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    Dedicated to my father, Floyd Sherman, who turned me on to Modern Art, Jazz, classical music, homegrown, gourmet cooking, and red wine; and encouraged me to write, inspiration that's guided me along the journey that got me all the way here.

      

    



  	
        
            
            And suddenly you just know…It's time to start something new and trust the magic of new beginnings. 
 
–  Meister Ekhart
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Welcome to my twisted memories of living in Thailand for a decade. I returned to the States in May 2024, after living and travelling in the kingdom since September 2013, surviving the near civil war, the military coup d’ tat, King Rama IX’s passing, the coronation of the new king, countless Sandkran festivals, the COVID pandemic and its lockdowns, and the legalization of Cannabis; all in ten years’ time. It was a Hell of an amazing time to spend in Thailand, with more big changes than anyone should ever have to experience in one place at a time. I didn’t start writing this travelogue until I returned back to the states, but I did keep notes with a book in mind. But I didn’t write it for anyone but myself, never intending to sell this as a novel, but more as a travelogue of my collected memories of the last ten years. Since I had plenty of time to waste while looking for a decent job I chose to devote as much time on this collection of memories by writing daily, with only about three weeks off, spent volunteering and reconnecting with dear friends I hadn’t seen in over a decade at the Oregon County Fair site in Veneta, Oregon.  

This is not a travel guide, although there are many travel secrets inside. Nor is it a romance, but there are some steamy erotic passages here and there. It’s not a novel, I’ve never written one, nor intended this story to be fictitious; This all really happened! More realistically, it’s a proto- gonzo approach to not forgetting my ten years living in Paradise. I left when I was 49, so one could pigeon-hole this as a memoir of a midlife crisis, but I never felt that I was living there to curb the onslaught of middle age, never felt like I was aging out, only slowing down a little. If anything, it was my attempt to get out of the United States, stepping off the hamster wheel and trading the comforts of home for new sights, sounds, tastes and smells, daily new experiences, and a new rhythm to life. As usual, I rarely looked back, but after ten years’ time, it seemed like the timing was right to travel back for my 60th birthday, and reconnect with those who matter the most to me; and then form a plan to carry into the future. I hope you enjoy my memories, secrets, adventures, opinions, and musings as much as I did the first time. I hate to disappoint, but I didn’t go to prison, didn’t get raped by any ladyboys on a bachelor party bender, didn’t get chased by the Yakuza, local gangs or any automaton sex workers, didn’t get lost in the jungle and hunted by tigers, but I can guarantee that this story is not what most expats have experienced in Thailand.  

“You’re never too old to set another goal or to dream a new dream.”

– C.S. Lewis
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Surat Thani, Thailand, April 2024. Dodging the electric exit doors, I made for the smoking benches at the end of the departures lane. The airport at Surat Thani isn’t very big, so the departures and arrivals traffic share the same level and lanes. This is Thailand! After a long minivan ride, then a ferry ride, and a two-hour bus ride through Surat Thani I had just checked in for my flight back to Bangkok, scheduled to leave in a couple of hours. I had just spent a week lounging on the epic but crowded Silver Beach on Koh Samui, an island in a chain of three tropical islands about half way down the Gulf of Thailand. After spending a lot of time in the islands, I decided to take advantage of Samui’s bar scene in the hopes of one last week of tropical naughtiness. But it turned out a little disappointing given my past experiences there. It was tired and boring to me, or maybe I was tired and boring, and the island had lost its charm several visits before, or maybe that was me under the oppressive heat and humidity, and the strong weed I was smoking. So, I ate myself to gustatory paradise, smoked myself to Rastafarian samadhi, drank the good stuff, and enjoyed the view whenever it came with a breeze. It was a relaxing week of lazy debauchery. I guess I made it to the backside of my supposed mid-life crisis, though I never noticed it if I had one. I wanted to smoke a spliff before I had to wait in the sterile waiting lounge that has about as much charm as a DMV waiting room deep in the heart of the miasma. Weed is for the time being legal in Thailand, so the smoking benches should do the trick. It’s mildly crowded, there are a few middle-aged Thai men and ground crew smoking cigarettes, and a couple of groups of young European and Aussie travelers smoking spliffs, laughing, and lighting cigs to distract the locals. Airport security ignores the sweet smells drifting in the air, so I lit a pre-roll I had and enjoyed the late afternoon breeze. 

The travelers all stared at their phones as they passed their spliff around. It’s sad really, considering they were so far from home and all they could do was stare at their phones. One was trying to figure out where they were going once they landed in Bangkok. “We’re staying over here,” pointing to the little map on his phone to his mate, believing its accuracy. “Where’s that, compared to Khao San?” his mate asked, naïve to the distances of the city. “First time in Bangkok?” I asked “Yeah, we’re going up for...” “Sandkran!” I interrupted, and he smiled, “Yeah, have you been before?” “Oh me, I live in Bangkok, I’ve lived through too many “Zombie Apocalypses” to enjoy it much anymore.” “Zombie Apocalypse?” they all asked at once. “Yeah, it’s like a Zombie Apocalypse. You’ve got roving bands of people carrying high tech super soakers and all kinds of futuristic anime styled squirt guns, and then there’s a part of the festival that includes anointing one with a sacred clay powder. So, people will come out of nowhere and slap a hand of powder into your wet hair, or face, or chest. It might be the sacred clay, but more likely it’s white flour. It’s nuts, “ting tong!” So, you have these people, soaked to the bone, covered head to toe in clay, riding the BTS, shaking as they slip into hypothermia because the aircon is blasting for the 35-degree air outside – shivering zombies. I tend to stock my shelves, fill my fridge, roll a bunch of spliffs, clean my bong, and hunker down for the apocalypse until Sunday afternoon. But if you want to find the best places to water fight, Khao San is off the hook. They’ll be dancing in the streets with giant sound systems pumping out beats till late every night. If you go early enough, you’re likely to see some elephants over there, too. If you want to see giant crowds head to Silom for a crowd of 100,000 or more. That’s truly freaky! Even the police and fire department get splashed. No one is off limits!” I answered, a bit out of breath from smoking my spliff. “Wow! That sounds amazing!” one crowed. “Yeah, I might even go out this year with my camera for a change of pace. It’s my last month here, so I might as well.” “Why’s it your last month? Are you leaving?” One asked. 

I took a long draw off the joint, held it in for a few seconds before coughing it out, caught my breath, and replied, “Yeah, I’ve been here for ten years, I miss my friends and family, and it’s starting to get oppressively hot here. Bangkok’s air is disgusting, you can chew on it, tastes like a cross between bus exhaust and open sewers, with just a hint of jasmine or durian, depending on the season. It’s time to regroup and figure out what’s next on the event horizon.” The dose of reality was almost a bit much for them. They were all on their gap years, still green behind the ears, fairly innocent and wildly naïve. They all got up, gathered themselves, and drifted away; floating on their tropical highs, while contemplating the concept of being in Thailand long enough that you might want to leave. This is paradise, why would anyone want to leave? I thought the same, as I was both looking forward to the next three weeks of selling off my possessions of nine years that I couldn’t bring with me, saying my goodbyes, drinking the last of my booze, smoking the last of my weed, doing all those things on my list that I had been blowing off doing for the past nine years living in Bangkok, and eventually getting on a plane bound for the States; one way as my flight had been back in February 2014. It had been a few months over ten years since I moved to the “Land of Smiles,” and I was heading home. Why? I wasn’t entirely certain, but the decision felt true and sure, like a well-placed step on the side of a cliff. So, I ran with it.
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Eugene, Oregon, USA. February 2013. “Who the fuck is calling me at 8:00 in the morning? Nobody ever calls me this early. Shit, it’s my boss Curt Avedezo. “Good morning, Curt, what’s going on, it’s pretty early...” I greeted him. “Have you read your email, yet?” He asked. “No, I’m just making coffee” I lied as I shifted in bed to get more comfortable for what I knew could to be rather uncomfortable. “Well, you may want to get on that before you do anything else. The shit’s hitting the fan in Bellevue!” “Oh shit! I’ll take a look and get back to you.” I responded. “Just hang tight, there’s not much you can do now...” He said. “OK” I said, unsure of what else to say at that point. So, I checked my email and learned that my biggest client Wham Durant, the buyer at Wright’s Choice Markets had cancelled all of the pre-orders and sweepstakes arrangements for a very big natural cleaning products company upon learning that my company, Ikosta, had taken over representing the company. This was new business for my company that was so new I hadn’t even touched it nor been trained on it yet. But Wham had cancelled the washing machine contests and promotions for the year all because I was the one who would be repping the company to him now. I made coffee and sat in my robe to contemplate the repercussions. I was worried, this didn’t look good; this could mean the end of my career and I lived in Eugene, Oregon, where the joke goes hippies move there because there aren’t any jobs. 

By noon the manager of my division, Dave Buttkiss, had reached out to me, letting me know I’d most likely lose the account, but not my job. Apparently, his boss, the West Coast VP of Sales, Bob Phucksya, was raging, demanding my head in a basket. Luckily the line was so new they understood the situation and felt a little sorry for me. But that didn’t last long, by the end of the day I had lost the account, and two days later I lost the job. I’d survived the 2008 economic meltdown and God only knows what else. Because they paid so little and always had an excuse not to give me a raise for 11 years, I was a good deal for them. 

There was also no doubt that it was Wham’s complaints, always without anything behind them, that prevented any raises for the 11 years I called on him. He’d smile and say thanks for the free lunch and then go back to his office and stab you in the back. So, it was divine poetry or extreme irony that I should lose my job after this long due to a piece of business so new we had yet to receive any information about the brand. In the bigger picture it was the universe kicking my ass, pulling the rug out from under my feet, telling me to go and explore the world and live it up. When the universe grabs you by the balls and tells you to go have the experience of your life it’s hard to argue. 

The writing had been spray-painted all over the walls at least a year or two before. My esteemed managers thought it best to move me to the Ikosta cross-over grocery division, administered by the grand tighty whitey himself, Dave Buttkiss, in Northern California; who knew nothing about natural and organic foods. He could have been selling aluminum siding for all he cared. Socio-political issues behind certain foods, and certifications like USDA Organic or Fair Trade were meaningless to him. He was all about the Johnsonville Brats, Coke and Nestle Water. He loved the stuff for the profits it brought in, something I never saw, my annual bonus went from about $1500 to $300 and the company only kept me on because I understood the market better than anyone else they had, and by refusing me a raise every year I was a bargain to them. Why didn’t I leave? I lived in a town that was scarce for jobs in a part of the state that was more geared towards logging and agriculture. Hell, the farmers sit back and watch the sod grow to seed. Oregon grows most of the world’s gulf course and front lawn seed; which makes for excruciating Mays and Junes each year when the grass pollinates, throwing its pollen to the wind. There’s a god reason the First Nations called the Willamette Valley the “Valley of Sickness,” the area between the Cascades and the Coastal range can trap bad air, full of pollen, for weeks if the weather is dry.  

The rest of the year Oregon is rather pleasantly livable, but the late spring is horrible for those who suffer from rhinitis and sinusitis (seasonal allergies); possibly caused by Nestle for selling the American public (and then the Latin Americans) the ridiculous notion that baby formula was somehow better than mother’s milk in the 1960s and ‘70s. My own mother was one such mother who negated her nature by worshipping at the altar of consumerism, buying the Nestle myth in the ‘60s and then boycotting them in the ‘70s when it became fashionable among the progressive left in southern California. My mother always taught me to have a back-up plan. We actually had a motto that was straight from the Quran, but I didn’t know it until I was much older. “Have faith in God, but tie you camel.” We acquired the motto from a little painting of a sailor in stormy seas we found in a gift shop in Mendocino. My mother, brother, and I all bought one, because it was a great reminder to tie your shit down lest it blows away and your camel wanders off. 

My back-up plan was taking the TEFL certification course being offered at the University of Oregon. Universities are full of these programs and most of them suck, mine was no anomaly. It barely prepared me for the reality of teaching English to those who don’t speak it yet. But I don’t want to get ahead of myself. I took the certification course from this old man who had spent years teaching overseas in September 2013 and finished the heavy grammar laden on-line course and test in December. While I was still a food broker for Ikosta I could order whatever samples I needed and some manufacturers sent them out liberally. So, I ordered cases upon cases of samples, filling up the metro racks in my garage and building my inventory of what I’d later sell; not that I knew it yet; but I felt better having a full stash, just in case. By January 2014 my garage was full of samples and my job situation really had not changed. Wham Durant continued to be a passive aggressive back stabber and the executives at Ikosta couldn’t find their dicks in a broom closet as far as natural and organic foods went, so they needed people like me to go out and sell it for them. It was all numbers to them; they’d sell rat poison to small children if there was any profit in it.  

I completed the TESL test in late December, after spending almost 18 hours on the written part, including three hours on the phone with my mother, a former English teacher, working out the questions I was uncertain about. I’m not sure it helped, she may have been losing it even that far back.  I received notice from Oxford Certificates that I had passed their test, and was going to receive my certificate to teach overseas. A week later, in the last week of January 2013, my TESL/TEFL certificate from Oxford arrived in the mail and I was thrilled. My back-up plan now had some weight.  

Seven days later, on February 3rd, I got that call in the morning and lost my job at Ikosta a few days later. The dye was cast and my garage was full. I had plenty to sell, the question was where and when, and in what order? Is selling samples unethical if I received them for free? I don’t think so. It was the only fringe benefit from my job, since Ikosta reveled in administering changes that took money out of its employees’ pockets. Instead of giving us software and hardware to make our lives easier, they went out of their way to be technologically behind the rest of their competition at market in exchange for expensive software to track employees’ mileage, effectively taking money out of our pockets. They also established this plan that forced us to stay at hotels only on their list if we wanted to be compensated for the expense. The hotels on the list were mostly flea-bag hotels that not one of their executives would ever be caught staying in.  

They always had a reason to not correct my salary even though everyone around the conference room was making $10-15,000 more than I was. So, it only seemed reasonable to sell the samples to help balance out the effects of their years of scamming me. After I didn’t get a raise for eight years I just started working less. I could do all of my business, make my numbers, and write all my promotions in three weeks, so I largely just took the last week of every month off, making a few token sales calls just to put something on the books and make some mileage dollars. I did it for years since the company just didn’t seem to care. Every Friday was usually an office day, so I did whatever the fuck I wanted to on Fridays, including going skiing, soaking in hot springs, setting up my camp and the Main Camp kitchen at the Oregon Country Fair, or sleeping. My hours were close to banker’s hours. I’d roll out of bed around 10:00, hit the coffee maker, then my desk, and then maybe in the afternoon I’d visit a few stores. By 4:00 I’d be done, in time to celebrate 4:20 somewhere in the forest or a friends. 

Discovering the Eugene Flea Market was exactly what I needed, a market. I had so much shit piled up in cases in my garage, this was going to be the outlet to liquidate my samples faster than anywhere else. I had a couple of tables, and the things to make a great display to become flea market maestro hustler every other weekend. Come rain or shine I was schwinging my shampoo and conditioner, body lotion and body soap for two bucks a pop! I had cases upon cases to sell. I had a five-gallon bucket full of crystal stick deodorants I was slinging for a buck each. There were stacked cases of essential oils testers, high end natural make-up, natural fluoride free cruelty free tooth paste, soap, tea, cereal, chips, baby safe and organic you name it. I met a lot of decent people and made some friends. Who could resist the deals if you knew what the stuff cost in the stores nearby. 

Sunday at what I knew may be my last Oregon Country Fair for a while, I was feeling a little bored, mischievous and leisurely all at once. It was a great Fair, but I had a lot on my mind, with big sea changes lurking close, just over the horizon, so I grabbed the baggie of Whippets and the whipped cream dispenser I had in my tent and plopped down on the sofa in camp and invited a few folks around to help me empty the bag. We spent that afternoon casually, but deliberately emptying a large Ziplock baggie that had something like five cases of Whippets I had left over from Burning Man the year before. Don’t ask me how we overlooked five cases of Whippets, maybe I just forgot them. 

Friends would stop by for a rest and I’d hand them a balloon, it was a day we spent laughing and smiling with absolutely nothing better to do than smile, and nowhere else to be. A famous clown doctor who will remain nameless (but is the subject of a Robin Williams film by the same name as the good doctor), came by to see what we were doing and I offered him a balloon. “I’ve never done this before.” He said, somewhat dubiously. “It’s easy. Just inhale the gas in the balloon, and then blow it back into the balloon, and then inhale it again. You can do that a few times to really saturate your lungs and you’ll love it!” I told him. So, he sat there and let the gas out between his fingers as only a clown like he would do. “I couldn’t resist!” he smiled. “How could you?” I replied at the ready with another balloon to try. This time he inhaled it and breathed off it a few times as I had instructed. He smiled widely and thanked me, saying “So that’s why people love this stuff!” Eureka, I think he’d found it. 

After the Country Fair, once summer had come to Eugene, I started holding garage sales every other weekend. It was a lot better than the flea market because I could listen to music and get high periodically through the day. Plus, I only had to move my things from the garage to the front yard. My neighborhood was more conventional than many in Eugene, so I got an interesting mix of people who were astounded by my story about moving to Thailand. I was too, when I stopped to think of it.  

I had no clue what I was doing, I was riding by the seat of my pants and I felt more alive than I had in the last 20 years. I was way more aggressive in what I was selling out of my house because most everything had to go. I knew where I was going to stash what I had left and I knew that it wasn’t a very big space. Humans are a strange species; we place more value on things than we do ourselves or each other. Selling your things at sales on your lawn or at a flea market is a funny process because you have to put a value on something that has mostly only a sentimental value. I wasn’t selling anything I had of any real value in, so it was all perceived value placed on things for their aesthetic or practical use. 

By August my friend Brian moved in to help me sell off most of my things and pack up what was left. Brian was my best friend of almost 30 years; going back to the days of Grateful Dead tour and living in Portland together. We were consummate tripping buddies for decades; our adventures were epic. We travelled together, worked at a restaurant called Cascades in Portland together, and were a team in the Pre-Fair kitchen at the Oregon Country Fair for a decade. The month we spent together in August was rather epic, too. We had a blast using up what party favors I had left over. My favorite night was when we dropped acid and finished my bag of Whippets while watching The Big Lebowski. We both went out on full balloons during the bowling dream sequence, taking us into a ten-pin hollow deck I don’t think I’ll ever forget or could ever replicate. We looked at each other afterwards and laughed for the next half hour. We were off and running. I think we finally turned the stereo off that night at about 4:30, neighbors must have loved me!  

I was set to lose my unemployment insurance the last week of the month, I’d worked for the same company for 13 years, paying unemployment, Federal and State FICA with every paycheck, and the State was willing to pay me for only six months. So, I set my move-out date for August 30th, right as half the West Coast and so many friends were making for Black Rock City in Nevada for Burning Man. I had left my car at a consignment lot that I should have known better to trust, but I had little choice. Time was running dry and it was nearby; and they were so friendly. Brian and I walked back to my house along the bike lane, enjoying the late afternoon sunset as if it was our last, savoring the colors along with our buzz as we strolled among the oak trees back to my duplex. Maybe without a car we more equal, or maybe it was slowing down to the rhythm of that hazy August evening.  

The next morning, I rented a truck and we filled it with all the crap that I couldn’t sell – my metal desk, bed, filing cabinet, chairs, and assorted kitchen gadgetry and unloaded it all at Goodwill. Took a nice tax return that year. We bought lunch and then returned to fill the truck with the possessions I was left with stashing at friends’ homes in Portland. My ex-girlfriend and good friend Claire arrived. Claire and I had met through her sister Lisa, who was a dear friend I’d met through work; she was also married to an old friend from Dead tour, Perry Djat, who had been a player in the Rajneesh Purim community in Eastern Oregon. Claire and I fell for each other, probably out of loneliness more than anything else. But it worked for a while. We were good for each other, opened doors for each other; but we were about as codependent as it gets, probably from our mutual loneliness and her financial desperation from lack of education and motivation. We lived together for about a year and a half, testing my patience for more than half the time.  

She was 32 going on 21 when we got together and it was like living with a post pubescent teen with deplorably philistine musical tastes; and I am not one to compromise my personal space for anyone’s lowbrow aesthetics. She had three kids and had spent her 20s raising them, so now, divorced from her Bible thumper ex, she was ready to party. I walked her into the Oregon Country Fair and tried to teach her to be somewhat of an adult, responsible for her actions; but she wanted to be a rock star and found the guitarist to help take her there, Jeremiah. He was a bit on the Spectrum, but he could play anything upon hearing it once or twice. He couldn’t openly jam with others, though, that was beyond his genius, surprisingly. They’d go off to his studio to record demos to get her club gigs, and she wouldn’t return for a day-and-a-half, the afternoon after the night she was supposed to be home. And it only got worse after she formed a band and gathered a fan base all over Eugene and Springfield. What drugs she was doing I could only guess. We were not destined to last long. After we broke up she moved into my extra bedroom for three months, without paying rent. Tumultuous doesn’t even begin to describe those fiery months. But even after we’d parted ways Claire and I kept sleeping together now and then, we never really stopped loving each other, despite hooking up with other people.  

I gave her a bunch of my house plants, plants I’d been growing since my days in Olympia, going to Evergreen; including one philodendron that my ex-wife, Paloma, and I had carefully hung over our bed on fishing line we’d strung and then let the vines grow a canopy over our bed.  From this I derived that plants love sex, it’s like fertilizer to them. I think they get off on the procreative energy. I gave Claire everything that I had left. Her friend, a biker chick and thief, Thea Twat, went up to my bathroom and stole the remaining Flexeril I had, replacing them with Valium; expecting me not to notice, which I didn’t until I really needed them when my back went out in Thailand; where I couldn’t get any. Flexeril really turns you into Gumby, allowing all your muscles to relax, it’s the best thing for a back in lock-up. Luckily, the Thai have many other things that help.  

I knew it was Thea because Claire had asked me if I wanted to trade any of my Flexeril for Valium, that it wasn’t for her, it was for Thea. And Thea stole from me at the Reggae festival in Marcola. I had even maneuvered to get her on the list to work my crew; which turned out to be a big mistake. And to think I gave her the last remaining essential oils I didn’t sell. It was mostly all schwag, anyhow, no great loss; but the Flexeril sure was! That wasn’t the only theft, either. Brian had drunk all of my bottles of various Rums, Vodkas, Gins, and Scotch, down to the one-inch level, again; this was the second time. The virginal $92.00 bottle of French absinthe was down a couple fingers, but he had the good sense not to drink more. Later, in Thailand, I discovered that he had blasted my asthma inhaler, thinking it would get him off, somehow, after I told him it was sort of like speed. Oops!  

As we loaded the last of my things Claire had stashed the last of the plants she could fit in her car. We said hour goodbyes, gave each other a big hug, and she started to cry. She intuitively knew it was going to be a long time before I returned. So, this departure was for real. Her tears didn’t make it any easier to climb into the truck and drive off, but we still had a two-hour drive and unloading ahead of us. “We’ve gots ta go!”  

On the way out of town we swung by a mailbox where I mailed an envelope to the owner of Market of Choice. Inside the envelope was an excel spreadsheet with the year of promotions that Wham Durant had mostly passed on, amounting to about $75,000 in unrealized revenue for the small of chain of grocery stores. I explained in a short note that it was an honor to call on his stores and that Durant had passed on most of the advertising I had budgeted for him during the 11 years I called on him. That $75,000 grew quickly over $800,000 during the time I was calling on his stores. I was not going to leave without getting the last laugh!

Arriving at my friend Jay’s house, I backed the truck in as close to the garage as I could. Jay came out just as I was about to hit his roof. He opened the garage door and showed me where I could pack stuff. Brian was standing outside looking toasted and a bit fried, about ready to collapse. Earlier in the day he had insisted on carrying a stuffed chair down the stairs. I finally acquiesced and he sort of ran/fell down the stairs, dropping the chair on my dulcimer, snapping its neck clean off. I’d had the instrument since I was 18, but it was just a thing, so I just kept on moving. There was a lot yet to do.  So now in Jay’s front yard Brian decided he had done enough and refused to help me unload the truck into Jay’s garage. I was just as tired as he was, maybe more. I started shaking uncontrollably with my shock that he was basically telling me to go fuck myself and do it alone. Thankfully Jay stepped in before I throttled Brian, and we stuffed his garage full of my CDs, books, clothes, skiing, fishing, and camping gear; much of which I’ve probably all but forgotten. One thing I do remember leaving there was a bedroom wall size collage that my ex-wife, Paloma, and I had started in our apartment in Seattle and I had boldly attempted to expand to complete wall size for the eight years I lived in Eugene, having an extra wall to play with. Before taking it down and rolling it up I covered the front in clear plastic. Would that protect it? Jay climbed the ladder and handed me boxes of books and bags of clothes. We’re going to have to build a dumbwaiter to off load it! All this work hardly seemed worth it if I was only going to be overseas for a year of three. Jay told me “I’ll give you three years without complaining before I start to worry about it at all... and who knows, maybe I’ll just move out with everything in the attic. Ha ha ha ha ha...” “That’s more than cool, and very generous! I’ve got no idea how long I’ll be over there, or even if I can find a job.” I responded.  

We gave each other goodbye hugs and I climbed back into the truck, scowling at Brian to do the same. We drove to his garage he was living in in near silence. He could tell I was pissed, and knew he deserved it after I’d just put him up, fed him, got him high, and covertly subsidized his alcoholism from my own stash for the last month. We stopped for some Mexican food, and then I drove him home, where he disappeared into the garage without saying much of anything. I slept in the back of the truck that night with the last few things I was going to take over to another friends in the morning. It was a hot sticky late summer night and I cooked inside the truck, anxious to be finished moving and headed for the airport. 

The next morning, I drove over to my friend Jax’s and she was only too happy to stash my CDs and 3-burner camp stove for the interim. Jax is a wonderful gardener, landscaper, and construction manager who I met by way of Brian and the Country Fair. We’ve been family for years. She gave me a tour of her chickens and her garden, exploding with color and things to harvest. I left her smiling and took the truck to its final destination on Columbia Blvd. I was done. I called a taxi, loaded my luggage into it a half hour later, and made for the airport. I was bound for Asia.
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“The real voyage of discovery consists not in seeking new landscapes, but in having new eyes.” 

~ Marcel Proust 

“A good traveler has no fixed plans, and is not intent on arriving.”

~ Lao Tzu 

“Clouds come floating into my life, no longer to carry rain or usher storm, but to add color to my sunset sky.” 

~ Rabindranath Tagore 

––––––––
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September 5, 2013. Arriving in Bangkok a full day after I left Oregon, flying over the International Date Line I lost a day. I passed easily through Immigration and the almost non-existent Customs and walked out into the midnight sauna and mayhem of Suvarnabhumi International airport. Young Thai women were hanging all over their old balding foreign boyfriends, returning to their fantasy retirements after facing the reality of their home countries. “What the hell is she doing with him, she’s too hot and he’s so old. Must have a full wallet tucked into those baggy pants!” I thought to myself while looking for a taxi driver who could speak some English.  

I found a taxi driver to take me into the city and drop me at my hotel near Khao San Road. I’m sure he ripped me off, probably charged me twice what it should have cost. I had read The Beach by Alex Garland a few years back vacationing in Mexico and had arranged to experience Khao San Road from a block away on a less hectic soi near Bang Lampoo. It was a nice old hotel with a cheap nightly rate, and I was only staying for a couple of days while the jet lag caught up with me. My ultimate destination this first part of the trip was Chiang Mai for a few days and then Pai to the north for a week; after that I had some ideas, but no set plans, I prefer to keep my calendar open and see where my experiences take me.  

Khao San Road was a cacophony of color and smells, with the cricket cry of Hmong women playing their frog instruments in the parade of vendors, Nepalese tailors, and international scammers plying their trade to the unsuspecting. I’d been here back in 2005, but with all the “same same” there was always something different and new if you kept your eyes slightly unfocused, something in your peripheral vision catching your attention like a lure to a fish. The t-shirt and food stalls stay the same while the ever-seething current of faces constantly changes; mostly drifting from one variation of bland European to another with some Indians and other Asians filling in the gaps. I imagine to the Thai we all look more or less the same, fat, white, pasty, boring, and stupid; but ripe with foreign cash to exchange for colorful Thai Baht, Monopoly money to the newly arrived. 

For whatever reason I thought wise, I chose to take the train up to Chiang Mai, instead of flying. The only advantage of taking the train overnight in Thailand is you save on a night’s hotel expense, since you’re rocking and rolling down the tracks. Trains may be a little cheaper, but not by much, considering the same distance can be traversed in about an hour by plane for not much more money. Thai passenger trains, not unlike US passenger trains, always have to yield to commercial trains, which can take hours, and the rail line up to Chiang Mai is a smaller gauge than other rail lines in the country. It’s narrower and old, and breaks often, with trains derailing fairly frequently. It’s not uncommon for the trains on this line to be three hours late. Unfortunately, I learned all of this later. My train was not going to be the anomaly, and took several hours-long breaks to fix the rail line ahead or wait for another train. We finally pulled into Chiang Mai around noon, only about three hours behind. But I was in no hurry, following no schedule, except my reservation in Pai in a few days. I found a half-asleep taxi driver and made for my hotel, which I booked idiotically, far from the old city, but my room was nice, the neighborhood quaint, the rice fields beautiful, and it had a salt water pool.  

I didn’t really know better, ignorance was bliss; until I tried to walk to the Tei Pei gate and nearly melted in the heat. I guess those distances on the maps in Agoda really aren’t all that accurate. Being on a budget I didn’t want to take a tuk tuk nor taxi, and I didn’t know about motorcycle taxis yet. So, I hoofed it down the long empty sidewalks into the heart of the city. The next day I waited for the hotel’s shuttle to take me the same distance. I was talking to the driver who explained to me the linguistic importance of “Khrup.” “You see the women say “ka,” while men say “Khrup.” Rolling his r as they do in the north. I tried, “Karup.” And he laughed. “No, it’s more like this, khrrrup.” He teased. I thought about it, remembered that Spanish has a rolling r in some words, and proceeded to roll my r to his satisfaction, “Khrrup!” “Yes! That’s it. Now you use that to end sentences, say thank you, and OK, anything...” He said, smiling in the late afternoon light, his dental work reflecting the pool lights in the distance. 

Chiang Mai is Thailand’s second largest city and the old royal capital of the Lanna people. About a hundred or more years ago the Thai absorbed the Lanna kingdom in a political maneuver that was brilliant, expanding the Kingdom of Siam to the Laos and Burmese borders of the Golden Triangle in the north. Now a tourist mecca, the old city is surrounded by a centuries old wall and moat; while outside the old city is a modern dirty industrial city full of shops and manufacturers making the souvenirs and clothes sold in most tourist shops around the country. The night market is famous for its hundreds of shops and stalls selling Thailand’s famous pirated name brands, luggage, real fake Northface, Gucci, Channel, Dolce Gabana wear, carved elephants and elephant pants, t-shirts, shoes, art, questionable antiques, and every sex aid imaginable, except for wind-up girls, but they’re science fiction.  

Outside the city reside hundreds of teak furniture shops, with huge teak doors and tables stacked in their yards, unafraid of the seasonal rain. As soon as I could I bought a ticket and made for Pai, up one of the hairiest roads in Thailand. Roughly three hours, only 82 miles or about 132 kilometers, with 762 curves. It’s only 29 miles as the crow flies, a half hour flight, but the airport is tiny, tucked into a mountain valley and expensive, not to mention dangerous.  So up the road I rode. Three and a half hours later we pulled into the Aya bus station, and I found someone to take me up to my hotel. Once again, I had booked a place out of town, with a mile-long trek back into the city. I really had to hone my Agoda navigation skills, this was starting to get old! The hotel I booked was owned by an Israeli woman, Rebbi, and her Thai husband. She showed me around the interesting and slightly whacked garden and then led me to my bungalow. “How much is it to rent a scooter?” I asked. “We charge 400 baht a day, but you can probably rent one for less in town. It’s only a short walk.” she answered me. “And how do I get there?” I asked. “Oh, just go down that road over there and keep following it...” is all I could make out as she walked away. So, I unpacked, settled in a bit, and then made for the town of Pai. It wasn’t too hot to walk, or so I thought. It didn’t seem all that humid in these mountains, but the Thai sun gets hot fast, regardless of one’s elevation. I walked down the road, passing a small convenience store, and walked through a relatively new neighborhood, obviously built in the last ten years. When I got to the bottom of that road, I had no idea which way to go. I didn’t have a smart phone nor a local SIM card, and my sense of direction was non-existent unless the sun was rising or setting. I was on a small road in among rice fields in a mountain valley and the sun was nearly straight overhead at its hottest.  

So, I chose right, which turned out to be wrong. I walked up what looked like a main road, past the airport, into another neighborhood and found a small child standing in front of his house. I asked him “Which way is it to Pai?” and he pointed to the right, which was wrong, again. Following his directions, I walked another ten minutes and found another kid standing in front of his house and asked him for directions. He ran in to get his mother and his father came out and instructed me to turn around and go the opposite way. From this experience I always made sure to teach my ESL students how to give good directions effectively. 

Eventually schlepping into Pai, melting in the mountainous sub-tropical heat I made for a smoothie stand and then a scooter rental. The people I rented from only wanted 150 baht a day, so I knew something was not so scrupulous about my bungalow hosts. I wanted to get stoned, and somewhere I had overheard people talking about scoring weed at the waterfall. So, I sped up the hill hoping to find some. At a certain elevation Hmong women started running out of their homes, yelling. “Ganja, Ganja! Almost causing me to crash. I arrived at the parking lot and another Hmong woman asked me if I wanted some and so I inquired. She sold me a cigarette wrapper full of mostly stems and seeds. I sensed that it was unsafe to roll with anything, so I hiked up to the waterfall, found a comfortable rock to kick it, and then cleaned the stems and seeds to roll up a fat clumsy joint of what had to be the worst weed in all of SE Asia. Eventually the lack of oxygen got me buzzed enough to roll down the hill on my rented scooter. I didn’t take the same way down the mountain, and that may have saved my ass.  

Supposedly the Hmong women have the local cops on speed dial. When they sell some of their garbage herb to the naïve farangs they notify the popos who wait at the bottom of the road. But I took a left branch, unknowingly, and missed them entirely, not that I had anything to bust me for. I smoked it all. I didn’t even know how lucky I was until a day or two later when I met Matt, an American living up the hill from Pai, who informed me that I was lucky to not get busted there. 

It was the middle of September and a couple of days after I arrived the resort’s owner’s sisters and extended families all arrived from Israel, on holiday for Rosha Shona, the Jewish new year’s festival. So, here I was in this beautiful northern Thai mountain valley, replete with a semi-tropical garden full of spiders, cicadas, children, and dogs, and the musical soundtrack was over-run by Israeli folk music. Fuck! I’d booked and paid for a week here. I am not anti-Semitic, I’m Jewish, myself; well, culturally at least. I never had a Bar Mitzvah, only religious school confirmation; which was about as meaningful a right of passage as making my first honey bear bong. But I draw the line at nationalistic folk music, especially from a different country than I am visiting. Pai is a hippy paradise, very laid back with international hipsters renting guest houses in the hills surrounding the town. It’s also huge with Chinese tourists because a Chinese film called “Love in Pai” was a big hit in China, and thousands come annually to visit the romantic sites from the film. This is a town one can get lost in, find a bamboo shack deep in the mountains, buy a pile of weed or opium, and disappear for however long you want. I’m pretty sure that’s what my old girlfriend Kristin did with her boyfriend, or so the story she later told me in El Salvador in 2008 goes.  

Pai is not a good place to listen to nationalistic folk music, but who am I to judge. It is a great place to explore the national parks and forests in the area. One day Rebbi asked if I wanted to come along for a hot springs trip. Being from Oregon, where the Cascades are full of hot springs I readily agreed, grabbed my swim trunks, and climbed into one of the trucks that they were filling with their relatives and friends. We drove about 25 minutes up the main highway into the mountains before turning off on a muddy rutted road for a 40 minute hell ride into the wilderness. The hot springs we arrived at was a long and shallow pool of tepid water. Why visit hot springs on hot Thai afternoons? Because they are there! We soaked for a while and I noticed a group of people shuffling off with the internationally apparent intention of going off to smoke a joint. So, I joined them, introducing myself as I asked for a hit. One of the travelers, a British expat named Pauli, took me up in conversation, and we became fast friends. Pauli had been a financial consultant and DJ in London and had burned every bridge before he bailed for SE Asia, and was now traveling, DJing, and drinking himself to a slow demise wherever he could find a friendly massage therapist or bar girl to prop him up financially for a spell. He came with his own water buffalo stories for the bar girls to take pity on him. 

A couple of nights later Rebbi asked me if I wanted to come to the BBQ, she was hosting that evening. “It’ll be fun, there’ll be beers and salads and my friends.” So, I acquiesced and arrived fashionably late with a portable speaker I was hoping to use to dispel some of the Israeli folk music, but my iPod was dying and the speaker was lame, and no one could hear my tunes, some bossa nova for the warm evening. The chicken was lean and cold, and the beer was warm, but who was I to complain. I couldn’t wait to eat and get out of there; a cousin had gone to his bungalow for a guitar. They were going to Kumbaya the shit out of those folk songs and I had to escape, so I mounted my motor scooter and sped downtown to hook-up with whatever intrepid travelers I might find wandering the edge of drunken debauchery and salvation at the feet of Lord Buddha. At the end of the week Rebbi presented me with the bill for my stay. I had already paid for the week’s use of her bungalow on Agoda, but now she wanted me to pay her for the BBQ and the trip to the hot springs. This was a very Thai practice to demand payment for things offered up before with no charge or any promise of a charge.  

Here in Thailand people don’t like to confront you with charges until they know you are well past committed. Sort of like when a taxi driver refuses to drop the meter and then demands four times the fare because he never dropped the meter, despite any complaints you may have had along the way. 

My old friend Huck had connected me with a friend of his, Christo, who was at the moment in Pai and wandering around aimlessly looking for kindred folks. I ran into him among the stacks of packaged bulk food in the health food store Whole Earth. We wandered outside and grabbed a table in among the other expats and travelers. “So, what are you doing in Pai, how long have you been here?” he asked me. “I’ve only been here a few days, planning on staying a week. But I kind of like it here, so maybe I’ll kick it a little longer. Who knows. No itinerary...” I answered. “How about you? How long you going to be up here?” I asked. “I’m like you, no plans, just want to see what it’s all about...” he went on, and on until I sort of stopped listening.  

A dude with an American accent asked if he could join us, and we both eagerly agreed to break up the tension. “My name’s Matt, Matt Kelchner. Where you guys from?” I said Oregon, and Christo answered “Florida. Where are you from?” “I’m from California.” Matt answered. We talked about our mutual travels and what we had seen along the way. We talked about music and politics, the history of Thailand and too many other things to remember. Then Matt asked, “You guys like to smoke weed?” I smiled and said, “Yeah, you know where to get any?” “How much do you want?” he replied. “How much for how much?” I asked. “It depends, but it’s usually about 500 baht for about a quarter. I can get you some if you’re in need.” He answered. “So I gave him 1000 baht note to get me two, and Christo gave him another, for a total of four, and we agreed to meet him at his crib in a couple hours after the mosquitos had simmered down. 

Wheeling up the winding road out of Pai I drove my scooter precariously close to the edge of the road with Christo, 75 pounds heavier than me, on the back making me weave. Thankfully there was nobody on the road. We somehow found Matt’s cabin in the dark and made our way to his door. He opened it before we could even knock once. “How’s it going? Welcome!” as he beckoned us to enter. Inside was a nice living room with no chairs, only a small table, some Thai cushions, and a 50” flat screen TV. He mentioned that his kitchen was around the corner and his bedroom upstairs, along with a nice sun deck. Sitting on his table was a two-foot-tall clear glass bong with a large pile of weed with vegetable cleaver lying next to it. “This must be the place!” I quipped as we all sat down to get down to business.  

Matt gave us each two bags of brown seedy Thai weed that turned out to be really stony. Turns out Matt had been living there for around seven years and spoke decent enough Thai to get along with the locals. Later, when we were taking a break, I walked up to Matt’s second story deck. It was so quiet and dark; you could see a million stars all serenaded by a million crickets doing the rear leg shimmy. “I could get used to this.” I mused to Matt. “The house next door, over there, is going to be up for rent in a week.” He replied and pointed at a smaller house across the driveway. “How much is it per month?” I asked him. “I’m not really sure, but probably about 4000 baht, maybe 3000. The same man who owns this place, my landlord, owns that one, too. He’s really nice, super chill.” He said. I told him I’d seriously think about it, and we wandered downstairs to give the bong a little more exercise. An hour later Christo was ready to return to town, so we said our goodbyes and, as high as I was from the shitty Thai weed, we managed to roll a winding line down the hill and back into town in one piece. I dropped Christo off and then drove out to my bungalow at the Israeli’s garden resort for the night, my last. Tomorrow I’ll move into town and stay in the same guesthouse as Christo, right in the center of the small town. 

The motherfucking sewer line is open and flowing right under my bathroom and it stinks beyond anything I’ve ever smelled in a hotel room. Thankfully I had a full bottle of lavender essential oil and I dribbled it liberally near the shower drain which emptied into the same sewer line and it seemed to work. This guest house is right in the center of Pai, a short stroll to the main walking street where all the fun is. I’d discovered the magnetic vortex of the Whole Earth, an old school health food store owned by a Russian hippie who was wise enough to include a bar in his scheme, so one could get a shot of vodka with their kombucha if they pleased. Outside they had several tables and chairs, and a nice wood bench that made for hours of comfortable sitting, sipping coffee or eating kaprau Gai with rice and an omelet. The Thai have a unique way of frying their omelets, flat and in a lot of oil. I learned that rice and an omelet at Whole Earth was less than 50 baht, and therefore quite affordable. One could eat several plates and be satiated along with the copious amounts of coffee and cigarettes we were all consuming.  

These benches became a sort of meeting place for expats, and a group of us formed up daily, including Germans, New Zealanders, Dutch, Americans, French, Aussies, etc. I could spend most of the day there and get nothing accomplished, or I could meet up with people and venture out to the highway for a sunny scooter ride through amazing rice field vistas on the way to caves, waterfalls, gorges, canyon hikes, or any of the several hot springs dotting the Shan Hills of Mae Hong Son with an international retinue. With the River Pai running through the province, the mountains and views are hazy, yellowish green, with Hmong, Shan, and Karen villages hidden in the shady hollows between the mountain ridges. There are national parks, elephants, cobras, and probably a tiger or three wandering around the northern Thai wilderness, close to the Burmese border along Thailand’s northwestern edge. 

Once I moved into the bamboo cabin next to Matt’s house I fell into a fairly healthy routine. The bed in the second story bedroom was about as bad as it could get, with the springs poking up through the mattress. So, every morning I had to do yoga on the porch to stretch out the kinks in my back. There were red fire ants all over that porch, so I sprinkled cinnamon I bought at a local store around the edges of the deck and that seemed to keep them at a distance. The first day I moved in a fire ant bit me and I nearly jumped out of my skin. I’d read that ants don’t like cinnamon, so that was going to be the natural way to keep them at bay. After yoga I’d make some coffee or ride down to the walking street and find my friends at the Whole Earth, smoking, drinking coffee, and laughing in at least three different languages. Occasionally I’d eat a fancier breakfast at Boomalicious, a great little breakfast café that made a very decent salmon eggs benedict, served on homemade sourdough toast. I was amazed in this out of the way mountain town in northern Thailand they had fresh smoked salmon, and their hollandaise was sublime, perfectly blended. Every afternoon that it wasn’t raining I’d make for one of the big pools with public access. Both cost a few baht, but it was worth the expense to cool down for a spell. After leaving one pool I was walking back towards my bungalow, rolling a cigarette and enjoying the sunshine when an Asian woman asked me for a light with a bold north American accent. I asked her where she was from and she told me she lived between Hawaii and Santa Cruz. “Santa Cruz!” I used to live in Santa Cruz!” I exclaimed. “What did you do there?” She asked. “Oh, I was just 18, so I went to Cabrillo College and as many Grateful Dead and Jerry Garcia Band shows that I could. It was really quite easy to hitch up to Palo Alto and spare change for an hour for the $7.00 tickets to the Keystone. It was all ages...” I answered.” Oh, you’re a Deadhead!” She beamed.” Yeah, saw them for a little over 10 years, over a hundred shows.” I said. “Me too!” she agreed, enthusiastically. “Oh yeah, when did you get into them?” I asked. “I saw my first show in the late ‘80’s and mostly saw them after Brent Died, till the bitter end in ’95... My name is Jade, what’s yours?” she said. I introduced myself and we walked and smoked. I had been leaving the pool, but with my new friend I opted to swim some more. She was hanging out with this older American who I shall call Frank, since I really don’t remember his name. Frank was a fisherman in Alaska. He captained a ship during the fishing season, and then when it got colder, he flew to Thailand and traveled on his motorcycle all over SE Asia. He was bound for Laos in the next few days. 

Jade was Korean, but grew up in Hawaii and worked out of Santa Cruz as a ship’s steward, preparing racing yachts for cross Pacific sailing trips. She had stories that I had never heard about how fouled the Pacific was with plastic debris and pieces of Japanese cities jettisoned after the tremendous 9.0 earthquake and resulting tsunami in March 2011, floating just below the surface in most of the Pacific. Jade told me about a yacht that left San Francisco and was making record time to Hawaii, but in the Molokai straits they started hitting so much debris they had to shed their sails and motor in slowly, lest they shatter their hull; their speed record lost to the plastic in the ocean. Another ship left New Zealand with a brand-new paint job. They reported hitting debris during the entire voyage. They also reported nearly starving to death because their daily fishing for dinner rarely produced anything. They had to buy fish off a fishing trawler they encountered in the middle of the passage, or starve. When they arrived in Honolulu, they dry docked the yacht to check for cracks in the hull and their brand-new paint job looked 30 years old, nothing but chipped paint left.  

Jade and I went out to lunch the next day and became fast friends. I suffered the illusion that she was romantically interested in me, but I was not the swarthy long-haired muscle-bound man that was her type and the illusion was tactfully crushed. So, I was quickly categorized into the friend pile and that was fine by me. I could tell Jade was good people, solid and experienced, with some common elements from her past as me. She toured with the Grateful Dead in the ‘90’s and she was amazed by some of the stories I told her from the early ‘80’s. We had a lot to talk about, and over red dragon fruit smoothies we bonded.  

Very quickly Christo, Matt, Jade, and I became a unit, actively recruiting others to our conspiracies. There was Andre, a German studying Philosophy, who got more action with English girls on their gap year than anybody else in town. He’d regale them about this or that deeply eclectic philosophical theory in his suave German accent and they’d wet their panties. And then there was Abigail, also German, travelling to meet whatever girls she could. She had a thing for Kiwis, maybe it was their accents. We’d waste our days talking philosophy, politics, music, art, culture, travel plans and secrets we shared, along with discreet spliffs
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