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This happened. 
 

Names, places, and the sequence of events have been changed. 
 
  



 
“In a country well governed, poverty is something to be ashamed of. In a 

country badly governed, wealth is something to be ashamed of.” 
-Confucius 

 
“Pain is inevitable. Suffering is optional.” 

-Buddha 
 

“Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.” 
-Matthew 5:5 
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Introduction 
 
Life in Southeast Asia is like a deck of cards. It took me almost a year of 
living there to realize that, but one night, standing in a moonlit courtyard 
waiting for someone, it finally hit me. And if Asia is like a deck of cards, 
then each person is a card in the deck. Just by being born they’re marked, 
as clearly as if they were red or black, spade or diamond. Most people are 
low on the deck, of course – twos and threes and sixes. Almost all of them. 
Only a select few are lucky enough to be born wealthy and powerful: the 
Jacks, Kings, and Aces. There are even Queens. 
 
In a place where 70% of the world’s population lives within a 1,000-mile 
radius, the competition just to survive is unfathomable. Each person 
spends their entire life fighting to squeeze higher in the deck, paying for 
the crime of their existence. Clawing and crawling to rewrite their fate, 
they become intoxicated with the dream of that same wealth and power 
they viciously resent. Most of them never will rise higher; they toil and 
suffer and die just as they lived. 
 
The truth of that dynamic revealed itself to me after almost a year of 
traveling. I first took 19 hours of crammed flights to Vietnam in July of 
2013. Vietnam, the Philippines, Thailand, Laos, and Cambodia were mine 
to explore. I settled in when it felt right or moved to the next spot when I 
felt the itch, searching for something more meaningful than the typical 
tourist experience. I found it – or, rather, it found me when a bizarre whirl 
of fate dropped me into the most extraordinary circumstances, blowing the 
roof right off of the life I’d known. 
 
In October of that year, when the winds started blowing and the seas boiled 
over, I found myself stranded on a tropical island. Unable to evacuate, it 
was there I hunkered down for the strongest typhoon to hit land in modern 
history – Typhoon Yolanda, or Haiyan as you may know it. But that wasn’t 
even the remarkable part. It was in the wake of the typhoon when 
everything changed, where my voice and likeness was on CNN’s Anderson 
Cooper 360, Good Morning America, and television shows and headlines 
from Moscow to London to Tokyo. 
 
At the same time, I was stranded, stripped of my identity and any access to 
money, thrust into the world of the locals, given mercy and shelter by a 
mamasan and a bar full of Taxi Girls in a place I’ll call Dragon Town. 
 
In Dragon Town, I witnessed the best and worst of humanity, the craziest 
things you could imagine embraced as routine. But more importantly, I 
came to know the uncloudable joy and indomitable spirit of the people 
there. And it was there that I met the lowest of the low, the Queens of 
Dragon Town. This book is for them. 



 
If you kindly excuse my clumsy narration, you’ll find it’s a tribute to those 
who have no voice, who can’t tell the world their story themselves. 
 
So is Dragon Town a real place? No, not on any map. But it is a fair 
characterization of everything I’ve seen and experienced in Southeast 
Asia. Dragon Town may not exist geographically, but I assure you that 
places like it exist, and everything you’ll read actually happened. And it all 
still happens, every time the sun goes down. 
  
If Southeast Asia is indeed a deck of cards, then there are times when the 
deck gets shuffled – rare occasions when all the cards are tossed in the air 
and flutter back to earth in perfect chaos. This is the story of one of those 
times, when life’s deck got shuffled, with me as the wild card thrown in, 
and how we all landed. 
 
So hold on – the winds are starting to stir and the sky is growing dark, and 
we can’t shake the feeling that something big is about to happen. 
  



Waiting for Sophar 
 
The tourists chanted, “Do it! Do it!” so the little boy put the razor blade in 
his mouth and started chewing. He made a big show of it, opening his 
mouth to show them the metal, wearing a mock expression of agony. 
 
Once the blade was crushed up good, he spit the pieces into his palm, 
fanning them out with his finger to show the tourists. He was well 
practiced, so there wasn’t much blood. The foreigners’ faces lit up, thrilled 
to see something other than mundane tours of temples, museums, and the 
king’s palace. 
 
The American tourist shrieked in glee and rubbed the boy’s midnight hair, 
while her Aussie boyfriend, drunk and sweating through his Beer Chang 
tank top, said that the razor blade trick was probably fake. The little 
barefoot street kid – I didn’t know his name, though I’d seen him every 
night for the last couple months – threw the chewed up blade in the gutter 
and cozied up to the tourists’ table. 
 
He held his hand out again, this time making big eyes at the tourists. The 
man just sat back with his beer, but the woman said, “Ohhhh, how grand!” 
and dug in her new Louis Vuitton purse – a knockoff she’d just bought at 
the night market. She handed the boy a few coins. 
 
The boy who chewed razor blades for their amusement – it was hard to tell 
if he was five years old or 10 – examined each coin like it was a rare 
species of butterfly that had just landed in his hand. He pouted his lips and 
his eyes widened into saucers, pleading with the woman for more. 
 
“Sorry, sweetie, that’s all we have,” she said, as her boyfriend ordered 
more beers from the teenage waiter, who ran around frantically balancing 
steaming dishes of golden noodles, mounds of spicy curries, duck eggs, and 
silvery grilled fish, their glassy black eyes rainbowed with death. 
 
The boy didn’t budge, frozen in his pose with hand out for more. The 
woman smiled and told him that she wished they could give more, because 
he was a cute little boy and they wished they’d have a boy like him when 
they got older, but they didn’t have any more money tonight. 
 
“Please, madam,” the boy said, “Just one doll-er. Just one.” 
 
The woman apologized again, telling him to go find his family and get off 
the streets and stay in school and good luck. But the boy did not move. 
 
“Just one, madam. Please…” he purred. 
 



“Bugger off now, we’re eating,” said the Aussie man, waving him away. The 
waiter arrived with more green beer bottles in a bucket of ice, smoking in 
the night’s heat. He yelled at the street boy in their native tongue and 
threw a half-hearted kick in his direction. But the boy was quick as only 
people with empty bellies can be, sidestepping while snatching a fistful of 
French fries off the nearest plate before skittering into the street. 
 
“Fucking gypo,” the man yelled, starting to get up to give chase. 
 
“It’s okay, it’s really okay. Don’t worry about it,” the American woman 
said. “Let’s just drink, babe.” 
 
The waiter postured and threatened, yelling obscenities at the boy, but it 
was all a show for the foreigners so he might earn a tip. He knew the boy 
would be back the next night, when they’d all play out the same desperate 
theater again. Begging street kids weren’t good for business, but there 
wasn’t any way to stop them. 
 
The boy who chewed razor blades strolled toward the next bar. His face 
changed once he crossed into darkness, the purple glow of neon melting 
away. His eyes no longer pouted, but a cocky smirk spread across his face. 
That had been a victory. 
 
He pulled out his pack of razor blades and counted how many were left 
before tucking them away. 
 
The boy paused before he reached the next group of wobbly round tables on 
the sidewalk. Thirsty tourists manned the table, shining with sweat and 
shrieking with laughter as they threw around money they’d claim not to 
have. But he waited for the boy twirling batons of fire to finish his act and 
move on before he approached. He knew the foreigners wouldn’t give him 
money for chewing the razors if he followed the fire-eater too soon. He ate 
the last of his French fries and watched. 
 
I kept walking, past that kid, past the tables, in the middle of the street to 
dodge the traffic jam of tourists stopping in front of sidewalk vendors 
selling t-shirts, jewelry and pirated DVDs laid out on cardboard. 
 
“My friend, my friend, good price for you. What do you look for? We have. 
My friend!” 
 
My feet danced through it all, an impossible choreography of bodies and 
grasping hands, whizzing motos and stray dogs. 
 
At the end of the bar street, I turned onto the wider avenue that ran along 
the ocean. An old woman stood alone on the corner, pleading for someone 



to buy the single wilted rose she held so she might eat a little rice that 
night. 
 
A few blocks down, I came to the perfectly manicured park that adorned 
the front of the Royal Palace. It was normally empty at this time because 
people rushed to get home before the curfew. But on this night there was a 
small crowd of people, all looking at the new billboard that had just been 
unveiled in front of the palace only days earlier. I stopped and looked, too. 
 
It was more than a billboard but a monument, really – a 45-foot-high 
painting of a man’s face, disinterested eyes looking down at the citizens of 
Dragon Town beneath stern eyebrows. He was dressed in formal military 
attire, colorful medals pinned to the top of his breast and epaulettes on his 
shoulders. Sashes of gold and royal red adorned the top of the billboard, 
streaming in the wind. A thousand round yellow and blue electric lights 
lined its frame, illuminating the upturned dirt and sweat stained faces of 
the people below. 
 
The people on the street pointed at the giant billboard, purposely built 
higher than any nearby building other than the palace itself. They 
discussed it in their own language, and even though I couldn’t speak it, I 
understood what they were saying. 
 
I looked up at the man’s face on the billboard, too, shaking my head. He 
looked all too familiar. But unlike the islanders, I didn’t have to guess 
where the money to build it came from – a regal and vain monument 
constructed only yards away from where a homeless girl slept with the 
curb as her pillow, arms wrapped around her naked baby sister. 
 
A tuk-tuk driver pulled his moto and carriage to a stop in the middle of the 
street, not concerned at all that he was blocking traffic. He lit a cigarette 
and peered up. 
 
A bottle smashed on the pavement behind me, making me jump. I realized I 
should keep moving. It might not be safe for me out here, and I didn’t have 
time to stop anyway. I had someone important to meet. 
 
Past the billboard of the man’s face, I followed the freshly painted yellow 
10-foot-high wall along one side of the Royal Palace, walking deeper into 
the heart of Dragon Town. The sound of ocean waves faded into thumping 
music as I neared the beehive of local bar streets. 
 
I went to check my watch, but remembered I didn’t have one anymore. I 
took out my phone and checked the time, then put it away before anyone 
saw me. Something scurried on the other side of the street, but it was only 
a few kids going through piles of trash looking for something to eat. 



 
I was early for our meeting so I slowed my pace, wiping sweat from my 
forehead. 
 
A group of island men played cards on the corner. They squatted on the 
sidewalk, shirtless, rearranging the cards and stroking their chins in 
contemplation. One of the men looked up as I passed. 
 
“Sus-dae,” I said, hello in their language, bowing my head slightly and 
joining my hands at my chest as was customary. 
 
“Marine you?” he asked, looking at my short hair and basketball jersey, 
pointing his losing hand of cards at me. The other men looked up. 
 
“No, bong. I live here,” I said, referring to him as big brother to show 
respect. He looked at me for a moment, calculating my existence, and then 
went back to his game. 
 
I kept up my stride, looking over my shoulder to make sure they weren’t 
following me. There were no cars or motos on the street, only people 
rushing home in the shadows. 
 
It sure looked different in the daytime, when little kids in their blue and 
white school uniforms chased a ball, the men tinkering with their motos or 
sleeping on hammocks, laundry rippling on every line. It was alive then, 
comforting. It used to be alive at night, too, but since the curfew, the 
children and mothers and families were locked inside their airless rooms 
after 10, sleeping together on bamboo mats on the floor. 
 
I smiled, recalling the nights I’d slept on a bamboo mat, too. 
 
I checked the time on my phone again. 9:22. 
 
Would she show up? I tried to convince myself that of course she would, 
but I wasn’t sure if I believed it. She owed me $600 in U.S. dollars – a 
fortune around here – but there was so much more riding on it. 
 
The green metal door unlocked easily for me, even in the dark, and I 
turned into an alley, narrow and devoid of light. The only noise was the 
echo of water dripping down the walls. I used to wait for my eyes to adjust 
to the light when I came this way, but now I could navigate effortlessly, 
avoiding the potholes and piles of trash where rats fed. 
 
Climbing the stairs three floors to the rooftop, I came out in the center of 
the courtyard. I checked my phone. 9:27. 
 



Sophar said she’d meet me at 9:30 to bring me my money – enough time to 
get off the street before the curfew. I would be leaving Dragon Town that 
night, taking the last ferry off the island to the mainland where I’d catch an 
early morning flight back to the States. 
 
I stood there, waiting for Sophar in the one sliver of moonlight that stole in 
like a cat burglar. It was hard to believe I used to live up here. It seemed 
like a lifetime ago, but in some ways it seemed like only yesterday. But now 
that I had a new ATM card and my passport, I could finally get home and 
move on with my life, which had taken such a fortuitous tumble. 
 
I scanned the shanty sky, still wishing I could see the snow falling. But that 
was impossible, no matter how much I wanted to believe. This was the 
tropics, and the night was only filled with stars, and the spires of the 
palace roof in the distance, silhouetted against the moon like the golden 
spine of a dragon. 
 
In a big, crazed world of problems, it was such a small thing between us: 
one storm, one island, one frightened girl in one bar, and one damaged 
house in the province where an elderly mother drifted towards her peace. 
But now, standing there waiting for Sophar, it seemed so important. 
 
I knew from the start that I couldn’t fix it all for her. But maybe, just 
maybe, I could do something to make it better. 
 
9:29. 
 
I thought I heard steps. 
  



Welcome to Dragon Town 
 
How did I first come to Dragon Town? That part of the story is easy to tell. 
From the summer of 2013 to the summer of 2014, I traveled through 
Southeast Asia. My job as a writer allowed me to be broke anywhere, so I 
figured I might as well be broke on a tropical beach somewhere. I booked 
the cheapest airline ticket I could find over to Vietnam, where I settled into 
Nha Trang, the seaside city on the central coast. I found a nice apartment 
and made plenty of local friends and started to explore. After a couple 
months I headed to the Philippines, where I embraced the island life on 
Boracay. It was hard to say goodbye to my great Filipino friends, but the 
next stop was Thailand, then Laos, and finally spending the remainder of 
my year in Cambodia. 
 
In between there somewhere, following the trail of European, Canadian, 
and Australian backpackers, scuba divers, and professional partiers, I 
found Dragon Town. Right away, I knew it was different. It didn’t have the 
most pristine beach I’d ever seen – that was on Boracay. The people were 
nice, but Filipinos and Khmer (Cambodian) people are warm and friendly 
anywhere you go. It didn’t have the wildly exotic splendor of Laos or the 
living tradition of Thailand, and the food definitely wasn’t as good or 
inexpensive as in Vietnam, but it offered something far more unique: it was 
lost. 
 
The island, and its capital city, Dragon Town, almost didn’t exist to the 
outside world; it was a phantom that didn’t even appear on most western 
maps. Nestled in between three countries – the eastern curl of Thailand’s 
white sand shores, southern Cambodia’s unsettled natural coastline, and 
the western edge of the Vietnam peninsula – it offered the perfect locale for 
sovereignty. In a no-man’s land between the Gulf of Thailand the greater 
South China Sea, its location and deep bay made it a perfect resting place 
for passing vessels following their shipping routes  – and a frequent point 
of territorial contention. The cargo was the only thing that changed 
through the decades. First it was bamboo, then bananas, opium, guns, 
refugees, then money and secrets. 
 
The history of Southeast Asia is pocked with brutal military expansion and 
barbaric imperialism. In fact, only Thailand has never been conquered by a 
foreign nation, but they’ve had plenty of bloody coups within their borders. 
Yet, somehow, this little island was never invaded. 
 
No one needed to invade Dragon Town to conquer it; it was wide open, 
welcome to anyone who landed on its shores with a couple of baht, dong, 
pesos, yen, riel or dollars. Conquering the island would come with the 
burden of ruling it, and that would be a losing venture. Everything Dragon 
Town and the island had to offer was already there for the taking. Over the 



decades Khmer refugees, Filipino sailors, Vietnamese boat people, 
Indonesian fishermen, and Chinese businessmen all arrived on the island. 
 
Those who stayed got married and had plenty of babies, mixing their 
language, customs, religions, and traditions into the soup of many flavors, 
until Dragon Town natives could only be described as islanders. 
 
Dragon Town was a nickname, of course. The real name was 
unpronounceable for the westerners who rediscovered the island as a 
tropical playground in the early 1990s – after the revolution, when it was 
safe to go there again. The island they found was eerily silent, the 
surviving locals shuffling about in silence with eyes like zombies, their 
bellies almost touching their backs from hunger. 
 
The westerners learned quickly that for a brutal and bloody two-year 
period, the inhabitants of the island were fiercely divided into Gray Shirts 
and the Blue Shirts, the two warring factions that came to power after the 
Great King died. It escalated into the most unspeakable acts perpetrated 
by islander against islander, neighbor against neighbor, and even family 
members against each other. 
 
Of course the common people – peaceful fisherman, mango growers, and 
rice farmers – knew nothing of the politics of the Gray Shirts and the Blue 
Shirts. Until then, they were only concerned with working the fields, 
catching fish, and peacefully raising their families. 
 
When the Great King died, power was anyone’s to claim, so the Gray Shirts 
came in and offered a few farmers and fisherman a steady paycheck to be 
soldiers – along with black clubs and shiny new boots. The young men 
didn’t know what that meant, and the elders warned them, but it sounded 
wonderful and they’d never owned shoes before, so they signed up. 
 
Soldiers need someone to fight, so the Blue Shirts recruited their own 
young soldiers and gave them guns, not clubs. Before long, the Blue and 
Gray soldiers were fighting – as is the only purpose of soldiers – and the 
island became a living hell. 
 
“It’s for your own good,” the leaders of the Gray Shirts and Blue Shirts told 
the people. “If we don’t stand up and purge the infidels from the island, you 
will be their slaves. You will be hungry and have no rights and always be 
poor.” 
 
The people didn’t know what “infidels” meant, but didn’t dare speak back 
for fear of being called infidels themselves. But when they looked around, 
everyone they saw was already hungry and poor. The quickest way to start 
a war is to prepare for a war, and when the infidels started burning their 



homes and killing their sons and daughters and taking their wives, there 
was only one thing to do: pick up a gun and kill the bastards. 
 
Soon, there were no other colors on the island but Gray and Blue, and it 
was all soaked red with blood. The leaders of the two parties grew more 
powerful and called themselves Presidents and then Kings and even 
Emperors, and the people had no choice but follow orders to kill the people 
who were trying to kill them. 
 
So when western troops landed on the island on orders from the United 
Nations three years later, looking so official and strong in their well-
pressed uniforms, there was nothing left to fight for and few put up 
resistance. The Gray and Blue Emperors worked out a peace deal with the 
UN that included shiny new BMWs, though there were few real roads to 
drive them on. The people, sensing it was all over, threw their guns in the 
ocean and burned their tattered gray and blue shirts. 
 
“We are a peaceful party and only care about helping our people,” the 
leaders told them, starting to grow fat beneath their western clothes. 
 
“We are committed to unity,” they said through bullhorns on a stage. 
“Progress! That is what we all should focus on. So we are happy to 
announce that from this day forward, no one will be hungry and there will 
be as much rice and fish as you can eat! Progress for the people!” 
 
The people clapped, but they didn’t know what they were clapping for 
because they were still hungry and half of their families were dead or 
missing and some of them now didn’t even have two hands to clap. If only 
you could eat progress for breakfast and have speeches for dinner, they 
thought. 
 
More stout westerners came in big iron boats. They built huge iron 
platforms out by the reef where the fishermen used to cast their nets, with 
machines that whirred and smoked night and day. “There’s something 
called ‘oil’ in those reefs,” someone told them. 
 
People from all over the world started showing up on the island because of 
that oil, and they all needed things. So the islanders built shacks near the 
beach and sold them fuel and fish and batteries and toothpaste and meat 
and rice. But the foreigners needed a lot more beer than toothpaste. So 
they sold them cases of beer faster than they could boat them in from the 
mainland, and then sugar cane rum when the beer ran out. 
 
The westerners got wildly drunk until they were falling down and cursing 
and fighting each other. But the islanders didn’t mind because they always 
threw around their green paper money, which someone told them was 



worth more than pearls. The people preferred to trade things, like they’d 
always done, but pretty soon the fat leaders made sure everyone was using 
the green paper money. 
 
“Since so much progress will be visiting your homes soon, we are opening 
the first bank on the island,” they echoed through bullhorns. “This will 
keep your money safe!” 
 
“What money? Safe from what?” the people thought. But they did not 
complain because they had enough to eat and things were far better than 
the years during the revolution. When they built the first bank, a 
glimmering steel and concrete structure as tall as a palm tree, the 
islanders couldn’t figure out why it was so big, since the green paper 
money was so small. But there were jobs for some of the men, and that was 
good. 
 
“This bank is a great shining accomplishment and something to be proud 
of!” the fattest leader proclaimed. 
 
When it opened, the leaders called it “Bank of Canada.” It stood right near 
the King’s Palace, which had been boarded up after the Great King died and 
during the war. Most of the islanders didn’t have any use for a bank 
because they only owned a few coins and some fish. Even if they did have 
green money, they wouldn’t put it in a big building named after someone 
named “Canada,” who they’d never met before. 
 
But they were eating for the most part, so they didn’t complain when the 
second and the third bank went up, along with paved roads so the leaders 
could drive their new Rolls Royce automobiles. 
 
A couple years later, the oil must have dried up, because the iron machines 
and iron boats and most of the foreigners disappeared just as fast as they’d 
arrived. 
 
“Last one off the island, please turn off the lights!” the foreigners joked. 
But a few of them stayed behind, the ones who didn’t seem suited to go 
back to their old countries, who had grown thick beards and ripped the 
sleeves off their shirts and found local wives. 
 
Those remaining foreigners really needed beer, so they bought the shacks 
near the beach and gave them colorful names and turned them into bars. 
The wild-eyed pale men must have told their friends, because all sorts of 
interesting people came to the island from all over the world. They sat at 
the bars night and day, never speaking too loudly and always facing the 
door, nice enough fellas who went by funny names like CIA, KGB, UN, MI6, 
Interpol and Mossad. 



 
They called the island a paradise and said, “This is where I’ll come when 
the world ends!” 
 
“Maybe they were practicing?” the people thought, because it didn’t look 
like they were going anywhere. The islanders started semi-affectionately 
calling foreigners Mosquitos, since they were always buzzing around and 
never left you alone. 
 
But once the oil dried up, there was far less green paper money passed 
around. The reefs were ruined, so the fisherman came home with empty 
nets. The fat leaders assured them that this was all part of the “progress,” 
as they drove their shiny new Land Rovers to ribbon-cutting ceremonies at 
yet another new bank. 
 
Times were hard on the island once again. For many people, their bellies 
started reaching toward their backs. But they were used to that, and at 
least no one was shooting at them or taking their family members away to 
die. But this time, there were funny Mosquitos around who still had plenty 
of green money to spend. 
 
The islanders noticed that when the Mosquitos at the bars got drunk, there 
was one more thing they really needed – the company of women. So the 
hungry islanders sent their daughters and sisters to the bars by the beach. 
 
When the women came home the next morning, they had green paper 
money worth as much as pearls and everyone had enough food for a while, 
though no one talked or laughed as they ate. 
 
  



Headline News 
 
When I first came to Dragon Town there was no sign of the revolution or 
dark days from a decade earlier. It was a hidden paradise, a jewel off the 
usual trail of young European and western backpackers and tourists who 
made Asia their playground. 
 
Most of them traveled the same well-tread route: flying into Bangkok, 
Thailand; then south to the islands like Phuket, Koh Pi Pi, and Koh 
Phangan for the Full Moon Party. When their visas ran out or they wanted 
to check something cultural off their list, they took a smoke-belching 
overnight bus to Cambodia, to Angkor Wat in Siem Reap. Then south to the 
capital, Phnom Penh, the most livable city in Southeast Asia, with a short 
stop in Sihanoukville, the chaotic gangster town on the beach otherwise 
known as Snookyville, or just Snooky.  
 
Another bus took them over the border to bustling Ho Chi Minh, Vietnam 
(otherwise known as Saigon). They rented motorbikes and skidded and 
crashed their way up the country’s long coast to Hanoi. From Vietnam’s 
communist bastion city they headed to Vang Vieng and Luang Prabang in 
Laos, and finally hopped a flight to Bali or Ubud in Indonesia before 
returning home. There were many variations on that trip, but the pins in 
the map were usually the same. 
 
A few countries weren’t on that pinwheel: Malaysia because it was too 
expensive and too conservative, the Philippines because it was off by itself 
in the South Pacific and harder to travel among their 7,000 islands, and 
Myanmar (formerly Burma) because it was hard to get drugs and visas 
there, in that order. 
 
Dragon Town and the island were definitely not on that popular route. To 
get there, you flew into the tiny Sihanoukville airport in southern 
Cambodia and then took a ferry two hours over choppy seas to the port in 
Dragon Town. There were far easier pickings for most tourists: easy-to-get-
to beach towns where they could congregate by the thousands to snap 
selfies, drink cheap beer, listen to trashy house music, and collectively 
overrun the natural beauty. 
 
There were still plenty of travelers in Dragon Town, because destinations 
that aren’t popular become extra popular in short time, since they always 
looked for the next unspoiled place. That’s exactly what I liked about it: 
Dragon Town was alive and Saturday-night crowded on the main tourist 
streets, but most of the city still belonged to the islanders. 
 
I guess I came to Dragon Town for that reason, too – to escape the usual. 
 



I was far too old for the typical backpacker antics and I was working every 
day, maintaining my job as a blogger for some companies back in the 
States. I only planned on staying in Dragon Town for a few weeks before I 
figured out where to go next, but I liked it. I found a simple room at the 
Saint Vincent Hotel, only a 10-minute walk to the beach, and booked it at 
the cheaper weekly rate. 
 
My first two weeks on the island were unremarkable: I sweated over my 
laptop at the hotel’s restaurant while talking to the friendly bartender, 
Marlon, with his perfectly combed hair and crisp white shirt. He told me 
what temples and beaches were worth visiting. I enjoyed the sun and the 
waves by day, and walked around and had a few pops at night before 
retiring early with a book or movie on my laptop. 
 
And then, the skies darkened and the sea churned and everything 
changed. 
 
It’s surprising how quickly chatter spreads on an island, and Dragon Town 
was no different. 
 
“Did you hear about the storm?” a lifeguard on the beach asked me on a 
crystal, tropical day. I dismissed the rumor as friendly banter and thought 
nothing else of it. But that night a few tourists were talking about the 
typhoon at a table next to me, and then Marlon at my hotel the next day. 
 
“It looks like a bad one, kuya,” he said. 
 
It hit home when I saw the headline on the front pages of international 
newspapers the following day: the Hong Kong Times, the UK Guardian, and 
the Jakarta Post all reporting “Super typhoon set to blow through 
Southeast Asia.” 
 
The news consumed the island. At least we foreigners and travelers talked 
about it, sharing scraps of information to gauge how worried we should be. 
The locals just shook their heads at our incessant need to vocalize our 
concerns. But it was still only in the back of my thoughts. Maybe we’d get a 
lot of rain that day, so I’d work from my hotel room and get a nice break 
from the hot sun. 
 
I first heard about it on Tuesday. The newspapers and newscasts said it 
would likely hit the Philippines first on Friday, then pass overland to the 
Gulf of Thailand, where we were. The international news all referred to it 
as “Typhoon Haiyan,” though the locals called her “Yolanda.” 
 
It finally hit me that the typhoon was no joke when two things happened. 
First, my buddy, Whitey, in San Francisco Facebook messaged me. 



 
“Yo G, I’ve been tracking this in the news and it looks bad, man. They’re 
saying it’s heading right for you and they’re expecting up to 20-foot sea 
swells and 150-mile-per-hour winds. I think you should get the hell out of 
there,” he wrote. 
 
That got my attention. The rest of the day, I checked the news online. 
Every few hours, the story picked up traction until the imminent super 
typhoon was even front-page news in the United States. It still looked like a 
tropical paradise on the island, with tourists packing the beach, ordering 
Piña Coladas and jet skiing. But what really shook me up was something 
Marlon said that night at the hotel bar. 
 
“Norm,” he said, pouring me a San Miguel Light beer in a frosty glass. “I’ve 
lived on this island almost my whole life. I’ve seen many typhoons and 
storms hit, but never worried before. But this one. This one, I really think... 
Kuya – my friend – if you can, you should get off the island.” 
 
That got me. My imagination churned with fright when I went to bed that 
night. I woke up around 3 AM, unable to get back to sleep, Marlon’s words 
echoing in my head. I took out my laptop and checked the international 
news again. The typhoon was the lead story now on most news sites, 
frantic meteorologists estimating that Haiyan would deliver sea swells up 
to 25 feet high and 225 mph winds starting in about 48 hours. 
 
I tried to imagine a 25-foot sheer wall of water rolling up the beach and 
through the palm trees, drowning the bars and stores and streets. Hell, 
from what I could see, at least three-quarters of the city and the island 
would be covered with water – all but the hills in the jungle interior. There 
were only a handful of buildings in town that were more than three stories 
high that wouldn’t be completely underwater. And the winds, screaming 
across the open sea, sledgehammering into us and shredding the island 
like propeller blades? I’d looked around that day, noticing all the coconut 
trees, the flimsy bamboo shacks, the cheap corrugated tin roofs that would 
turn into razor projectiles. Even imagining it made me swallow hard. I 
didn’t see how most people would survive. And I was one of those people. 
 
I pulled up Cebu Pacific Airline’s website and went to book the flight 
departing Snookyville airport at 11 AM the next day, my fingers shaking 
so I hit the wrong button and had to reenter all of my information. I 
stopped mid-type when I went to fill in my passport number – there was a 
problem. I didn’t have it, or at least not with me. 
 
Earlier that week I’d applied for an extension for my travel visa, since I 
was planning on staying at least a month. With my application, they 
collected my passport and submitted it all to the Ministry of Tourism, to be 



returned to me with a fresh stamp when it was approved. I couldn’t even 
try to get my passport back the next day because all government offices 
had been closed in preparations for the typhoon. Flying was out of the 
question. 
 
But there still was a chance for me to escape the island. I could catch the 
ferry over to Snookyville, because sometimes they forgot to check 
passports if you left or arrived via boat. Or, I could always try to bribe the 
officer on duty into issuing me a temporary visa card. Once in Snooky, I 
could make the five-hour bus ride inland to the capital city, Phnom Penh, 
and from there, wait it out in safety until the storm passed. Then, I could 
easily come back to Dragon Town to get my passport and things once it was 
safe. 
 
I closed my laptop and breathed a sigh of relief before sinking into my 
pillow, trying to catch a few hours of needed sleep. There was only one 
more thing to do – catch the 7 AM ferry off the island, the first one making 
the passage to Snookyville – and I’d be all set. I slept well. 
 
*** 

 
  



Ready to read the rest of the book?  
 
Go to www.TheQueensOfDragonTown.com or check on Amazon.com and 
iBooks. 
 
Or email me at hi@NormSchriever.com 
 
What is The Queens of Dragon Town about? 
 
In the fall of 2013, American Norm Schriever is traveling in Southeast 
Asia when Super Typhoon Haiyan strikes the region – the largest recorded 
storm ever to make landfall. Stranded on an island far out to sea, Schriever 
is unable to evacuate and has to hunker down to endure the storm along 
with the rest of the islanders. 
 
Though the heart of the typhoon just misses the island, Schriever’s blogs 
and videos of the devastation land on Good Morning America, CNN’s 
Anderson Cooper, and media all around the world. 
 
But in the storm’s aftermath, he finds himself cut off from his bank 
account, without his passport, and unable to leave the island. Luckily, 
Schriever is taken in by the most improbable and humble of islanders, in a 
place called Dragon Town – where good people often have to do bad things 
just to survive. 
 
Combining everything he saw and experienced in Cambodia, Thailand, 
Vietnam, Laos, and The Philippines, The Queens of Dragon Town is the true 
story of a simple island girl, sent to the city in the wake of the typhoon to 
find the only work she can get as a bar girl, making the ultimate sacrifice 
to honor her elderly mother. 
 
This visceral exposé bares its fangs at the cruel dynamics of wealth, power, 
and the dangers of unchecked greed so prevalent in Asia – and throughout 
the world – as well as the hopelessness of poverty that is the hardest of all 
to overcome. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


