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Foreword

I can’t help the feeling I have lived many lives. Not in some fantasy but simply because I’ve built up so many lives only to see them destroyed. In the mid-70s Cambodia’s Pol Pot made a correction to the calendar: he set the date as ‘Year Zero’ to wipe away all history. Without quite so many deaths, I’ve staggered through enough disasters to reboot my own life to year zero more than a few times. The big one was my 1982 New Year’s arrest and seventeen-year prison sentence.

After a decade I was released. Embittered and with everything I once cared for destroyed or confiscated. My wife had been killed in a prison fire, and even my most trivial things destroyed: clothes, books, everything that showed I’d once been alive. With my dear Clelia dead, I had no reason not to dive back into the muddy lake of the smuggler’s world.

Within a year of my release, I found myself facing the death penalty for drug smuggling in Thailand. As I’ve detailed in ESCAPE: The True Story Of The Only Westerner Ever To Break Out of Thailand’s Bangkok Hilton, I crawled my way out of that decaying death-house. Within two years I had a fine London mews house, a new past I’d invented and a perfectly cut wardrobe to suit my new identity … and of course within the next two years all that was gone. And so it went on. Another blow up in Scandinavia, then again in Pakistan … Eventually I stopped pulling the plug on myself. The love of a good woman was what did it. I survived. Few of my fellow travellers did and fewer got to tell of what they saw. For my sins, I live to tell the tale and if there’s anyone who gains something from stepping inside my dark world of contraband and couriers then why shoot the messenger before he’s sung for his supper – or even to stay his execution.

Certainly, at fifty, I know that I could have done something for a living that harmed no one but I was a slow learner. Besides, the few coins I make forcing memory to speak could never approach even one of the old courier runs so the change has not been for the money. More importantly, there’s nothing better than to learn from someone else’s mistakes. And I’ve made them all.


Escaping the Past

The candle had gone out so I retraced my footsteps in the dark of the empty warehouse to my grubby sleeping bag. With a floor of dusty earth I didn’t want to get dirtier than three weeks living in that leaky shed had already left me. I hadn’t paid a penny rent since collecting the key to ‘inspect’ the warehouse from a bored agent.

I wriggled back into the bag, hoping that at 3 am there would be no more police cruisers passing by. I felt for the clothes piled next to me, lifting my last clean pair of trousers to jangle the few coins inside. Enough for breakfast. A cheeseburger and small fries. Nothing more.

‘This is not good,’ I said aloud to myself. Not good for a twenty-one-year-old who had spent his childhood weekends in a multi-millionaire’s mountaintop mansion but had celebrated his 21st birthday alone in a cheap rooming house in Melbourne between a railway siding and a lingerie factory. ‘Not good at all.’And now, I couldn’t even afford that cabbage-smelling boarding house.

Q: Was I surprised to find myself, eighteen months later at the same time of night, staring down at my new glass coffee table upon which was stacked over a million and a half dollars in used currency?

A: I wasn’t surprised at all. And you might not be surprised either. Run with me and you’ll see.

The change from skid-row outcast to underground knight didn’t happen overnight so let’s take a few pages to jump ahead to the days as they became – one day especially among many.

It is three years since that last meal in the dusty warehouse and now I have the money, along with the girl, the houses and cars each placed for style and comfort around a new Brighton home.

On this particular day I’m at work, and that means an airport where I’m both a shepherd and ringmaster to a suitcase loaded with drugs and the couriers who carry them.

This was 1980, for Australia one of the quiet years following vicious government infighting and the Reagan era for the world; the Moscow Olympics were in trouble, Poland’s Solidarity rebels went public, while baby Azaria Chamberlain is reported snatched by a dingo from an Ayers Rock campsite; Lindy, the mother is charged with her murder but the world remembers John Lennon’s murder outside the Dakota apartments.

At the time, Sydney’s Kingsford-Smith airport was perhaps the most dangerous entry point for a smuggler after London’s Heathrow. Yet even here, most smugglers still played the numbers game sending couriers direct from Asia hoping that if they sent enough, some would get through. These underpaid runners would usually arrive from Bangkok, their contraband hidden in the false sides of suitcases or strapped to their bodies. They would stand before an immigration desk, the first point of contact, as an officer scanned their passports and then his computer for any suspect past.

Sniffer dogs prowled the arrivals hall and around passengers’ feet. Another pack clambered over suitcases before they reached the conveyor belts below. Above, the immigration officer marked each passenger’s customs declaration card in code. The code letter – changed daily – told the search officers the level of risk. A foreigner? From Thailand? Second visit and still with nothing to declare? The card is marked ‘Y’: a full search is ordered. It’s almost always true that once a courier comes under suspicion, he’s not likely to get through.

Those who didn’t survive these suicide runs faced life imprisonment under new laws, and by 1980 I’d reluctantly stopped carrying the drugs myself. Reluctant to hand the suitcases to nervous dreamers who, if forced to make a decision on the spot, would always make the wrong move. So I took even greater precautions not to lose either courier or cargo. Most of the things I say here still apply today except for the prices. No need to remember the names, it’s just the system that scores.

By then, the method to bring two kilos of fine China White heroin from Thailand’s Golden Triangle to safe hiding in Melbourne had become a complex worldwide dance of false trails and triple identities. I’d finally found myself a trustworthy Thai contact after being conned and burned by Bangkok pimps and scoundrels for over a year. Lee was different. Half Thai, half Indian (his granddad came from Afghanistan), Lee was living in a slum with a young wife and baby when I found him. Within a couple of years he had a modest but clean shaded house in a new Bangkok suburb. I’d be given the master bedroom to pack the goods. The container of choice was the wood casing of a stereo tuner; the kind of power amp that sits on a shelf. Its wooden sides were hollow, with just one edge opening through a slit into which I’d slowly fill and pat down the fluffy white granules until they reached the top. The edge would then be sealed with a wooden block, silicone and lastly a strip of veneer. When finished, not a trace of powder would remain for sniffing and the X-ray profile would show only the distracting panels of circuit boards within the power amp.

Waiting for the glue to set and the varnish to dry, I looked around Lee’s bedroom. Behind a framed photo of Lee’s wife stood two bankbooks. Some secretive Hong Kong bank under false names? I opened the passbooks. They were long-term savings accounts for his toddlers’ education. Lee was a man who thought about the future. A man I could trust.

Lee drove me to the airport a few days later. He looked at my suitcase and, as always, mouthed some silent words.

‘No need to pray for me, Lee,’ I said. ‘Someone else takes it out these days.’

‘That’s good. That’s very good. If something happened to you—’

‘It’s not all good,’ I interrupted. ‘I have to watch them every minute. Any mistake that’s possible to make, they’ll make it.’

Except I’d been lucky with the latest recruit. Peter Dale had all the hallmarks of a perfect courier. He was confident, trouble free and easy going. More to the point, a gambler and complete fantasist. Peter had been a salesman and now was running some indoor plant shops along antique row in the suburbs. Overpriced palms and leafy designer weeds. I’d put some cash into his shops until I saw his managers padding the costs. Peter, oblivious in dreamland would simply spend more money on even grander window displays. It was he who’d approached me to become a runner. He asked nothing other than of his pay envelope.

‘Envelope?’ I shook my head. ‘Make that a bubble-wrapped document bag.’

Peter’s eyes glazed as he spent the money in his imagination.

I had a question of my own. ‘Know anything about drugs?’ I’d asked.

‘Not a thing.’

‘Perfect.’

Peter had developed a mind-set for his new work. He’d pretend to be an international man of action as he dragged my suitcases around the world. Sometimes a Formula 1 race driver, other times a chess Grand Master. (I’d added a fancy chessboard for one trip to pack the leftovers from earlier jobs.) He would be paid well: AUD$20,000 for a point-to-point trip, $30,000 if he changed passports and made the round trip to bring the dope back from Europe.

The cash rewards at that time might make a saint doubt his calling. I would pay Lee US$15,000 per kilo. That’s three times what it cost him from the dealer in Chiang Mai. If all went well, he’d receive a bonus of another $15,000 once the load got to market – a US$20,000 profit per run.

The suitcase would leave Thailand for Europe where another courier would take it to Australia. Sometimes a third player added for the short lift from Sydney to Melbourne. All up, some AUD$80,000 in costs including ticketing and expenses. Such an outlay at today’s reduced prices would mean an immediate loss.

Back then, the two kilos of heroin (usually between 77% to 88% pure) would be cut with dextrose, turning that 70 ounces into 280 or over 17 pounds weight to a wholesale strength of under 25%. This cut was not just greed. Any street-level heroin with a strength above 20% could kill if added to booze or pills. Even by itself, I’d once sent myself face down to the kitchen floor testing a batch and I’d had to resuscitate a friend more than once who’d failed to read the wrapper.

An ounce would wholesale at around $2,800 to $3,200 at the time. I would let mine out at $2,200 an ounce for 1-pound (16 oz) loads. After everyone was paid, that left close to half a million dollars profit on those two kilos. Today, with market saturation and stiff competition such profits have been quartered.

I made sure my wholesale prices were lower than others’. To become greedier would have been to lose two important benefits. Everyone along the line made a better living through me. They were happy and would not look elsewhere. If the day ever came to inform on anyone, I’d be the last to be named. At least, that was the rational way to figure the risk.

Secondly, more than a few ruthless villains soon depended on my welfare to secure their income. In the shark-infested criminal world, anyone who might target me or my family for extortion or robbery would find themselves ‘disappeared’ at the hands of those even more ruthless villains who’d retired from bank robbing and taken to drug dealing.

The only source of trouble from this happy balance was from the opposing team, the police. Until I became known, the only danger waited at the world’s airports, where one slip could bring the careful structure to the ground, smashed by the forces of law.

My hours at airports became the most focussed of my life.

I’d flown from Bangkok ahead of Peter Dale to be waiting for him at Brussels airport in Europe. The old terminal of the Belgian capital was built with a balcony looking down on arriving passengers as they lined up before the immigration desks.

Peter had flown from Thailand with the stereo amplifier in his suitcase. He’d taken Scandinavian Airlines to Copenhagen, staying in transit for his connection to Brussels. This sideways hop into Europe had the advantage that Peter’s first contact with customs would be after 10 am at the airport’s sleepiest time (the packed long-haul flights arrive between 5:30 in the morning and 8:30) and he’d have come from a small plane on a Europe-only flight. Customs searchers had been worn out by checking the incoming Asian flights and the arrivals hall would be almost deserted.

I looked down to see Peter. He was easy to spot. Dressed in a white tracksuit with gold piping and carrying an expensive racquet, he bounced through with confidence. He’d invented for himself the personality of an international tennis pro. Later, I had to smile as I watched Peter at the taxi rank clearly explaining the features of his new carbon-fibre racquet to a fellow traveller.

At the Metropole Hotel, I took the case, bid farewell to Peter (he was off to London to wait a few weeks for the Australia return on the next run) and then joined my friend Michael for lunch at a nearby café.

Michael, at 34, was ten years older than I and had risen high and fallen far in the years before we’d met. As a teenager, the tall, long-haired Michael had taken to pole vaulting and by his twenties was listed for competition at the Commonwealth Games. A knee injury had taken him out of the running and he began teaching art in high schools before going AWOL, re-appearing in Sydney as a bartender. Luck or misfortune had brought him to the drying sheds of the Riverina marijuana growers along Australia’s New South Wales border.

The Italians had given Michael a good price and within months he’d bought himself the full set of new drug-money trappings: a townhouse, country retreat, American cars and a boat that bobbed no farther than the marina as Michael’s new friends staggered around on deck.

Two other possessions became the true loves of Michael’s life. Marie, a vibrant South American girl. And heroin. Both were expensive. Then, Michael’s life imploded. Australia’s newly formed Narcotics Bureau had become dependent on informers who quickly had the bureau’s green operatives more interested in dealing than delivering. Michael’s little crew carried at least two undercover narcs so when a fall guy was needed, Michael was the only one not playing both sides. Only the wily Calabrese kept him from a major bust and soon the entire Narcotics Bureau folded.

Michael lost the boats and cars and just managed to hold on to the things he loved most. By the time I met him, the underworld dogs of the Melbourne crime scene were kicking in the door of Michael’s flat, waving shotguns around from under their ski masks, hauling away the remains of his former life and draining his ever-smaller stake money.

It didn’t take much detective work to discover who’d set Michael up for the home invasions – he’d had only one regular visitor, a guy who ran errands and swore undying loyalty. I made it known that Michael was no longer an open target, and I offered him courier’s work with matching passports.

‘Would that mean I’d have to shave off my moustache?’ was Michael’s only question. That touch of vanity and the remaining look of a schoolteacher made Michael a good choice. But he wanted more than just runner’s work.

At the café in Brussels, Michael introduced the friend he’d told me about. Another failed businessman, a young man from Adelaide who’d run a music shop into the ground so was now prepared to do the devil’s work. For a price.

Matthew sat wasting a cream cake with his fork while Michael did his talking for him.

‘Matthew wanted to ask if this thing works out, maybe he can put some money into the next one. You know, take a share?’

I smiled at Michael who was suddenly uncomfortable.

‘Does that mean I’m already paying you too much, Matthew?’ I didn’t like the idea of him simply giving back half his fee so he could take five times as much on the next job. I thought that might be Michael’s ambition.

Couriers are best taken from civilian stock. The problem is that few see themselves as criminals. Matthew had initially argued that $20,000 wasn’t payment enough. His expression said he wouldn’t normally lower himself. I guess he meant that I was fortunate – no, blessed – to have a fellow of his high pedigree. That I should pay a premium for innocent, pure souls. ‘I’d never even consider this, it’s not a normality for me,’ he’d said, using one of his twisted-up words, as though he was there to tell me he’d had some book learnin’.

‘Matthew,’ I stared at his nose. ‘It’s an abnormality to pay more than ten. But I know the tax office is about to seize your stock. Michael had to convince me.’

That week, Mathew boarded the Qantas flight at Paris bound for Melbourne and Sydney. Michael’s job in this was to manage the new boy, and then take the bag from him at Sydney for the domestic flight to Melbourne. He’d already received a $5,000 spotter’s fee for finding this new runner for me.

I’d been introduced to Michael through an unusual source. And not as a courier. The introduction was to solve the problem Michael and his Colombian girlfriend had with the night raiders, and the plea did not come from a conventional underworld player. It came from the youngest daughter of a respected Italian restaurant family, the Viganos. Clelia Vigano had attended private Catholic girls’ schools along with her three sisters. Not that you could see that so easily. Clelia was twenty-two when I met her and had taken to wearing leathers like Suzi Quattro, although even then I guessed she might land a punch with more force. Don’t get me wrong, she was beautiful even when acting the tough girl, in fact she had a shy quality that – well, that’s enough for now. I’ll come back to Clelia.

Right now we were about to land back in Australia after the long Qantas flight. Matthew, would-be drug kingpin, had dealt with the knowledge of having two kilos of heroin in his suitcase by drinking any fuel that the aircraft did not need. First stop was Melbourne as Qantas swapped air crews. We were to stay in transit, offloading our bags in Sydney.

The hour before walking through the final gate is best occupied by thoughts outside work. Nothing more can be done. Whatever will happen during the seven seconds as the immigration officer determines your fate can only be made worse by chewing over the details, never better. Our courier, sobering up to a sour grumpiness had all he could need. A new passport bearing just one foreign stamp. That of old England, the UK, the mother country. Certainly not a place where anyone would go to buy narcotics.

Looking up at the passengers joining the flight – the plane would fly on from Sydney to Singapore, some passengers to London – I realized I must have fallen asleep. Walking in a dreamy way from the entrance along the corridor were Clelia and Michael’s Marie. They didn’t look towards us. How many times do we dream of the things we fear most? Having the girls exposed to our dangerous world? They were overdressed. Wait. This was too much detail. This was real.

In seconds, as I turned to Michael, possible explanations flashed to mind. Had Clelia and Marie decided on a holiday? Or was this is some kind of surprise or mad joke? Had they been forced … no, nothing made sense.

‘Michael,’ I said quietly. ‘Don’t look now, but we’ve got company. Both of them. Our girls.’

Michael froze for a second then moved to stand. I stopped him. Clelia shot me a secretive look, and I remembered: I’d told her one time how to get into the transit lounge if the day ever came she’d have to pass me a message. And the message must have meant trouble.

‘But how?’ Michael asked as I explained why they’d be here.

‘They must have bought tickets for New Zealand or someplace where they’d have to change planes at Sydney. Stay here. I’ll find out what’s happened.’

I caught up with Clelia as she picked at magazines in the transit lounge shops.

‘Something worth reading?’ I asked.

‘You could say so,’ Clelia put on a casual look as she flipped through the gossip magazines. ‘A story about how the police were waiting for a group at an airport. Waiting in Sydney.’

Clelia had been contacted at home the night before by our friend, Rocky Garner. Rocky had retired by then from his own brand of looting and pillaging but still kept contacts with the Federal Police. He’d been told that a major operation was ready to spring the trap that week at Sydney airport. A trap for two people running couriers from Thailand.

‘Anything more specific?’ I asked.

Clelia wanted me to take this seriously. ‘No, but there’s a young guy who’s head of it. Rocky thinks that might be you.’ She rolled her magazine up tight.

‘Okay. Thanks sweetheart. Now, best stay away from us. Where’re you ticketed to? New Zealand?’

‘Yes. Auckland.’

‘Good girl. You remembered.’I’d only explained the transit lounge trick once. ‘Cancel your onward connection when you land, if you can. You’ve both got luggage?’

‘No. We told them we had families who were seeing us off at Sydney and they were bringing our stuff.’ Clelia had thought ahead.

As I forced myself to back away, unable even to touch, I whispered, ‘You’re the tops, you know, Kiddo. The tops.’

Michael lost what little colour he had when he heard what could be waiting for us. He began to walk towards Matthew, who was leaning on a railing. Again, I kept Michael from moving.

‘Michael, there’s no point at all telling him anything. It won’t change what might or might not happen. Other than he’ll shit himself, then abandon the suitcase and run.’

After Michael returned from the toilets (where he’d flushed his personal supply) I told him he should leave the airport first.

‘Matthew can go next and I’ll hang back to catch any flack. Odds are that even if they’re waiting, they don’t know who he is. At least you’ll be out to pick up the pieces if everything turns to shit.’

Michael liked the sound of that.

Once seated on board, Michael and I separately in first class, a tanned and gay steward gave me a message.

‘This came through the flight deck for you, Mister Hunter.’

The slip read: ‘Your mother has been taken to hospital. Condition good. Please contact Dr Xavier O’Connor.’ The name sounded more like a priest than a doctor. My mother wouldn’t like the whiff of incense in her ward room. Of course, she wasn’t in hospital at all.

Cabin staff brought around landing cards and customs forms. I already had two in my pocket.

The plane began to descend. The seatbelt lights lit up. I stood and looked around. The steward gave me a sympathetic look.

‘It’s okay. You’ve got a few minutes if you want to use the restrooms.’

I stopped at Michael’s seat on my way to the rear of the 747.

‘Slight change of plan. Wait outside the terminal for Boy Wonder to come out with the case. Take him up to Departures and grab a taxi into town.’

‘Everything okay?’ Michael was worried.

‘It will be,’ I said with more confidence than I felt.

I found Matthew in his seat stuffing an airline blanket into his cabin bag. No one seemed interested but I spoke briefly.

‘That customs form you just filled in?’

Matthew went to pull it from his passport. I stopped him.

‘No. Keep it. Hand it in. But – and this is important – use this other form after you collect your bag. A man at the exit gate will ask for it. Okay?’

I had to run it past Mathew once more. He seemed to understand.

After touchdown we three kept apart. I’d lost sight of Clelia and Marie who quickly passed through the barriers.

How do you look for watching police when you’re in a place packed with watching officials as their job? Sniffer dog handlers had passengers set their hand luggage on a low trestle while the mutts trotted past. We went through the immigration desks. The officer kept the white landing card but returned the customs form after scribbling a code letter on the front. I got ‘A+’, which could have meant top of the class. But what class?

Nothing more was unusual. Except for the cameras. As we waited for the bags to pop up and on to the revolving carousel, I moved about. From a darkened room somewhere in the building I was being watched. Maybe Michael, too, but not for long. He grabbed his bag, went to the exit and was directed to a search counter.

Matthew’s bag and mine appeared separately. Cameras divided. Our bags identical except for a strip of tape on one handle. Michael was standing before the search counter trying not to look our way. The customs officers weren’t making much of poking through his bag. As they closed the suitcase lid, I nodded to Matthew who had turned to stone.

I’d taken a trolley and now made a fuss over putting my bag in place, letting it fall aside. Finally, Mathew picked up his bag. The idiot had forgotten that the taped handle was on my bag not his so had to wait to see what I’d picked up. He moved to the exit, towing the suitcase on its wheels and handed over the form I’d given him. I tried not to look but I had to. Matthew was walking out untouched. Fine.

It was not so easy for me. When the exit man saw the ‘A+’ on my form I was directed to a search desk well away from the exit doors. Two hours later, after an hour in a small room where all my solid objects were x-rayed, I walked into the sun. Wisely or not, we all met up at the Hilton Hotel that evening.

‘What was that all about?’ Matthew was all brightness and self-satisfaction now.

‘Just a little insurance,’ I explained. ‘The coded letter on your customs form was an “X”. It’s their way of telling each other that you are clean as a whistle. Today’s code word was “X-RAY”. I got an “A”. That’s what took me so long.’

Matthew nodded. ‘But how did you know today’s code?’

‘A lucky guess,’ I lied.

‘No, Dave. You’ve got someone on the inside. You paid someone off!’ There was no getting anything past Matthew – just everything.

Michael was in charge of Matthew, he seemed to remember and so spoke up. ‘We never pay off cops. When you start paying a man not to do his job he calls it overtime.’ And there’d be no overtime for Matthew. He never worked for us again.

In fact, there was no payoff or guesswork. For months by then, on the day of our return to Australia we would have someone take a quick return flight, flying in from the safest place that could be called international. That day it was Norfolk Island, a duty-free dot a couple of hours from Sydney. Our man had flown back that morning and found he’d been given an ‘X’ on his Customs form and he’d been sent straight through without one look. It was he who’d sent me that phoney message about my mother being in hospital. It was he who signed ‘Xavier’. ‘X’ If the code word had been ROME that day, for example, he would have called himself ‘Robert’. ‘R’.

At midnight, sitting up in the hotel’s over-sized bed with Clelia at my side, I stared at the television. Peter O’Toole as Lawrence, dressed as an Arab in the desert. Clelia looked up from her pillow.

‘Do you think they were waiting?’

I didn’t answer that but assured her, ‘You did the right thing, Clel. Really.’

She snuggled up. ‘So, what do we do?’

‘We be careful. Like always.’

I held her close, using the chunky remote to kill the television sound. ‘That passport you used today. I’ll get you another one. But leave it with your brother. Don’t use it for anything.’

‘I’m worried, David.’

‘You said that once before, remember? In Thailand. And nothing happened.’

Clelia sat up. ‘Didn’t it?’

She was right. A year earlier, after we’d left Thailand, I’d come within half an inch of a life sentence. Today had been no more complicated or scary than many others but the opposition was getting closer. I said some words, trying to make them seem fresh.

‘Not much longer, Clelia. Soon we’ll have enough for the rest of our lives. We’ve crossed the million mark.’

The word million seemed to annoy her. A boys’ toy word. So I added for re-assurance: ‘What kind of fool doesn’t know when to get out in time?’

For a detailed description of just what kind of fool, turn the page.


Biting the Apple & Bobbing for Nails

As I write this, I am in the garden cabin of a house in the English countryside where I live with my new, small family.

A while back when clearing old junk from the attic, I found a dusty box of pictures and a single roll of 8mm Kodachrome colour film. It was shot in 1957 by some American friends of my mother. It shows little David, not yet two, attempting to walk in London’s Hyde Park. I’m dressed in the height of 1950s baby fashion – a snappy trench coat and pair of shiny shoes, one hand tight on the large wheel of an expensive stroller. We had money then. Dad, John McMillan, had just become chief of the new commercial TV network Associated-Rediffusion. Looking at the film, I can see I was not convinced about this walking business. Not with a good-looking mummy to carry me around and a silk bed on wheels. Still, I tried. And failed.

At the edge of the screen a hand appears holding one of those big British £5 notes. It is dangled before me. I lunge for the note. My dad, holding the note, pulls it away. I learn quickly – not how to walk but how to grasp. The film ends with baby David sitting on the grass waving the money in the air. His grin says: ‘I got it anyway!’ Even so, I can’t blame my dad for my having spent a lifetime repeating those early steps.

Now, just a brief word: Having paid good money to read about tricks of the smuggling trade and the cost of success with the true price of failure, you quite reasonably won’t sit still for family histories. Even so, an outline of a few episodes will show the wise how some events shine their light deep into the future.

My mother Rosemary was a small-town country girl by birth. Cobram, Victoria 1926; population 250. By inclination, she was a big-city romantic. When my grandfather’s bank moved him and the family to Port Melbourne ten years later, my mother saw this as step one of destiny’s plan. As a teenager, Rosie would smile at the compliments offered by the American marines in port and know that her future lay beyond the seas. In Melbourne before television, radio was considered glamorous, so her job at station 3AW in the late ’40s was fun as well as destiny’s plan step two: build a contact network. The movies had left my mum drawn to the strong, silent types – John Wayne, Clarke Gable – but Hollywood was too high in the clouds. To London was where every young Australian girl looked, and Rosemary sailed north seeking classy adventure.

The most polished Englishman of the party at TV House that night in ’52 was John McMillan, a former army major who spoke with dry wit and sophistication. After D-Day in World War II, he’d set up radio jamming stations as the Allies advanced on Berlin and was now an up and coming TV executive. He and Rosie took to each other and soon he would enjoy smoothing the rough edges from the naïve yet pretty Melbourne girl. At first John concealed the existence of his first wife and two children. Not long divorced, he’d returned them to their home within Rhodesia’s (now Zimbabwe) tiny white minority. My dad concealed his true Sydney birth, too, a past buried under his new British accent.

The marriage to my mum brought my sister Debbie into the world by chance but after three years as the family grew richer, I was planned.

‘And to think we had you on purpose,’ my mother half jokes. ‘If only we’d known!’

My baby steps weren’t enough to keep the marriage together. John McMillan wanted an open marriage and Rosemary wanted true love. By 1958 we were on board the SS Orsova bound for Melbourne. We had a tiny stowaway hidden from view amongst us: my yet-to-be-born brother Simon. On land, it became single mum Rosie with six-year-old Debbie, little David and baby Simon living in the Melbourne suburbs with my Gran and an auntie.

I’ll now step through a handful of scenes from my childhood.

The rear garden of a weatherboard Brighton house. I’m five years old, lying under the strong sun on a small grassy mound. I am alone, feeling king of the jungle.

A year later, sleeping almost non-stop aboard a PAN AM jetliner between Los Angeles and Honolulu. Oval shaped windows in the ceiling reveal the stars above. Except they did not. The ovals are just recessed lights and the stars merely painted in gold. Often, I catch memories of travel.

The ship Fairstar crashing through a storm in the North Atlantic as she steers for England’s Southampton dock. The passengers of the first-class bar on the sundeck – including my mother who’d upgraded herself that afternoon – are rocked by the smash of waves as they hit the tall windows. Suddenly, they are up from their deep chairs and raising the alarm. Someone has spotted a tiny child outside clinging to a railing, almost at the front tip of the boat. The swell raises the bow over twenty feet and the breaking waves drench the kid, lifting his feet from the deck. Five seamen are sent to save him. I couldn’t see what had upset them so much though I knew I was out of bounds. Besides, I was having a great time and had managed to fasten two buttons of my raincoat. I barely remember sad England ashore that year as I was six, merely: smells of stale food, cold and damp; small and dim. And gone from memory.

Is there anything to those few frames? Already a loner, danger was among the crowd of men. Nature, no matter her size, her primitive roar, the destructive sweep of each mighty wave, never intended any harm.

The following year, we are living with our new stepfather in Melbourne again; a soft-spoken Frenchman with a big house in Melbourne’s suburbs. Filled with plush furnishings, it is always warm and smells of good food. My mum and brother Simon have left us for three months. She’s doing the catering for the whole crew on Donald Campbell’s world land-speed record attempt using the 30-foot Bluebird on Lake Eyre. My sister and I more-or-less look after ourselves. Debbie’s ten and loves playing mother. My stepfather George, a businessman, is rarely in the house except when recording his own piano scores in a studio he’s had built. I daydream, lying on the thick carpet under the piano. Other times, I hide under the big stereo cabinets warmed by their glowing glass valve amplifiers. At eight, I’m happy in other worlds – listening to rare music, recorded poetry, famous speeches and comedy from every corner: American stand-up, British fall-down … I remember, too, a satire of President Kennedy’s family in the White House. I don’t suppose I understood much but that stereo cabinet became my Tardis, magic carpet and time machine.

Collecting the labels from matchboxes was a major hobby in Victoria for boys and girls in the mid-1960s. For me at nine, it was an obsession. I’d skateboard miles to find discarded boxes, and climb all over the Melbourne docks to find just one foreign label, perhaps thrown from the gangway of a visiting cargo ship. The state’s match makers, Bryant & May, issued sets of sixty-four twice a year, linked by theme. Cars, flowers, birds – but I cared only to complete my sets, to be glued in a special album. A mysterious 4th-grader at Armadale State School sold our gang the directions and plan to break into the Richmond factory. We took a train to the unfamiliar industrial suburb. Then climbed the two back fences as directed before clambering through a skylight into a shower room. My friends soon lost interest but I returned twice more. The wonder and riches of the factory remained as fresh. Huge skips and iron hoppers full of mispackaged matchboxes, and all for the taking. Yet by then I was no longer tucking my jumper into my trousers and loading up. I would search the dusty nooks and unlit crevices of the works for old matchboxes with faded labels from a bygone era – like the summer before. I felt as an archaeologist might as he uncovers the key stone tablet or the nose-bone of a mythrodon. The thrill of discovery.

One Sunday, I saw an old security guard doing his rounds for the first time. Red-faced, chubby and slow-moving. He looked harmless. I moved from the shadows, thinking that I wasn’t really doing anything very bad. He handed me over to the local police immediately. I claimed to’ve been ‘going for a walk’ and had accidentally wandered in (yes, over two gates, through the plumbing, across a gantry, down a pipe …) but refused to give my name, address or mum’s number. Those uniformed men were not people I wanted to bring home. By nightfall, I knew I’d be missed and in trouble anyway so gave my phone number. Rosie tore across town from one of her endless Sunday lunches accompanied by some rich friends. The Mercedes and a BMW pulled up outside the small station. Rosemary, flanked by two professional looking young men, steamed into the station. Under the stress, at the sight of her I burst into tears, hugging her waist. The scowling accusation in my mother’s eyes as she looked to those big, walloping policemen could have floored a platoon. The cops didn’t know where to look as they backed away from their tiny prisoner. Okay, I kept my mouth shut at nine but that’s not the point. It is in this: the police found out from mum that I was collecting the labels, as they’d suspected. Just as I’d been asked. I wasn’t the first kid who’d been fished out of a matchbox dumpster clutching faulty strikers. The ‘good’ cop asked me why I hadn’t told them five hours earlier. I couldn’t say. The worst part for me was when he opened up a metal locker and removed a tiny envelope from a boxful of envelopes. He opened the flap and offered the pack of sixty-four. They were matchbox labels, of course. Supplied by the factory. A full set of the treasured and rare Roman Empire series. In my life I’d only glimpsed one. I shook my head. How could a nine-year-old explain that he would prefer imprisonment than to have his awe of discovery reduced to a handout?
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“LIVING FAST' REDEFINED AS BANGKOK HILTON ESCAPEE
DAVID MCMILLAN OPENS HIS PAST AS A TEENAGE DRUG-TRAFFICKER

The much-anticipated prequel to international bestseller

DAVID McMILLAN

“Breathtaking stuff” News of the World, UK (on Escape)





