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“Eternal vigilance is the price of liberty.”

Wendell Phillips (1811-1884).

Speech, Boston, MA, 28 January 1852.

 


“The price of freedom is eternal vigilance.”

Attributed to Thomas Jefferson (1743-1826).

(Informal motto of the USAF Security Police.)

 


“Quis custodiet ipsos custodies?”

“Who watches the watchers?”

Juvenal (d. 127 AD).

Satire 6.346-8, late 1st/early
2nd Century AD.

 


“The three greatest threats to the security of the
United States are ADM Hyman Rickover, the Soviet Navy and the US
Air Force.”

Attributed to ADM Elmo R. Zumwalt, Jr., USN
(1920-2000).

 


This book is dedicated to the men and women who have
honorably served in the Air Police and Security Police of the
United States Air Force. It is also dedicated to the men and women
who now, have and will honorably serve in the Security Forces of
the United States Air Force.

 


This book is also dedicated to those who inspired me
to write: CAPT Edward L. Beach, Jr., USN (Ret.), (author of ‘Run
Silent, Run Deep’); Raymond Chandler, (author of ‘The Big Sleep’);
Len Deighton (author of ‘Funeral in Berlin’) and Michele McCormick
(author of ‘Polishing up the Brass’).


INTRODUCTION

 


It is 1975 (or B.E. 2517). America’s
involvement in the long Vietnam War is over. The US has withdrawn
its forces in frustration and defeat. The North Vietnamese and Viet
Cong have finally conquered South Vietnam, thus unifying the
country and completing the life-long dream of Ho Chi Minh. Over
50,000 US troops are dead in an ultimately futile effort to prop-up
an intensely disliked, weak and corrupt regime. But over 10 times
that number of North Vietnamese and Viet Cong combatants also lies
dead. These soldiers have again fulfilled the pledge Ho Chi Minh
first made to the French when they returned to Vietnam in 1946 to
‘reclaim our inheritance’. “You can kill ten of my men for every
one that I kill of yours,” Ho Chi Minh had told them. “But even at
those odds, you will lose and I will win.” Ho was ultimately proven
right again, although interred in Hanoi for the past six years,
unable to live long enough to see the victory he had long led and
inspired others to wage.

However, if all US forces have been withdrawn from
South Vietnam, not all US forces are gone from Southeast Asia.
There is another type of conflict being waged there. This does not
involve armed combat. But it is a conflict nevertheless. It
involves US forces and a local population. There will be no medals
awarded for bravery, outstanding service and courage. But there
will be medals awarded for cowardice, treason and treachery.

 


U-Tapao Royal Thai Naval Air Base still
exists. However, this is a work of fiction. The characters,
military units, events and conversations are from the author’s
imagination and any similarity between real people and events is
purely coincidental.

 


There is an abbreviated dictionary in the back for
those who cannot speak Thai, Navy and/or Air Force.


SOI SUKHAN, OFF OF NATIONAL HIGHWAY
#3, BAN CHANG VILLAGE, RAYONG PROVINCE, THAILAND,
00:15, 01 JAN 1971.

 


The massive cold front had bulldozed in off the high
Tibet Plateau from the northwest bringing sub-arctic temps (for
Thailand) straight down from the Himalayas. The Thais were all
bundled up like Eskimos. The front decided to take an in-country,
three-day vacation. But it brought bright blue, crystal clear,
cloudless skies as payment.

He was freezing. Constantly moving helped, but not
much. He could see the Thais walking around during the day all
wearing heavy coats, scarves, gloves, woolen hats, extra socks, as
much clothing as they could wear, even though the daytime temps
were in the mid-60s, light windbreaker weather to him. And this was
the tropics he thought! Who could have guessed it would be so cold
this close to the equator!? It was at least in the low 40s at
night! This was crazy. All the Thais incessantly said: “NOW
MACH!” or “NOW MACH-MACH!” He was hearing both phrases
100 times/day.

He rarely took his eyes off of the side Soi
entrance, about 100 meters away, waiting in anticipation for his
informant to show up. He stood in the black shadows just to be
safe. They had agreed to meet at 23:00 sharp directly across from
Charlie the O-Club bartender’s gated house entrance. He explained
he’d be standing under the elevated large community water tank by
one of the concrete legs. He could see, but not be seen. He arrived
at 22:00 just to be early and on the safe side. But now it was 75
minutes past the rendezvous time. Typical damn Thais! He mused
there was farang or ‘normal’ time, that meant ‘on time’.
Then there was ‘Thai time,’ or one hour late. He should have never
come this early he ruefully thought. He was dying for some hot
java. Maybe soon.

He’d been working as an OSI agent at Det #7 for three
months. They’d hand-picked him at OSI HQS for this special
assignment. He knew he’d been selected because he was razor sharp,
very perceptive and highly intelligent. A real ‘fast burner,’
groomed to go higher in the organization, as far as his talents and
connections would take him. He had a string of successes in the
past with tough cases (his specialty) so he was quickly getting a
good reputation for cracking the hardest ones. But this was his
toughest case yet. It would take subtlety and diligence. The
on-going investigation of the massive stealing on U-Tapao
had already been assigned to another agent. The standard joke on
U-T was: ‘Everything on base is stolen, but the Thais hadn’t
gotten around to picking it up yet.’ He must have heard that a
thousand times to date.

He was assigned to new, very routine cases, being the
Det’s ‘new-bie’. However, OSI agents made their reputations on
solving cases: the tougher, the better. Just one of the reasons you
got promoted. But the other agent wasn’t doing much on this massive
theft case, if anything. He pulled it out from the filing cabinet
during a lunch break (without telling anyone and waiting until the
office was empty) and reviewed it at his desk. He saw it had been
‘going-through-the-motions’ fluff from years back. Previous OSI
investigators had all came to the exact same end. Something was not
right here. No real investigation had been done: all inconclusive,
scant evidence, nothing substantial, little could be pinned down.
All nebulous speculations, rumors and suspicions.

But the level of thievery was titanic, catastrophic.
Everything was flying off the base in some way, shape or form: a/c
units, B-52 spare parts, furniture, spare tires, radio equipment,
vehicles, and lubricants by the barrel-load, JP-4 and bulk fuel
oil. Even a fire truck with siren blazing had blown right out the
front gate. Anything not nailed down was fair game. And even if it
was, the Thais would somehow manage to steal it, then come back
with claw hammers and steal the nails too. He just needed one
break. If this kept up soon there’d be nothing left of the
base.

Three days ago, an informant, a local Thai
poo-chai, speaking excellent English and working in the NCO
Club, one he’d been secretly developing over time, unexpectedly
promised he’d explain how everything worked, how all the pieces fit
together. Or so the informant had furtively told him. This might
just be the big break he needed to crack this one wide-open. That
was his real ‘undercover’ assignment: find out why no progress was
being made on this investigation and solve it.

He set the meeting up for tonight. A good ‘cover’
move on his part. There’d be Thais and GIs everywhere celebrating
the Thai New Year. No one would notice another farang out
and about at this hour. All the Thais (and most Americans) were
cheerfully saying “Sawasdee bee-mai!” to each other.

At Midnight a cascade of heavy, continual weapons
fire commenced for about 10 minutes; then it slowly settled down to
scattered single shots and short bursts afterwards. He could hear
the occasional stray ricochets in Ban Chang village nearby.
He was startled when it commenced. The intense firing sounded
exactly like some US ground-pounding/grunt battalion had accidently
collided with a hard-core NVA regiment in the SVN Central Highlands
and were having a furious lead-toss. An old Thai New Year’s
tradition he imagined. But it was as silent as the grave just then,
not even the insects were making sounds.

Suddenly he thought he heard someone rapidly walking
down the Soi towards him. Yes, he could hear the footsteps
now echoing faintly on the tar-pebbled roadway. The Soi was
dark, only barely illuminated by one light from a mostly-closed
window in a house halfway down. The footsteps were coming much
closer; finally, almost next to him. Then someone softly called his
name:

“Ray?”

“Right here buddy!” he replied in a low, anticipating
tone of voice.

The bright flash and the sharp report were
simultaneous at that range.

The AF coroner determined the cause of death were two
.38 caliber rounds fired, one in the head. Just to make sure.


SIDEWALK, OUTSIDE BUILDING #837, 8300TH SPS
HQS, MAXWELL AFB, MONTGOMERY, AL, 13:00, 14 FEBRUARY 1975.

 


Things were quiet. The day was cool, bright, with a
robin-egg blue sky and not too humid. It was too early in the
pecan, black walnut, hickory and magnolia blossom season for the
military wives in the on-base housing areas to start trading jabs,
uppercuts and roundhouses over who was snagging the rich harvest of
assorted nuts lying in (or just outside of) their yards. The
problem stemmed from when the ripened nuts all fell outside the
single housing unit fenced-in yards. Most wives held as a given
that anything falling off their trees belonged to them, no matter
where they fell - fences or no fences. Other wives, neighbors or
not, said anything that fell outside their yards was ‘fair game’,
fences or no fences. Every year there were more than a few dust-ups
and knockdowns, with just as many bruised egos as knuckles and
faces. (Didn’t anyone ever hear of ‘share’? It wasn’t like we had a
nut shortage on base, or they’re too expensive.) But we had to send
two SP patrol vehicles out to every prize fight to act as referees
and send the lady pugilists back to neutral corners every year. At
least it was better than investigating armed robbery and arson.

I walked out of Building #837, the original compact,
square, stuccoed, red-tiled roofed two-story firehouse. It dated
from when the base was built back in 1920s; then later converted to
the 8300th SPS HQS. It being lunchtime, I headed towards
the BX snack-bar across the street. Both buildings were near the
junction of the flight line and large parking apron off to one
side. I was of average height, average build, average looks, brown
hair, green eyes and one-each military-trimmed mustache. I was as
unremarkable as your US Post Office mailbox.

I was dressed in USAF Class ‘A’s’ with a garrison
cap. Toss in three pretty-much-everybody-gets-them ribbons, one SP
Identification Badge, a standard-issued blue USAF nameplate with
white-lettering that said ‘Legere’ and two ‘butter bars,’ one on
each shoulder. All worn to complete the disguise as a total,
‘Greenhorn,’ relatively clueless, still wet-behind-the-ears,
‘just-out-of-the-cellophane-wrapping,’ 2LT ‘shave tail’. I’d been
the SPS Ops Officer for the past 20 months, my first assignment.
There was no chance of me making AF Chief of Staff, or even
full-bird COL, in this career field. But my assignment was quickly
coming to an end. I’d been FIGMO for a month: ‘hard copy’ orders in
hand, headed to Osan AB, Korea, with a
report-no-later-than-30-June-date; leave-in-route authorized. But I
was first departing in about two weeks for USAF Air Base Defense
Training at an old WWI/II US Army base called Camp Bullis outside
San Antonio, TX.

Walking out of the BX snack-bar towards me was SSGT
Martin ‘Roddy’ Rodriguez. Roddy was the SPS Supply SGT. I liked
Roddy. However, few officers, or enlisted personnel, on the base
did. Roddy was relatively short, somewhat dark-complexioned (Is
swarthy a good word?), not exactly rotund, compact is a better,
black-haired and a motor-mouth of endless fascinating chatter and
base-wide gossip. Always center-of-the-bull’s-eye. His political
commentary on current national events was unmatched in my opinion.
When you heard it from him you heard it here first. From an old
‘Centro Californio’ Valley family he once said. Roddy knew more
about everything than anyone I’d ever met, or at least he said so.
And I believed him, from the spot-on commentary he never lacked to
endlessly expound or promulgate.

Roddy had several natural disadvantages working
against him for further and future advancement up the NCO ranks.
First, he was extremely sharp, that was strike one. Second, he was
always right, strike two. But what always caught him flatfooted and
looking at a third letters-high, hard, lightning-fast one for the
strikeout was he had no compunctions at telling you (or anyone)
both those facts, or opinions, depending on how you viewed him. He
must have spent every waking hour, when not at work, intensely
devouring the latest national publications and academic
periodicals. Roddy had been a SSGT too long and not destined to see
TSGT for many years in my book. (Not exactly a ‘Cassandra,’ but you
get the idea.) It was the source of his endless griping. Roddy was
too brilliant, too self-assured, too knowledgeable for his own
good, but from all accounts was a crackerjack Supply SGT.

“Hey, L.T.! Howsit’ goin’ sir?”

He had a grin on his face, which always meant he knew
something good. He didn’t forget to salute this time. (No, he
always saluted.) I saluted back. Roddy spoke fluent English, of
course. But he liked to mimic a total ‘hayseed’ manner-of-speaking
to officers he didn’t like just to mock them (virtually every
commissioned and warrant on the base was included). I knew about it
and didn’t mind. It became a private joke between us.

“SSGT Rodriguez, good to see you. What’s the
latest?”

I was always interested in the hottest
‘Scoop-from-Group’.

“Heard ya’ gunna’ to be workin’ for the railroad,
L.T.”

The look on my face offered him my answer. He might
as well have said I was going to Mars on a spaceship. I could only
guess at what he was talking about.

“SSGT Rodriguez,” I replied with friendly patience.
“You know I’m going to Osan.”

I WAS going Korea, but didn’t want to. I wanted to go
to Thailand. Well (to be completely honest) I actually wanted to go
to Vietnam. But that wasn’t in the cards. I could have volunteered
to join up and trudge off when I was 18 after high school. But I
had dreams of going to college first. I would also be the first in
my family to attend, no small feat in my tribe. So I vowed if the
‘Big Southeast Asian War Games’ were still on when I graduated I’d
volunteer and go. But the US stopped sending troops to Vietnam in
late January 1973, and I was commissioned upon graduation from
Kansas State’s AFROTC unit that May. Plus the USAF had a strict
personnel policy not to send anyone straight to Vietnam unless they
had at least one stateside tour under their belt first. So I had a
better chance to fly to Mars than Bien Hoa or Tan Son
Nhut. Thailand was as close as I could come to the ‘Big War’.
But the whole effort in Vietnam was rapidly taking on water now and
sinking beneath the waves for good. It wouldn’t be much longer
before the final curtain dropped on the whole fiasco. I volunteered
for Thailand over a year ago on my ‘Dream Sheet,’ but orders had
poured in from AFMPC for Osan last month. I was slightly
disappointed. However, you just roll with the punches with going
overseas. And I loved to travel. All I had seen so far outside the
USA was on one quick day-trip to New Brunswick where my distant
relatives and ancestors had long hung out.

“Nope L.T., ya’ gunna’ be workin’ for the
railroad!”

If I could have increased the puzzled look on my face
I made a concerted effort. Roddy then presented me a thick slab of
printed papers he’d been holding along with his biggest grin. I
looked down at the stack. My name and SSAN were on the top. I
looked up showing even more puzzlement.

“Layin’ Thais!”

It was a change of orders. I was officially being
re-assigned from Osan to U-Tapao AB in June. I was
going to Thailand.


USS BERKSHIRES (LCC-21), FLAGSHIP OF
THE US SEVENTH FLEET, AT ANCHORAGE IN THE GULF OF THAILAND OFF OF
PATTAYA BEACH, CHONBURI PROVINCE, THAILAND, 09:00, 10
MAY 1981.

 


I would always remember the day. Not only for what
transpired, but the day itself. The air had a special visual
clarity. As if every object in view was sharply focused, like a
Karsh photograph. The sky was a rare, bright, pristine ‘Wedgewood’
blue. It was that special kind of perfect day when picture postcard
photographers looking out their windows, lick their chops, then
grab their cameras, knowing they’d need no filters for some top
souvenir post card sellers. The temperature probably wouldn’t have
melted lead, but at least it wasn’t humid as befitting the
traditional ‘hot’ season. In a few weeks the traditional ‘rainy’
season would start when the monsoonal winds shifted from the
Southwest across the Indian Ocean, then it would be hot, humid,
rain-drenched, and nearly unbearable every single day until the end
of October. Day-time temps would match the humidity, both in the
high 90s. However, today was a great day. It was also a good day to
die.

I was the only one in the liberty boat to the beach
in uniform: summer whites, ENS Line Officer black-and-gold shoulder
boards, four ribbons. I knew I’d be the only one to wear it all
through the four-day port call. Not even the Berkshires’
CAPT would be in uniform once. Only those assigned to Shore Patrol
duty each day would be so attired. But I would. I had to. Or she
would lose endless ‘face’.

Noy was waiting on the beach. She said she’d
been there since dawn. We sat at a café and talked, then strolled
along the Pattaya beachfront road until it was time to
depart. She had already rented a taxi for the trip to the
restaurant as I had written her. Noy said it was a 20 minute
ride south. I guessed it was somewhere along the beach. We were
meeting a CAPT Sawang Thanachaibitirungma, RTN, for
lunch.


OUTSIDE TABLE, PATIO, TOOK LA DEE
RESTAURANT, SOUTH OF PATTAYA BEACH, CHONBURI
PROVINCE, THAILAND, 13:00, 10 MAY 1981.

 


Lunch was an unmitigated disaster. It made a major
Swiss Alps avalanche looks like a beach sand castle collapsing.
Took La Dee Restaurant was the exclusive ‘feeding trough’
for the most senior RTN and RTMC Officers stationed down in
Sattahip. I saw RTMC officers used the same RTN officer
ranks and insignia, something I hadn’t realized until now. The Thai
food was delicious and plentiful; the lay-out impressively ornate
for being in the middle of the jungle (and near the beach), plus
the waitresses were all Junior Miss Thailand contestants. The CAPT
treated Noy if she were as welcome as a scruffy panhandler
outside a millionaire’s resort on the French Riviera. Basically
invisible and unwanted. He spoke fair English and asked me about my
previous time in Thailand. But didn’t even say a word of English
(or Thai) to Noy; not even acknowledging her existence. He
inquired how I got to know his name. I didn’t exactly lie, I just
didn’t tell the whole truth.

Earlier last year I was dating an older Thai
poo-ying (named Bunsue or ‘Suzie’). Suzie worked as a
bartender at one of the many downtown watering holes frequented by
Seamen Recruits training at NRD San Diego. I met her one evening
out at the ‘WESTPAC Wives and Widow’s Club’ at MCRD, also in San
Diego. I was going through SWOS at NAB Coronado then. I accompanied
Suzie when she went to visit her best (Thai) buddy’s home in Chula
Vista on a Saturday afternoon (the typical Thai noisy bash). Later
her buddy broke out a small mountain of photo albums. By strange
twist of coincidence (or fate) Suzie’s ‘fren’ had worked on
U-Tapao in one of the jewelry shops (‘Little
Sattahip’ she said) for a number of years, but departed to
the US right before I arrived. One of the photos in the first album
she showed me was of Noy in full color: blue top and ball
cap; white pants, gloves and tennis shoes with a small plastic ‘#1’
badge pinned to her blouse. Her hands were caught in a blur as she
was ‘snapped’ waiving them while managing the U-Tapao O-Club
Girls’ Softball Team against some unknown USAF officers one sunny
day. ‘DEC 1969’ was printed on the photo’s bottom.

This was my first trip back to Thailand in five
years. I had asked the CAPT if it was possible to visit
U-Tapao. He explained it couldn’t be done without ‘Official’
Thai government, Royal Thai Supreme Command HQS, and RTN HQS
approvals. And that would have to have been granted well in
advance. I silently swallowed my disappointment and dropped the
subject.

I told him I got his name through his favorite
‘niece’ in San Diego last year (I assumed it was true, what she
told me), and left off the more ‘detailed’ explanation. I added his
‘niece’ urged me, if I ever returned to Thailand, to go down and
see her favorite ‘uncle’ in Sattahip. She wrote his name,
address and phone number down, pressed it into my hand and made me
swear a holy oath to visit him if I went. I explained to him about
seeing the photo of Noy (no other details), but that didn’t
mitigate her quickly rising temperature (or fury) one single iota
at being royally ‘snubbed’. I probably would’ve been OK at the end,
but the CAPT made one fatal, unforgivable, monumental mistake.

After we finished our sappalote slices for
dessert he casually pointed to the most knock-out, dolled-up,
pneumatically-chested (but youngest) waitress in the place (looking
all of about 15 years old) standing almost next to our table, and
offered:

“If you like to bring her back to Pattaya with
you I can set it up ENS!” He beamed at me. I was a dead man. A
corpse waiting for interment. My last day on earth. I was going to
die in milliseconds. Noy was going to completely annihilate
me. I was totally embarrassed. I glanced at her. She was wildly,
super-heated-volcanic-steam-pouring-out-of-her-ears, furious.
Noy must have bitten her tongue off in humiliation. We all
sat there in complete silence. We both had lost endless ‘face’.
This was the end - eternal darkness awaited me.

Then Noy suddenly sat full upright and
brightened. She beamed a wicked smile at the CAPT in a heightened
state of rapidly expanding self-awareness and total comprehension.
Like an acolyte who finally grasps the hidden truth of the revealed
word. Her downcast persona completely changed to one of perception,
understanding and impending triumph. She finally spoke in excellent
English, with a light, medium-high, sing-song Thai accent (for the
first time):

“CAPT Thanachaibitirungma!!!! I know who you
are now!!! You wife Khun Hemwadee!! She working at
the Nipa Lodge in the Pattaya as Assistant General
Manager! You ‘num-bah’ one mia-noy is Khun
Moo. She working in the Sabailand Massage Parlor in
the Pattaya. You ‘num-bah’ two mia-noy is Khun
Mee. She working in the Talay Tong Seafood Restaurant
in the Sattahip. You ‘num-bah’ one tee-lock is
Khun At. She working in the tailor shop over in the
Ao Udom. You oldest daughter is Khun Yoo-yee.
She graduate student in the UCLA.

Noy went on to intimately detail the CAPT’s
whole extended family, their whereabouts, education and activities,
plus his previous poo-ying conquests and proclivities in
graphic, X-rated detail.


MAIN GATE, NATIONAL HIGHWAY #3,
U-TAPAO RTNAB, CHONBURI/RAYONG PROVINCES, THAILAND,
14:30, 10 MAY 1981.

 


CAPT Thanachaibitirungma personally drove us
down to U-Tapao in his POV. We headed south to where
National Highway #3 (also called Sukhumvit Road) turns east
at the Sattahip port spur. Noy was quietly,
self-righteously, and triumphantly beaming with her unexpected
victory. The CAPT was silent all the way. As we turned left above
Sattahip at the major intersection, the old familiar
landmarks came into view. I felt a strange, uneasy feeling as we
got closer to the base entrance, riding past the excavation of one
large pup tent-like mountain not far from U-Tapao. It had
spewed out half its side in rocks and stone for the foundation of
the base’s 11,000 foot runway that had seen tens of thousands of
sorties land and take-off, all headed for Southeast Asian air space
and the ‘Big War’. Now ancient history. The runway originally was
built for the RTN Air Wing over a small stream through a large
swamp. It was greatly expanded back in 1965. We sped past the Swan
Lake Hotel, no doubt long closed, then the moribund Kilo Sip
market. Not much had changed in these past five years. It appeared
the area’s population was a fraction of before. Many houses stood
empty with the jungle reclaiming large parts of the landscape that
had previously been inhabited and thriving.

I first picked up we were getting near the Main Gate
when I noticed an eight-foot high, white-painted, long cinder block
wall started on the right hand side. So they must have finally
pulled down the old cyclone fence I thought. Then suddenly there
appeared on the left the row of dilapidated, wooden, two-story shop
houses, seemingly unaltered by time’s passage, right across from
the Main Gate. There we were: U-Tapao. Turning right into
the Main Gate area, only slightly changed in my mind’s eye, we
parked in the long abandoned lot in front of the old Pass & ID
building. The CAPT spoke for the first time, cryptically
saying:

“There is still one American on base from the time
you were here.”

We walked through the open doorway with the same
USAF-issued gray filing cabinets, battered gray metal desks and
seen-the-worst gray padded chairs from five years ago. The upright
gray medical scale, black rotary telephones and window-paned
offices were unchanged by time, all collecting more dust, rust and
cobwebs. We exited out the back doorway and headed towards the Main
Gate guard shack. The CAPT spoke to the armed RTN First Class Petty
Officer Main Gate guard (now stiffly at attention). He asked to use
the phone and called someone, speaking briefly in Thai. He then
said for us to wait a few minutes, someone was coming and did not
speak again; no doubt due to the total embarrassment that Noy’s
revelations had caused him at lunch.

Less than two minutes later a used, but serviceable,
O.D., open-top US Army jeep raced up to the gate and screeched to a
halt, the tires grabbing the few final inches of sand-covered
concrete. The driver leapt out and thanked the CAPT profusely in
fluent Thai, while shaking his hand with undiminished vigor. Then
he said to me he’d take us from here on out. The CAPT smiled and
responded in English that he’d wait for us at the near-by RTN
O-Club, obviously still in operation, and strode off.

From my first impression, the man, who introduced
himself as Dave Doble, might have easily been an older, beefy (but
still in fairly good shape), ex-pro football halfback settling into
a comfortable retirement several decades after Sunday games days
were a fond memory. I couldn’t precisely place the man’s accent
(Jersey-side of the Hudson?), with some harsh ‘New Yorker/Brooklyn/
Bronx’ words thrown in for good measure (spoken in a gravel tone).
The harder edges probably ground down by some higher education. But
Doble (call me ‘Dave’) was extremely happy to see us, to the point
of exuberance. He couldn’t stop grinning. He picked up the guard
shack’s old black rotary telephone on the window sill (another USAF
war souvenir left behind) without asking a by-your-leave of anyone,
and dialed three numbers.

“Sunee! Guess who’s coming to visit? 1LT
Legere and Miss Noy from the Club!”

Noy granted him her brightest, highest-wattage
smile.

I thought that strange. I was in my summer,
short-sleeve, white US Navy uniform. How did this Dave possibly
know what rank I held before in the AF? I had never stated it, or
said a single word except hello. But I had the immediate, uneasy
feeling that Dave knew far more about me than I could have ever
know about him. All down the main drag Dave couldn’t stop talking
how happy he was to see us, and how thrilled Sunee (I
assumed his wife) would be too.

We barreled down ‘C’ Avenue at high speed into the
base. Past my old BOQ, the AF O-Club and ‘COL’s Country’. The wide
wooden-slat and cyclone fenced-in area of trailers for assigned
O-6’s and VIPs above that pay grade, all on the right hand side. On
the left I saw all the wooden hooches, trailers and temporary
buildings were history, long gone. Turning right three times on the
side streets to box around, Dave quickly went through the ‘COL’s
Country’ compound entrance gate. We quickly came to a screeching
halt in front of the old SAC Air Wing Commander’s ‘hooch’ (actually
a long, double-wide trailer), the largest in the heavily-jungled,
tropical plant, flower and tree-jammed enclosed compound, all now
overgrown from the years of benign neglect. Dave ushered us into
the living room. Sunee and Noy quickly embraced
(apparently old friends) then quickly evaporated into the trailer’s
kitchen, both rapidly chattering like magpies in sing-song Thai. I
followed Dave into a small office space off the living room. It was
completely jammed with papers, books, old magazines, stray US
military gear, Thai souvenirs, some spare jeep parts, files and
cardboard boxes filled with whatever. I sat in a military-issued
gray metal chair across from his hopelessly cluttered
military-issued gray metal desk. Dave plunked down into the seat
behind and inquired what I wanted to drink. Sunee brought a
Thai iced tea for me (with milk please, thank you) and a
Singha beer for Dave, after he happily bellowed out the
drinks order through the thin metal walls.

We discussed what I’d been up to since I joined the
Navy almost two years ago: the ship, port calls done and port calls
still to go. I pretty much covered the last five years of my life
in a nutshell. Dave listened intently, asking a few questions.

He suddenly stopped his banter, but not his wide
grim, stared and stated simply:

“We’ve met before.”

I pondered this. A half-formed, very vague impression
was starting to coalesce in the back of my mind. Yes, I did
remember meeting Dave now, at least one time on base previously.
But where and when I couldn’t quite place him; like unexpectedly
meeting an old, long forgotten grade school buddy after
decades.

“NCO Club,” Dave prompted.

BANG! That was it! I had known him, or actually had
met him once very briefly. The first time was one afternoon back
around September 1975. I got a radio call to quickly repair to the
NCO club over an incident. The LE Desk SGT said staff members there
had caught a gigolo - a rare occurrence on the base back
then. My Assistant Shift Supervisor for LE, MSGT Wozniak, joined me
on the trip since I was already outside LE talking to him. We
pulled up to the back of the Club in my jeep. Three burly,
obviously older ‘NCOs’ from their haircuts and demeanor, but all in
mufti - open necked, casual
‘two-Chinese-dragons-catching-the-fireballs-in-their-mouth’s’
printed Thai polyester shirts, dark slacks and black dress loafers,
were keeping one slender, very unhappy, young-looking Thai man in
their close company. One American, obviously their leader, spoke to
me without giving me his (or his cohorts) name.

“Caught this gigolo red-handed
ka-moying some spare a/c units out the back door,” the big
man said perfunctorily in equal parts triumph, agitation and
determination. He didn’t use my rank or name.

I clearly remembered now it was Dave who was speaking
to me then. I also remembered offering to take the thief off of
their hands.

“NO!!” the big man said in a deliberately hard tone
of voice. “You tell Sprayberry if he wants this gigolo he
can come down right here now and take custody of him himself!”

That was unusual. SPs always took custody of
suspects. That was their job. Like aircraft mechanics fixed
aircraft, bomb loaders loaded bombs, or chow hall cooks cooked
chow. But I could see the man was not going to be cowed, swayed, or
awed by any officer, even one with legal apprehension powers. I
quickly figured these three were ‘bouncers’ at the NCO Club,
undoubtedly some TSGTs or MSGTs ‘moonlighting’ for
beer-and-party-hearty spare change. So as not to let their wives
suspect anything (as they would have) had they dipped into their
salaries, no doubt all being sent home. It was a well-sought-after
job for anyone wanting to supplement their pocket money, especially
for some of the more senior, experienced NCOs with regular jobs
along the flight line and with the time and energy to take a second
full-or-P/T gig. But something told me in the back of my mind, with
my limited police training and against my better judgment, not to
get involved in this one. I now felt this incident was going to be
much more than met the eye and was also going to get me planted in
the middle of something far more complex that I firmly believed I
didn’t need or want. I was going to need this caper like a big
gorilla needed banjo lessons.

“OK, if you want to keep him - keep him.”

“You just tell Sprayberry to come and get him if he
wants him,” the big man said with a determined finality. But now he
gave me a broad smile and displaying a much more friendlier manner,
knowing he had won whatever battle he feared might have taken place
over the final destination and ultimate disposition of the
in-custody gigolo had I pushed the issue hard about my
authority on the shift, or base, up the chain-of-command as
back-up.

MSGT Wozniak and I turned, got into our vehicle, and
left all four men standing there curbside.

I now re-counted the whole incident to Dave. Then I
suddenly remembered one other time we had met. Just outside the old
SPS HQS wooden hooches where we exchanged routine pleasantries
sometime after the previously mentioned incident. I remembered the
same broad smile too. I told Dave about remembering the second,
brief meeting. Dave grinned and nodded with satisfaction at both
recollections, and waited for me to continue.

I could have said a million things then. But I was
suddenly struck by an over-whelming melancholia, an indescribable,
deep sadness. To bring up anything to do with the previous events
connected to U-Tapao, now that I was back on base, made my
heart heavy with grief, reflecting on a great loss in one part of
my life.

“You know, I never got along with my bosses.”

I thought Dave’s smile couldn’t have gotten any
wider. I was wrong.

“I know,” he simply replied.

You knew? I thought in amazement. You knew? No one
could know.


GROUND FLOOR, HQS BUILDING, ELECTRICAL
WIRELESS COMMUNICATIONS (NIGERIA), LIMITED, EBUTA-METTA
DISTRICT, LAGOS, NIGERIA, 14:00, 22 JANUARY 1979.

 


The Harmattan winds were blowing at full
strength again today as they had been for more than eight weeks.
Usually the winds in West Africa blew in from the west or south,
bringing the two rainy seasons. However, come winter, the winds
shifted and blow directly from the north. That meant over hundreds
of miles of the Saharan Desert, bringing millions of tons of fine
dust, dead organic matter and tiny sand particles to Nigeria.
Respiratory ailments were as common as roadside beggars and chewing
gum pack sellers. The landscape appeared more like London in winter
than Lagos. The scenery was enveloped in a moderately heavy, but
constantly drifting, khaki ‘fog’. Sherlock Holmes would have felt
right at home, except for the dusty palm trees, the endless mounds
of trash, the ‘go-slows’ and a lack of cobblestoned streets. Sand
and dust were everywhere plus on and in everything. They found
their way into every nook, cranny, crevice, bodily orifice and
hole. It played hell with the radio equipment and electronics. The
only good thing about the problem was it blocked the sun’s intense
rays. So the temperatures were cooler, plus one other small
consolation - no flies.

People coming back off of leave brought the always
eagerly anticipated mail bag, provided they transited through the
Rochester, MN, main office. Or the new hires always did. One old
timer, a telecommunications engineer, had arrived last night.

I looked at the pile and separated it into stacks by
name. Most guys had their wives or sweethearts handle their mail
back home. A few got letters here, but it was never much. I always
got more than half the bag, occasionally almost every piece. That
inevitably drew comments, kidding and asides from the others. I was
Project Site Manager and one of three non-engineers and
telecommunication techs, out of 30 people, on a large multi-million
dollar telecommunications project for the Nigerian Army Corps of
Signals.

The firm, Electrical Wireless (Nigeria) Co., Ltd.,
(or EWN Company; we were all ‘seconded’ from Norch International
Telecommunications, Inc.) was putting in a large
tropospheric-scatter and UHF/VHF radio communications net to cover
the whole country. The engineers joked it would allow the Nigerian
Army to more effectively plan coups, something they had repeatedly
done since Nigeria was granted its independence in 1960.

I tossed aside the bills to be opened later and
glanced at the few personal letters. One was from Mrs. Blanche
Bandemer, Geneva, NE - always a faithful pen pal. We used to trade
USAF military patches. Now we traded letters. Another was from my
oldest pen pal, Frau Karina Schiemann, still stuck behind the ‘Iron
Curtain’ in Dresden, East Germany. The rest was junk mail,
advertisements and unwanted circulars.

At the bottom was a large, thick brown envelope. I
stared at the return address: Donald L. Beschle, Esq., Professor,
John Marshall School of Law; Chicago, IL. Don was my oldest friend
from Danbury, CT and sometimes my ‘legal counsel’. Or precisely,
he’d given me free off-the-cuff legal ‘advice’ periodically over
the years. Don and I had remained buddies from grade school. Now
over 20 years had passed since we’d first met. We’d remained in
off-more-than-on contact ever since. Legal polymaths were unique,
as Don had effortlessly graduated first in his class from grade
school through high school, BA and JD degrees to his LLM, a legal
‘Einstein’ if there ever was one. As my favorite Aunt Connie always
told me you never know when you’ll need a good lawyer.

I once reflected there were four types of friends.
One group called and wrote. The second group called, but never
wrote. The third group wrote, but never called. And the fourth
group neither called nor wrote. Don led the fourth group. I didn’t
mind. A friend of Legere was still a friend, no matter what the
passage of time. But Don had never written before. I occasionally
called him when I was stateside. But this event was of singular,
even great, significance. Like hitting the state lottery or
collecting an unexpected inheritance.

I sliced open the envelope and read what he had
written on his personalized stationary memo attached on the top of
the inch-thick stack of butterfly-clipped papers. He used my
childhood nickname as the salutation:

“Tex, I don’t know what this is, but I think...”


IN THE LANDING PATTERN OVER U-TAPAO
RTNAB AND THE GULF OF THAILAND, CHONBURI/RAYONG PROVINCES,
THAILAND, 06:55, 04 JUNE 1975.

 


The military-chartered Trans International Airways
‘stretch’ DC-8 came around on final after doing the upwind,
crosswind and downwind legs of the holding pattern. That gave me a
panoramic view of the base, the surrounding Thai countryside and
the Gulf of Thailand. I didn’t know what to expect of the
landscape. I half-anticipated seeing thick jungles, somewhere like
equatorial Africa in old Tarzan movies, or in TV clips of American
soldiers fighting in Vietnam. But the undulating, strange
topography was different than anything I‘d ever seen in any book,
TV or photo. Randomly scattered, sometimes irregularly-shaped,
occasionally long, tall, pup tent-shaped mountains and hills with a
lot of foliage were about. Similarly, the irregularly-shaped
rolling surface extended to the horizon. All the strangely-shaped,
large mounds had protruding and jumbled piles of pale-colored rocks
around them. But mainly it was open spaces. Some farms had wide
plots with evenly spaced palm or coconut trees, some others had
planted crops, plus plowed lands, some roads and fewer buildings in
eyesight. But I saw no rice paddies. There was no question there
was greenery everywhere, but Thailand wasn’t the intense,
heavy-foliaged, tropical rain forest I’d envisioned.

The flight had originated at Travis with brief
refueling stops at Hickam and Andersen. We RON-ed at Clark,
arriving well after sunset and departing before first light. Not
even the hardiest ‘party-hardy’ types were up for the local night
life after flying beaucoup hours. But they couldn’t have
done anything anyway, since everyone was bussed right off the
flight line directly to Billeting for room keys and then straight
over to the TOQs and TEQs. We were ordered to stay there until we
departed the next morning. By then the chow hall, clubs and BX had
all closed.

Check-in at Travis was a complete fiasco. I had
arrived there in plenty of time (noon, in my summer uniform and
blue lightweight, zippered jacket) and checked in at the boarding
counter for tomorrow’s 02:30 airlift out. Although it was 01 June,
I nearly froze to death. (I had forgotten the famous quip
attributed to Mark Twain about summertime in San Francisco: ‘The
coldest winter I ever spent was a summer in San Francisco.’) Every
question the TSGT asked me (named Lautenschlager, standing behind
the check-in counter), except for a copy of my original orders, was
answered with a ‘No’.

“Shot card, 2LT?”

“No, TSGT. Didn’t know I needed shots for overseas.
No one said anything to me about shots.”

“Dog tags, sir?”

“No, never issued any, TSGT.”

“Proof of a Pre-overseas Briefing, sir?”

“No, no one at CBPO told me anything about a
briefing, TSGT.”

This was going about as well as when the local priest
in the confessional knows exactly who you are on the other side of
the screen after you’ve admitted to a basket load of sins. That
kind of sinking feeling in your gut.

“2LT, CBPO was supposed to give you a check-out
‘Check List’ prior to you getting
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