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Disclaimer

This book is a work of creative nonfiction. While inspired by real-life events and experiences, the personalities, stories and events described are amalgamations of various people’s perspectives and insights, crafted to provide a balanced and engaging narrative. They are not direct representations of any specific individual or group. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or deceased is purely coincidental.

This book does not aim to condone or criticize the choices or actions of any individual but seeks to explore and understand the complex dynamics of the expatriate world in South East Asia. Readers are encouraged to approach the content with an open mind and a sense of curiosity about the human experiences behind the stories.

Most people have the odd skeleton in their background.

Anthony Ashley Reeves has a whole graveyard

Dedicated to Alexandra ‘Sunny’ Beacham.

No more words are necessary.
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Moses took Zipporah as his wife and she bore him a son. And Moses said we shall call him Gershom, meaning sojourner, for I have been a stranger in a strange land.

(Exodus 2:22)

If you’re going through hell, keep going

(Winston Churchill)
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The hotel room was on the second floor, and it was hot. The heat was the one thing you noticed in Pattaya. It didn’t just sit in the air, it pressed into everything. The walls, the sheets, your skin. It was like a damp blanket. You noticed two things actually, the heat and the noise. Outside, the street never really stopped moving. Motorbikes, shouting, music from bars down the road, a constant audible chaos that never quite settled down to become background noise.

I hadn’t slept properly in days. Everything felt disconnected, thoughts, decisions, time itself. I knew there was something wrong with my situation, I was an overstayer, my visa had run out about six months ago, but I had ignored that and hadn’t bothered to do anything about it. I guess by this point I wasn’t mentally able to deal with it properly. In my head I was just moving from one moment to the next.

The hotel manager came to my room and asked for my passport. I wouldn’t give it to him. There didn’t seem much point, as soon as he saw my old visa stamp I would be in trouble, and anyway I wasn’t sure he would give it back to me. He seemed a bit put out and went back downstairs. I heard him make a phone call, while I stood there in my room under the slow ceiling fan pushing hot air around instead of cooling anything. So trouble was coming for me anyway. My first thought was to just get the fuck out of there and I started packing.

In a very short space of time the immigration police arrived, obviously called by the manager. It was like they had been waiting for the call, like I had been under surveillance anyway. There was no shouting, crashing doors, or waving guns. It was almost casual. Just two officers walking into the hotel, looking for a foreigner with visa problems. By then I was already packed and had run outside, just in my shorts, I had no time to get dressed, and I was about to get in a taxi when they spotted me and started shouting at me, telling me to come back inside,  demanding my passport. I panicked and I told them I needed to go back upstairs for something. I ran back inside leaving my bags in the cab.  That was the moment when I stopped thinking straight. Upstairs on the second floor, instead of going back into the room, I climbed out through the window in the hallway.

There was a narrow ledge outside, then a gap to the next balcony. Close enough to jump across if you didn’t think about it too much. I didn’t think at all. I just moved along the ledge, one hand against the wall, trying to stay balanced while the city dropped away on one side. I saw the balcony as I jumped. It was just a little further than I had estimated. I missed it and went down onto the roof of a shed underneath. As I landed the roof collapsed straight away. It wasn’t real roofing, just old corrugated asbestos material that gave way instantly. I went through it hard, with more shock than pain at first. I got up and ran and came out into Soi Diana in just a pair of shorts. That’s when I realised how ridiculous I must have looked, covered in bits of broken roof, scratches and dust. There were some Thai women standing outside a nearby shop, talking. They saw me come out of nowhere, dusty, half naked and bleeding, scrambling out of a collapsed roof, and for a second they just froze. Then they screamed and scattered like I’d appeared from out of thin air, which I suppose I had.

Behind me I could hear shouting and confusion, maybe police, maybe hotel staff. I didn’t stop to check. As I jumped a back fence I remember looking up and seeing two farang on two separate balconies filming me on their cellphones, but I just kept running. I didn’t know where I was going. I just knew I couldn’t stop. I had nothing – everything I owned was in the bags I had left in the taxi. My laptop, my Rolex watch, my clothes, everything. I heard later the taxi driver just dumped it all out on the street, where it promptly disappeared.

Eventually I ended up at a visa agent’s office—Rico’s Visa Service on Soi Krapao. By the time I got there, the adrenaline had drained out of me completely. I was just tired. I sat down inside, probably more accurate to say I slumped into a chair, and tried to catch my breath. It was just an ordinary small office with paperwork all over the desk, phones ringing, the normal noise of people dealing with problems that weren’t mine. I threw my passport on the desk and Rico looked through it for a few seconds. Checked the visa stamp. He didn’t ask questions. Not about the running, not about why I was half dressed and covered in dust. He just picked up the phone and started sorting it out.

I don’t remember everything he said, but whatever mess I had created outside, he was flattening it into something manageable, something procedural again. He called the immigration police and when they arrived, there was no tension left. No chase, no confusion. Just a conversation I didn’t have to be part of. He went outside the office with them, talked some more, came back and asked me for two thousand baht. The money changed hands, and it was done.

Because I didn’t even have a shirt on, Rico sent his son out to buy me a tee shirt. I remember sitting there afterwards more than anything else, the relief hitting me once I realised I didn’t have to run anymore, at least for now. No one was coming after me. Nothing else needed to happen. For a while, I just sat in the chair. I had six months of overstay that sooner or later I would have to pay for one way or another, but right now Rico had it sorted.
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Right now, as of today, after more than 20 years of drug addiction I'm 5 years clean and sober. I am 100% focused on my mind, body, and soul. I train every day and I've lost 10 kilos this year. I’ve never been fitter or happier. But it has been a little bit of a rocky road to get here, which is said with the usual Aussie understatement. So where did it all start?

I was born in 1971 in Kiama, in New South Wales. I’m 54 now. At the time, Kiama was a small coastal town on the south coast and I guess it still is. It was part farming, part quarrying, and becoming increasingly shaped by a growing surf culture and early tourism. It wasn’t remote, but it was quiet in the way small towns are quiet: not because nothing is happening, but because everything is visible. People knew who you were, or at least knew of you, so it was difficult to act up. Privacy didn’t really exist in the same was as it would in a city.

The coastline defined life in Kiama. The cliffs, beaches, and open ocean, delivered a constant sense that everything was organised around the sea rather than anything inland. For a child growing up there in the early 1970s, the world was mostly outdoors, and mostly local.

My childhood trauma started early. My father ran out of fuel on the way to the hospital when I was being born, so my mother had to hitchhike with my sister Cassandra to get there. I was a breach birth which was traumatic enough for any new born child, and then I got meningitis when I was six months old. It wasn’t a perfect start.

My parents were old school hippies, the 70’s and 80s were their era. That probably explains it more than anything else. My father worked as a shipwright on oil tankers He was six weeks away, six weeks home so we lived in cycles of absence and return. When he was home, he wasn’t exactly domestic. He was more like a visiting force. He gave me my first joint when I was ten years old. There wasn’t a conversation around it, not really. It just happened in the way things did in that household, just the usual sort of thing he did.

In 1980 my parents bought a house in Ballina, on the north coast of New South Wales. That’s where I grew up. I went through all my schooling there, right up to grade 12 in 1989. Ballina really was surf country. That’s what shaped most of my childhood. I surfed constantly, from as early as I can remember. My uncle was Midget Farrelly, the world surfing champion. That name carried some weight in my world, whether I understood it at the time or not.

My father left when I was around eleven or twelve. He left for another woman. After that, the household changed completely. My mother had a nervous breakdown. I remember her nailing the doors shut, literally hammering them closed. I was too young to ask why, all I knew was it something physical she did in a state I didn’t really understand at the time. Around that period she kicked me out of the house for being stroppy: I was twelve. Luckily she took me back in before living on the street became a permanent arrangement.

At the same time, she was still the closest person to me. That’s the strange part of it. She would take me surfing every afternoon out to Flat Rock, halfway between Ballina and Lennox Head. She’d sit on the beach and wait while I was in the water. That rhythm of surfing, coming out of the water, her on the sand, was more comforting than anything else going on inside the house.

My father, meanwhile, was living in Sydney at Lilli Pilli with his new girlfriend and her son, Hogan (not Hogan the actor, Hogan the spoiled arsehole). Despite his entitled attitude he became like a brother to me for a time. My dad was a sailor at heart, into cars, music, drinking. He was a “cool” guy in that way, but not someone who taught you how to live. If he couldn’t fuck it, drive it, or drink it, he wasn’t interested. I used to travel to Sydney three or four times a year to see him. We’d walk down Pitt Street together holding hands, just to mess with people. That was his idea of humour, fuck up the squares. It was a sort of provocation, but playful in its own way.

After my father left, my mother met a man called Philip. He lived next door, part of a group of local guys who drifted in and out of our lives. I was away when it happened, and when I came back after Christmas, he had moved in. He was twelve years younger than my mother. She was, as people like to say, “the original cougar,” though I don’t think anyone used that word back then. They’re still together now. I thought Philip was a bit of a knobhead but he was a successful builder and they ended up owning several properties on the north coast.

In primary and high school I played trombone in the school band. We were good enough to become state champions and even played at the Opera House. At the time it just felt normal, like that was what schools did, but looking back it was something more structured than anything else going on in my life.

In my teens I became the lead singer of a band called Dead Silence, which, in hindsight, sounds more like a premonition than a musical ambition. Music was my main outlet then; it was somewhere between identity, escape, and something to do on weekends that didn’t involve thinking too hard.

When I was sixteen I met a girl called Linda. She was fifteen. We stayed together for about three years, which at that age feels both like a lifetime and like no time at all. Life had its own rhythm back then. Friday nights at the pub drinking dollar schooners, then pizza afterwards as if that somehow balanced things out. On the way home we’d usually end up for a quick fuck at the football field, then I would see her home, as if we were following some unofficial script neither of us had written but both kept sticking to. Looking back, I wasn’t exactly stable during that time. I cheated on her a few times. At the time I could probably have produced a range of explanations for it; now it mostly just looks like a lack of direction dressed up as confidence. A lot of that probably came from the way I’d grown up and the example set by my father. There wasn’t much in the way of structure or restraint when it came to his relationships, and I absorbed more of that than I realised.

After that relationship ended, I met a girl from the Sunshine Coast called Lara. About a year later we got married, because that was what you did at that age. I was 21. We bought a house together, and that’s when life started to feel, for the first time, like it had borders I couldn’t easily step outside of. I was working three jobs and every cent was going into the mortgage. It felt like a trap more than a future. No one had really explained finance or investing at school. The whole system felt rigged in hindsight—the idea of a 40-year housing loan, the pressure to just keep working and paying it down. Now, thinking about it, I should have just bought shares instead, but at the time you just followed the path that was in front of you. 

In the end it was just too much, and I admitted to myself it wasn’t the life I wanted. I left Lara in 1996 and moved to the Gold Coast. I don’t remember what happened to her or the house, maybe her parents bailed her out, maybe not. I moved on. The Gold Coast is actually a city on Australia’s east coast, just south of Brisbane. It’s all beaches, high-rises, nightlife, tourists all year round. A place that’s easy to arrive in, easy to blend in, and just as easy to lose yourself in if you’re not paying attention.

After that I started my own clothing label called Jim Dandy. It did well, I sold it across Australia and made a decent living from it. Later I worked as a graphic artist for a sportswear company called Cannibal Clothing. It was something I seemed to have a talent for, and I was trained on computer aided graphic design. I was making 150k a year and totally bored with my existence. Then I watched the TV series “Breaking Bad” and decided that meth was a good idea. Yeah I know how cliched that sounds.  Ice was pretty big on the Goldy at the time. I was living in a beach front apartment on the 29th floor. I started buying 2 points a week which was $80 and within a month I was buying ounces off prostitutes for $4k, then I started importing ice, cocaine, speed, Valium, and Viagra from the website Alphabay on the dark web. 

A few words about ice, since it has defined a lot of my life (up to five years ago). Ice is the street name for crystal methamphetamine. It is highly addictive and a strong stimulant – you feel the rush as soon as you smoke it. It usually comes as small rocks or crystal, white or bluish white. It speeds up the central nervous system and you feel invincible. Problem is, over time, you build up a tolerance for it so eventually you need more and more to get the rush. It also comes with “ice psychosis”, paranoia, hallucinations, and aggression. A real party drug.

I stayed at Cannibal Clothing for about ten years. Then I started smoking ice, and after a while I just stopped seeing the point in any of it. One morning I walked out and never went back. I didn’t answer calls. I just left it behind.
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I’ve been into clothing since high school. My mum was a seamstress, always on the sewing machine, so that side of things was just normal life. Fabric, thread, patterns, they were there before I even thought about it as a business, it was just what was around me every day.

When I finished my HSC in ’89 I went to Sydney to live with my dad and got a job screen printing for a place called Coldy Holder in Cronulla. They were one of the first to make branded stubby holders, which at the time seemed like a proper industry, and it sounds bigger than it was, though in hindsight it was probably just a very Australian version of necessity being turned into a merchandise opportunity. But it was work. You turned up, you did the job, you went home. I only lasted about a year there anyway.

When I left Sydney I went back to Ballina. Somewhere around Newcastle my car overheated and I was sitting on the side of the highway with the bonnet up like I knew what I was doing. A guy stopped to help. He talked friendly but looked a bit shady. We introduced ourselves, he said his name was Ivan, Ivan Milat. He offered to have a look at the engine. At that point something in back of my brain told me it may not be a good idea and I remember just thinking, do I really want this character hanging around me. So I told him I was fine and he took off. I didn’t really think about it again until years later when people started reacting to the name in connection to the murder of seven people, apparently backpackers on the New South Wales highways. Maybe I just didn’t look like an easy target.

Not long after I got back, I went out in Lismore in a pub with my mate Craig and a bloke just came out of nowhere and smashed a glass into my neck and face. I didn’t know the guy, maybe mistook me for someone else. There was no build-up, nothing. I was just standing there. He missed my jugular by what the doctors called “luck,” which I suppose is one way of putting it. I got about twenty stitches and spent the night in hospital. After a while you stop knowing what incidents like that are supposed to do to you. You just add them to the list.

I went back to screen printing, but started making my own clothes as well. That’s where it started to turn into something else, something creative and interesting. I’d make pieces and sell them to shops on the Gold Coast. Nothing organised, just moving stuff around and seeing what stuck.

That’s when I met people like Billy Cross and Tim “Sharky” Ward. Sharky Ward was one of those names that always seemed to come with a lot of background noise attached to it. Depending on who was talking, he was either just part of the Gold Coast furniture or something a bit more dangerous than that. I remember later seeing him described in the media as a kind of “notorious gangster” figure around the place, the sort of label newspapers like to use when they don’t really know how to neatly file someone. At the time though, he was just around the same circles, the same bars, same people, same late nights where everyone knew everyone, or at least acted like they did. 

Billy Cross was very good to me, helping me to move my clothing samples and helping me out on the DJ circuit. I never knew if he was totally legit but that didn’t matter. He owned about a dozen bars and nightclubs in Surfers Paradise. Surfers is the main strip of the Gold Coast. It’s a dense stretch of high-rise hotels and apartment towers right on the beach, packed with bars, nightclubs, restaurants, and tourist shops. It’s the most well-known part of the city, built for visitors, where everything is close together and always full on. 

Billy owned some nightclubs in partnership with Sharky, so I was friendly with both of them. Despite his reputation as a major loan shark (hence the nickname I suppose) Tim Ward was a decent guy and I have nothing but good things to say about either of them. Last I heard about Billy Cross was that he was living a billionaire lifestyle in Las Vegas, and in business with Mick Doohan, the motorcycle legend. Sharky Ward is still on the Coast, as a financial adviser (that cracks me up).

There were always these characters around that seemed to be half business, half chaos, half myth depending on who was telling the story. Things got hazy a bit after that. Promo work on the clothing line, bars, DJs, nights that didn’t really have endings so much as interruptions.

It became a blur of work and nightlife. I was out most nights, my mates were DJs, so it all just rolled together—work, going out, work again. That’s also when I first came across E, ecstasy. What with that and ice, a lot of years don’t sit in any proper order anymore. and the line between promotion and participation disappeared fairly quickly. I burned through money, time, and a lot of memory. I know I was working in there somewhere, but it’s not always clear where.

Looking back, I can see the clothing business didn’t really sit separately from everything else, it was just part of the same current that carried everything along. But while it was going along, it was good to me. With my label and work as a graphic artist I was on around $120 an hour, and considered myself the highest paid arsehole on the Goldy, with an apartment in the Peninsula and more friends than I could shake a stick at. Or maybe my money had friends. That didn’t matter too much at the time.

Eventually though, everything collapsed in its own way. Narcotics had always been a feature of my life. My dad would give me ounces of weed for my birthday (I was very popular as a teen),  
and my brother in law Tim, Cassandra’s husband,  would also give me weed on occasion (he was another bad influence who abandoned me later when I was in Phnom Penh.) So it was all around me from an early age. What did they expect was going to happen? 
By that point I already had the police on me most of the time, with my sidelines as a drug importer and dealer. It didn’t seem to matter where I went, they’d turn up eventually. I’d been arrested four times, and when I went back to Sydney it felt like more of the same, just in a different postcode.

On the bus up I posted some ads on Locanto, the free classifieds site, selling “puff and play”, really just trying to find the local scene, something to be part of for a bit. When I got into Sydney I jumped in a cab and we drove around for hours trying to find a room. Every place was the same. They’d look at me, look at their screen, then suddenly—no rooms, sorry. I must have looked exactly like I was. It wasn’t subtle.

I eventually got a place in
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