helped calm Nathan’s rising apprehension.




    “Well, Becky, thanks. Um, I was wondering how many miles it would take to fly from San Diego to Bangkok, Thailand.”




    “Certainly I can help you with that. When would you like to travel?”




    “Tomorrow?” Nathan sounded hopeful.




    “I’m afraid that won’t be possible, Mr. Foster. Award tickets must be at least two days in advance, and that is only with a $150 expedition fee. And flying over the Pacific is pretty hard right now, but let me check for you. I’ll check United and our Star Alliance partners for the first available date. Is that OK?”




    “Yes, that’s OK. Any way to get there is fine with me.”




    “Well, there are no seats from LAX for the next week at least. No business class, no economy. That’s as far as I have checked. Let me check SFO, but it will probably be the same. I checked the same routing this morning for another customer, but you never know.”




    Nathan could hear the faint clack of computer keys over the phone. “Well, Mr. Foster, you aren’t going to believe this, but I do have one seat which has opened up for the 18th, which is Friday. The seat is in economy, and that would be our standard award of 65,000 miles. You are really quite lucky, because there were no award seats available this morning. You would be leaving from San Diego on flight UA 853 at 9:25 AM to SFO for a plane change, then a continuation on 853 to Narita, arriving there at 3:45 on the 19th, on Saturday. Then, you would take flight 891 from Narita to Bangkok, departing at 6:45 and arriving in Bangkok at 11:30 on the 19th. When would you like to return?”




    Friday morning at 9:25? That would get him out well before his father got back. “My return isn’t so important. How long can I stay?”




    “Let me look at the terms of this ticket. OK, I see this now, the terms of this ticket stipulate no longer than 30 days.”




    “OK, then 30 days would be great.”




    There was another pause. “There are lots of award seats available for the 19th of next month. I can book you through LAX, leaving at 6:55 in the morning on UA 891 to Narita, then UA 861 to LAX, then United Express flight 6523 to San Diego, arriving back in San Diego at 2:35 PM, still on the 19th. Do you want me to grab that ticket for you?”




    Now Nathan got a little nervous. Using his father’s miles to get his ticket seemed wrong. But the idea of actually getting to Thailand was almost overpowering. “Can I just hold the ticket for awhile, so I can make up my mind?




    “I am sorry, Mr. Foster, we can’t hold it. And someone might grab this ticket at any time.” She sounded apologetic. “If you want it, I would take it now. I didn’t see any other flights on my computer anytime in the near future.”




    Nathan took a deep breath. This might be his only chance. Who knew what job he would have to take, and when he might get the opportunity to take the time for a trip? He made up his mind. “Yes, let’s do it!”




    “That’s great, Mr. Foster. Glad I can be of some assistance today. OK, we have $98.12 in airport taxes and the $150 expedition fee, so that comes to a total of $249.12. What credit card would you like to put that on?”




    Nathan didn’t have his own card, and not giving a card would mean no ticket, no trip. $250 was better than $2500, at least. He reached back in the drawer and pulled out the MasterCard, giving Becky the card information.




    Becky thanked him and ran the information, telling him that an itinerary would be e-mailed to him. He thanked her and hung up. He had done it: he was going to Thailand. He had been to Mexico before, of course, and he and his dad had gone on a fishing trip to Canada, but this would be his first real foreign trip in his life,




    And he was going to be gone before his dad got back. That put off, at least for now, that upcoming confrontation. He put back the United file, then went back online. He needed to get a hotel, arrange for a ride to the airport, and go online to get whatever information he could about Thailand. He was actually doing it! Thailand!


  




  

    Chapter 3




    Nathan gave the flight attendant his dinner tray and pushed up the folding contraption which served as a table, locking it onto the seat back in front of him. It hadn’t been a great meal, but food was food. He wondered if there was such a thing as seconds on a flight. He glanced at his watch. An hour-and-a-half down, four-and-a-half to go to Bangkok.




    It had been a long 20 hours or so. He had gotten up at 4:30 in Oceanside after a fitful few hours of sleep, then showered, dressed and waited for the Cloud 9 shuttle to take him to the airport. While waiting for the shuttle, he wrote his father out a message saying he needed some time to think things out and not to worry about him.




    At the airport, he nervously waited in line. He was sure there would be a strong hand placed on his shoulder, nabbing him for impersonating his father. But the woman greeted him with a smile, and after checking his passport, checked in his bag and gave him his boarding passes. As “Nathan Foster” was a Premier Executive, he was able to wait in the small lounge in the front of the circular terminal. He sat there, drinking hot chocolate and watching CNN. He boarded the flight for the one hour trip to San Francisco, then went to the Red Carpet lounge there to wait for his flight to Narita.




    The Narita flight was almost 10 hours long. After eating and watching a couple of forgettable movies and two episodes of The Office, Nathan had finally fallen asleep, waking up as the flight descended into Japan. Going through another security check, Nathan went to the United’s Star Alliance lounge, but he was getting too excited to just sit. He got up and wandered the terminal. The terminal duty free stores were full of booze, electronics, and perfumes. One pretty young woman offered him a small paper cup with some sort of alcohol in it. More mesmerized by her cute face, Nathan took it. At nineteen, Nathan was not old enough to legally drink, but he’d had his fair share of beers. This, though, was rather stronger, and he unsuccessfully tried not to choke on it. His face reddened, and he hurried away in embarrassment. Walking further along, he was surprised to see a McDonald’s in the terminal, and hungry as usual, he stopped and bought a filet of fish value meal. He paid in dollars and got a few yen back in change.




    The time moved glacially, but just as glaciers eventually do flow into the ocean, the Bangkok flight was finally ready to board. He found his seat, 32K, up against the window. Two middle-aged men sat down in the adjoining seats.




    Now, with the dinner service over, he really didn’t want to jump midstream into the movie which had already started. He had already read the in-flight magazine, even trying the sudoku puzzle in the back before giving that up after fifteen minutes of futility. His attention drifted to his seatmates. With a start, he realized that they were talking about some sort of experience with a dancer in a bar. Totally focused on what the first man was saying, he shifted a bit, something which didn’t escape the notice of the man in the middle seat.




    He stopped, lowered his drink, and turned towards Nathan. “Can I help you, son?”




    Mortified, Nathan managed to stammer out, “I’m sorry sir, it’s just that, I mean, I haven’t, I’ve never been to Thailand, and I heard what you were saying, accidentally overheard it, I mean, and I don’t know how to meet someone there or do anything there!”




    Both men stared at Nathan for a moment before bursting out into laughter. “First time, huh, son?” asked the nearest man, a slightly-built 50-something guy with blondish, thinning hair.




    “Yes sir,” Nathan admitted.




    “Well, I guess there is always gotta be a first time. And what are you? 20? 21?”




    “I’m 19, sir.”




    The man on the outside seat whistled. “Nineteen? Man, I would love to be in your shoes. The bargirls are going to love you.”




    Nathan could feel his face flush. He was glad that the lights on the plane were turned down low. “I hope so,” was all he could think of to say.




    Both men laughed. “Oh, they will,” said middle-seat man. In the close confines of the seats, he shifted his drink to his left hand and awkwardly stuck out his right hand. “I’m Chuck Wright, and my partner in crime here is Jan Levin.”




    Jan reached across to shake Nathan’s hand. “The ‘crime’ part of that is right, at least!”




    Nathan took the offered hand. He hesitated. He started to say his name, but something in him wanted to make a break from his past. Nathan Foster was supposed to be a Marine. That person was no longer around. He started to say “Nathan,” but he suddenly changed it to “Nate.” The shift made it come out as a two syllable word. Na-ate.”




    “Well, Na-ate,” Chuck mimicked, “let us be the first to welcome you to the Land of Smiles. So what’re you coming for? Going to be an English teacher?”




    “No sir. I am just on a vacation, taking some time off before starting work.”




    “Damn fine idea,” said Jan. “You’re going to be chained in the rat race soon enough. Might as well take the opportunity to see the world and sow some wild oats first.”




    “Well, I am kinda interested in that last part, sowing some wild oats, I mean,” Nate admitted with a chuckle. “I’m kinda excited about that.”




    “I bet you are!” responded Chuck. “If I’d come here when I was your age, young dumb, and full of cum, well, I don’t think I ever would’ve left.”




    “Well, I mean I couldn’t help but overhearing you. You two seem to have some experience in Thailand. Do you live there?”




    Both men laughed. “In our dreams! No, we don’t. Jan and I work together in Phoenix. We’ve got families and kids, who we love dearly, I might add. But this is our annual ‘fishing trip’ that we take together.” Chuck used his fingers to make imaginary quote signs when he said “fishing trip.”




    Jan leaned over to chime in, “Yea, fishing trip for girls! Oh, we go out once on the sea to get some pics to show the family and all, but most of our ‘fishing’ is done at night in the bars.”




    “So how do you find them, girls I mean? I read on the internet about Patpong Road, but how do you know where to go there?”




    “Patpong?” Chuck snorted with disdain. “Patpong is for tourists. You don’t want that, do you?”




    Nate thought for a second. Well, he was a tourist, wasn’t he? But he didn’t want to look foolish. “Oh, no sir!”




    “Forget Bangkok altogether. Get thee down to Pattaya! The girls are hotter and the beer colder, and both are cheaper.”




    “I read about Pattaya, too. But I have a free room in Bangkok at the Holiday Inn. My dad had some points with their frequent guest program, so he gave them to me to get six free nights.” He barely hesitated over that little lie, not the free room, but that his dad had given him the points.




    “Hey, not a bad dad there! Well, if you got to stay in Bangkok, steer away from Patpong. It’s too commercial, and it’s a rip-off joint. You can go to Nana Plaza or Soi Cowboy.”




    “OK, but how do you know where to go? I mean what places have girls who, well, you know?”




    “You mean what places have girls who’ll fuck you silly?”




    Nate jerked at Chuck’s blatant language. He looked around, but no one seemed to be able to overhear them over the ambient noise of the plane. “Well, yes. That’s what I mean.”




    “Young Nate, you are going to see that every single place has girls, working girls. Every single girl in every single bar in Nana or Soi Cowboy will ride you until you cry for mercy. They’ll beat you down. And do you know why?”




    Nate swallowed hard. “No sir.”




    “Because they are money-grubbing bitches. Oh, don’t get me wrong. I love them all. But they are whores, and don’t you forget that. They know how to treat you right. They give you the best GFE, and that means ‘Girl Friend Experience’ to newbies like you, that money can buy. It’s great. But never, ever forget that this is a business for them. They all got Thai boyfriends, and most have a couple kids to feed. So don’t listen to their bullshit. Don’t pay for their water buffalo. Just fuck them and leave them.” Chuck settled back in his seat and took a sip of his drink while Jan nodded in agreement.




    At school, and during his five weeks with the Marines, Nate had of course been introduced to swearing and earthy language, but around his house, adults pretty much refrained from it. So he was uncomfortably shocked by Chuck’s profanity. He wasn’t sure what to say next. Grasping for some sort of response, he could only blurt out “Water buffaloes?”




    Both men laughed. “Yea, water buffaloes. You see, these girls will wring every drop of cum out of you, then they’ll wring every penny out of you. That’s what they do. They extract things from you. You meet little Miss Noi, and she treats you like a god. She says she loves you and wants to be with you forever. She tells you she is quitting the bar and is saving herself for you. She writes to you after you leave, and you start remembering her hot little body smoking your pole, and you want more. But then, she writes to you that she has an emergency. Her family has a water buffalo to farm the property, but the buffalo is sick and is going to die unless it gets to a vet. But they don’t have any money to do that since she had to quit the bar for you. But if you could only send some money, they could take the buffalo to the vet, and the family will be saved. And, of course, she will be so grateful to you later when you’re together again.”




    Jan added, “Of course, it is all BS. She never left the bar, and she’s got 10 farang on her list, and all are getting the same e-mails.”




    “Farang?”




    “Yea, that’s what they call us. White boys are ‘farang’ and our black brothers are ‘black farang.’ And no matter what, we are never going to be as good as them. Oh, they like our money…”




    “And big cocks!” interjected Chuck again, gesturing wildly, drink in hand, a little of the Jack Daniels splashing out.




    Jan laughed, “Yea, that too. But when the money dries up, they’re going to drop you like a hot potato.”




    “OK, I got that. I’m just here for a good vacation. I am not going to fall in love.”




    “Ah, the folly of youth. You say that now, but when you’ve got cute little Noi, as Chuck says, it might be hard to resist. Just remember our conversation here.”




    “I’ll remember. But I still don’t understand. If I go into one of these bars, how do I get a girl to say yes? I couldn’t find anywhere online which gave instructions.”




    Chuck downed his drink in one gulp. His voice seemed to be getting a little sloppy. “There’s no




    ‘instructions’ as you say, ‘cause no one needs them. Look, you go into a bar. You pick who you want to fuck. You buy her a drink, pay her bar fine, then take her back to your room and fuck her. Pay the bitch. Kick her ass out. Period.” He reached over to grab the passing flight attendant to ask for another Jack.




    “You pay the bar fine, but then you pay her?”




    “Man, you really are a newbie! Look, I’ll explain it once to you. You go into the bar and pick your girl. You gotta pay the bar for her ‘cause she won’t be working at the bar any more that night if you long-time her. Depending on the bar, it might be 400 or 500 baht. Then you take her back to your hotel. If you want to pay her short time, give her 1,000 baht. Don’t pay more! She’s going to ask for it.” He paused while the flight attendant came back and handed him his drink. He took another swallow. “Look, she’s going to ask for more, but they ain’t worth it. So don’t screw it up for the rest of us by paying more. If you want to long-time her, you can give her 1,500 baht. No more.” His previously friendly tone seemed a little harsher. He leaned back in his seat and took another sip of his drink.




    Nate had more questions, but he was feeling uncomfortable. Over Chuck’s head, Jan shrugged and imitated taking a drink, then pointing to Chuck. Nate just nodded and leaned back in his own seat, waiting for the plane to land in Bangkok.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    Nate stepped through customs and out into the airport arrival lobby. He was both physically exhausted and mentally excited at the same time. He was actually here in Thailand!




    “Taxi sir?” A smartly dressed young woman holding a clipboard looked at him hopefully. Nate had read about this little scam on the internet, though. He knew he should just go to the taxi line outside the terminal.




    “No thanks.” He started to walk past her.




    “Where do you go, sir? We have the official taxi for you.” She started to pace him.




    “I have friends here. They’re going to pick me up.” He didn’t slow down and tried to walk past her with what he hoped was a purposeful stride. She shrugged and turned to find her next target.




    He was in a square, open area right outside of customs. On either side of this area were two means of exit, two passages cordoned off by rails. Hanging on the rails and behind them two or three deep were literally hundreds of people. On the Discovery Channel the other night, Nate had seen a show about livestock, and part of that had been about livestock auctions. This reminded him of that, but from the steer’s perspective. He smiled as he suddenly felt a degree of kinship with that steer, in a pen with people surrounding it, people examining him, judging him, evaluating his worth.




    He hitched up his back pack and chose the right-hand exit. Along the very front of the rail were mostly well-dressed men with placards from various hotels or with neatly printed names of people. “Mr. Niimoto.” “Mr. Andress.” “Mr. Choi.” “The Oriental Hotel.” “The Shangrila Hotel.” “The Sukothai Hotel.” No Holiday Inn, though. Behind these men were more casually dressed people scanning the faces of the people entering the arrivals lobby.




    Entering the chute-like exit which ran a few hundred feet before the rails quit, he thought again to the show. This was rather like the chutes which led the cows to be slaughtered. Nate chuckled a little to himself. He hoped that analogy was not too accurate. Along these rails were more people, some with crudely handwritten signs with names on them, but most simply watching for what he assumed to be familiar faces.




    Two men with shaved heads and orange robes leaned up against the rail in front of him, casually chatting. Nate recognized them as monks from the Thai websites he had surfed before leaving. It struck him as odd that they should seem, well, so normal. He obviously knew monks couldn’t spend all their time chanting in the lotus position, but he wondered who they were waiting for. Do monks go on foreign vacations? To where would a monk be flying?




    As he neared the end of the rails where they opened up to the terminal proper, a young girl gave a squeal of delight and rushed past him to a middle-aged man pulling two roller bags. She jumped up to hug him around his neck, her feet off the ground as he hugged her back. Nate stared at her ass in her tight jeans for a moment before feeling suddenly guilty. She was this guy’s girlfriend, after all. He quickly turned back and walked towards the exit. He noticed quite a few women waiting. Some were dressed quite demurely with nice day dresses, others were, well, looking rather more provocative. One girl with extremely low-cut blue jeans had half of a huge dragon tattoo visible above the jeans, the other half disappearing down her backside. He wondered if it was possible that they were all waiting for foreigners. It would have been kind of nice if there had been someone eagerly awaiting his arrival.




    He stopped at a currency exchange booth and gave the attendant two worn $100 bills. The attendant checked them over carefully, holding them up to the light. Nate knew the bills were good, but he still felt somehow guilty. He tried to look nonchalant as the attendant marked the bills with some sort of invisible ink, then grudgingly counted out the Thai baht. He slipped a paper under the plexiglass between them, pointing to a signature line. Nate signed on the line, and the man slipped him the baht.




    He took the baht, shoving the bills into his pocket before continuing. Moving through the huge revolving door that led outside, the hot and humid night air hit him with an almost physical force. It was after midnight, but the heat was still oppressive, to say the least. The taxi line was right there in front of him, but that didn’t stop two more touts from trying to land him. He ignored them and walked up to the dispatcher, giving her the name of his hotel. Moments later, he was in the blessedly air-conditioned cab and off and running.




    Nate settled back in his seat as the cab sped down the highway. He glanced out the window, but he really couldn’t see anything in the darkness.




    “First time Thailand?”




    Nate looked up to see the driver looking at him in the rear-view mirror. “Yes, this is my first time.”




    The driver gave him a thumbs up. “Very good! My country, Thailand, very good!” He smiled broadly. “Thank you to ever visit my country!”
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