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Today, South-East China. 

The smileless waitress takes our order, managing to glance the sms she just received on her Oppo phone before sauntering away through the Western styled café as the surreptitious eyes of nearby males briefly follow before quickly returning to their iPhones.

Sierra looks at me, strangely.

‘James, did you see the look on that waitress’ face?’

‘Yes. Would have no idea if she is bored by her job or she received a message from a nearby stalker.’

‘Wrong on both counts. Her facial misery was because she saw Keith standing outside.’

Outside chilly tourists come in from the cold, except for Keith and his bland head watching us through the window. Actually, it’s more of a potato head than a bland one. 

‘For a guy that was vomiting through his nostrils at 3 am Sierra, Keith is looking remarkably well. He should just come back in here and order, no doubt it’s his body odour holding him back.’

‘Really? Look behind him.’ 

A Grim Reaper stands behind Keith, sickle raised and ready. 

Sierra sips her coffee and gets her iPhone.

The Grim Reaper cuts Keith’s potato head clean off. As Keith’s potato head rolls down the street, Sierra calmly finishes her video shoot as her restful eyes roll back to her coffee and cigarette. ‘James, Keith’s whitish colour of earlier has gone,’ Sierra breaks, as if she actually enjoyed seeing Keith’s head being chopped off.

The Grim Reaper smiles, then vanishes. 

‘James, you’ve gone quiet.’ 

‘Well, I don’t know what to say. I’ve never seen someone decapcitated before. Um. Sierra, ... we’ll always have Paris.’

‘But we’ve never been to Paris?’

‘    That’s why we’ll always have it.’

‘James, I’m going to Hanoi.’

‘  The French once occupied Hanoi....’

‘You’re very strange.’

Sierra’s TikTok has two million hits of Keith’s decapitation by lunchtime. 

––––––––
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I WAKE UP. TIME FOR breakfast.

Sierra left for Hanoi last evening and Ken, well, Ken is dead.

‘James, here is your breakfast. The same as yesterday and the yesterday before,’ says Jung, placing before me a bowl that’s filled with kaleidoscopic colours of bananas, grapes, and oranges smothered atop sultanas and museli and curd whilst I sit outdoors at Xi Jie Road’s MC Blues Bar in Yangshuo. Time to Say Goodbye rings through the cafe speakers to resurrect a cold, dreary Yangshou morning. Downing my thoughts and diary pen I grin at Jung, who almost hides another forced smile when serving another Western backpacker who mentions he’s also a waiter back home who constantly travels.

‘I’m exhausted,’ says the bald Western backpacker to Jung, ‘Money, friends, decisions, life. All the pressures that come with travelling. Not such pressures here. You don’t know how lucky you are Jung, you will probably never travel.’

‘Yes, I am very lucky,’ Jung replies to him. ‘You have a very difficult life.’

Jung circles to me, ‘How did the bicycle ride to the Moon Hill go, James?’

‘It was great Jung,’ I say sucking the cigi to death. ‘Jung, I’ve been thinking a lot. Hell, I had an unsettling night, sleepwise. Anyway, think it’s time to move on from here.’

‘Do you still want to escape the Butterfly Cult?’

‘Yes, yes I do. Particularly after Keith’s decapitation last night. I will go to Guilin this afternoon and train to Kunming this evening. That’s the plan.’

‘Ah good idea, James,’ Jung throws, holding my empty coffee cup. ‘But you had a different plan yesterday. And the day before that.’

‘Each day differs from the one before. Each moment differs from the moment before it. I’m a poet and didn’t know it.’

‘Very philosophical, James. Perhaps if everything always changes then you might order a second breakfast.’ 

‘Mmmm, good idea, yeah, yeah I will. Burritos.’

‘Burritos?  For breakfast?’

‘Yes Jung, burritos for breakfast. And another coffee please, white, no sugar.’

Jung departs to the kitchen. Sounds of crashing pots and pans float out. Fetching and lighting a cigarette I watch a coffin of tourists’ coffee at another café. 

––––––––
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NICOTINE, OH NICOTINE, where art thou, my nicotine?

Chewing your yummy tobakie, sucking your goody goodness

Nicotine, oh my nicotine

In my time of trouble you greet me

In my time of need you comfort me

Nicotine, oh nicotine

Where art thou, my nicotine.

Talk about boredom and writing absolute crap. As I close the dairy, two Englanders tumble into the train carriage and mumble something about Dry Shit Stick and Zen and the wato of koan 21 in the Wu-men kuan and then about their holiday homes in Surrey. Their conversation wanes. 

One of them looks at me, ‘Hi, where you from?’

Unusual question. ‘I am from Australia. And you are from England, yes?’

‘Yes, our parents both have holiday homes in Surrey. That is where we met.’

‘Oh, that’s nice.’

‘How long have you lived in Australia?’

‘Since you sent my Irish ancestors to Australia as convicts.’

Conversation wanes again.

I gaze out the window at the dying sun and search the iPhone fruitlessly for content, then start reading the floor and hoping to forget the coming thirty something mind-numbing hours to Kunming.
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I glance the taxi dashboard and glimpse a sticker of a toy policewoman with index finger raised at the DO NOT FEED ANIMALS sign. I wildly search the taxi’s backseat for hungry little creatures with snarling teeth and the comfort of death in their famished eyes, then see my taxi-driver grinning at the colourful only-in-spring garden that opens up to the hotel. The sign on the wall: CAMILLA HOTEL, KUNMING. 

My night’s accommodation.

Pondering chips doused in heavy gravy I climb from the taxi.

‘Bonjour,’ I hear. ‘Bonjour, bonjour, bonjour.’ 

I rise up to a voice and a well-dressed slender man, darkish-blond hair. He possesses that sophisticated, graceful air that only the French possess. Beside him rests a French-flagged backpack with the classic novel Papillon lolling on top.

‘G’day,’ I say. ‘G’day, g’day, g’day.’

‘Ah, mon amie. Parlez-vous francais, oui?’

‘Listen, mate, I’m not your friend. And I never will be your friend, okay. I’m not avant-garde, understand?’

‘I only ask if you speak the French, my friend?’

‘Oh. Well, yeah. Guess not. So, what’s happening?’

Nothing unusual, just the usual bland pleasantries. At home it’s ‘When did you get back from the beach?’ ‘Need any help moving house?’ or ‘Who made the gravy?’ Overseas it’s ‘Who are you?’ ‘Which country are you from?’ or ‘Do you like watching ping pong?’ 

‘Monsieur, we go to small tourist town of Lijiang. Et vous? Oui?’

Beside him stands a woman with thick auburn hair hazing a bored dazed-look. Yep, she’s hot, so hot in fact that she’s more of a danger to Antartica than global warming. So, do I go with them to Lijiang or stay in the Camilla Hotel for the night? The stressful decisions us travellers face. We get into the taxi I just came from. She introduces herself as Natalya as we head towards the bus station.

She’s not hot. 

She’s absolute dynamite.

Still have no idea his name. Haven’t bothered to ask. From now on he will simply be known as Papillon.

‘Where are the taxi animals?’ Papillon asks.

‘There are none. Have no idea why that sticker with the pointing policewoman is there.’

Papillon looks at the taxi man, ‘Perhaps it is the result of an anxiety?’

‘Yes, perhaps.’

We buy tickets in a busy Kunming bus station and board a sleeper bus, a bus with bunks instead of seats, meeting this Lijiang-bound, Hawaiian-shirted, American called Floyd with blonde hair tied into a ponytail. Despite the coldness he’s wearing shorts and thongs. He throws a peanut into the window that bounces back into his waiting mouth, ‘I’m civilian, amigos. Floyd,’ he coolly states, his index finger raised as if he had won something. There’s something different about him, he looks really old, around forty. The bus mumbles then coughs then limps forward. On reaching the sun-drenched highway the ambling bus leaps into a canter.

Floyd heeds headphones while looking into the window to work his hair.

Papillon reads Papillon by Henri Charriere.

‘Natalya,’ I break, then start crapping myself, ‘looks like we’ve got a looong ride ahead. Sunny day...’

From her big book alluring eyes drift towards me. She stares, nonchantantly. 

Then returns to her big book.

And stays there.

‘Um, your book Natalya, that’s gotta excite your imagination, because, I can tell you, it’d definitely excite mine.’ 

‘Some things excite,’ she says, apathetically, in that hot East European monotone that leaves one pondering whether she’s making a statement, or asking a question, or has already become bored ‘Many things do not excite me. James.’

She’s definitely making a statement. And become bored.

‘  Interesting. You see many things excite me, Natalya, especially vodka, with a twist of lemon. Perhaps in Kathmandu I might interest you in a drink, or something more ... appetising?’

‘This bus goes to Lijiang, James.’

‘Well, Lijiang potentially sits somewhere between here and Kathmandu, depending on which route you take. And we could go there after Lijiang.’

The silence is undeniable. I’m dead before birth.  

Outside breathes a sweaty heat and a brown terrain yearning for water. Behind, Kunming slowly fades away. My nerves leak like a sieve. Mandarin floats everywhere, in a rear-view mirror the bus driver grins at me. Focus ... focus ... focus, she’s a depraved communist and you’re the bad ass ghetto pimp who pushes drugs with the man. So be the calm smooth Casanova that you are, look her in the eye, and watch her crumble. 

My eyes wander back onto Natalya’s big book. ‘Yeah Natalya, it’s really hard to hear in a bus that rattles along like a, like an old bus ... it’s, it’s like pain to the eardrums.’

‘Not so, I can read.’

‘Oh, well, you’re certainly not pain to the pupils.’ 

Nothing. Like unadulterated nothing. Jeez, I feel like an absolute dweeb, but with resolve: climbing a hill the bus hums I think I can I think I can. 

‘The book looks big, Natalya, very big, in fact it’d probably take about a century to finish off. So, what’s it called?’

She sits, unmoved.

‘Is it the Kuma Sutra?’

She sits, unmoved.

‘You know there is a condom brand in Indonesia called Ok Sutra?’

‘The Brother Karamazov,’ she kindles, finally, in a voice that hands out summary dismissal cards. Alas, the winter of my discontent. And it’s summer. Out the window the sun keeps its sunny tune. Watching her pensively I think strategy, ‘So Natalya, I’m sitting here, you’re sitting here, and, well, I can’t help thinking ... we’re both sitting here ... and, what’s the book about?’

She faces the ceiling.  

‘Um, Natalya ... the book ... what’s um, it about?’

‘The Brother Karamazov. The name has not changed in half a minute.’ She trickles towards me, perplexed, ‘Perhaps you have small intellect, perhaps not. Perhaps you think you have chance with me, but you do not. Or perhaps you are of unease James,’ she says throwing a small smile, ‘because you who are you.’

‘Yes, I am who I am.’

‘And you have not heard of Dostoevsky?’

‘Yes, she played football for Spain.’

‘He is the book author,’ Natalya goes back to the book. Outside the sun happily shines. Feeling sleep coming on I lay back, slowly fade ... 

From darkened skies the flaming bullets spiral down against the burning globes surging upwards from the ocean floor, making rocky waters glaze with a glistening emerald. Day ignites as the gleaming sun swells quickly over the gentle earth as the air breaths a sweet perfume. Where silk sand ends jungle canopies spawn amidst vibrant waterfalls and crystal pools shaded by huge trees dripping with sprawling leaves. The world softens, trees shrink and gather in. A tropical rainforest springs forth wildlife as kaleidoscopic birds chatter everywhere from calm trees that softly cover elegant water pools of stony bedding. Crossing a diamond bridge overhung with tropical wonders I ascend the long path finding the summit’s tip and a smooth marble sanctuary, its cool walls dripping with water in an air that tastes delightfully rich under the midday sun awakening the dusky room. Through another entrance I go outside. Below, across lands of amazon rainforest, sparkles a myriad of colourful wildlife roaming amidst the timbre of vast waterfalls. 

Waking sometime later my head jolts, surprised to be where I slept. Natalya eats Dostoevsky as the buses’ ageing legs crawl this shrinking highway beside a sleepy earth that grows tall and green.  

Against an evening sun the horizon tide swells.

Natalya leaves Dostoevsky to look at me. Strange, she’s smiling, ‘Yes James. I hope you had sweet dream. I still read Dostoevsky.’

Now I’m lost for words.

My brain wanders, thinking about Jesus’ resurrection, ‘Ever heard of dry shit stick, Natalya?’ Natalya swings up swiftly, looking half-surprised, ‘Dry shit stick is a word in Zen Buddhism. One attaches to the world of appearance, emptiness is not born and it will not pass. When you know you are empty you are not the other.’

Klang!!!!

The bus pulls to park, frantically yelling for surgery. Wasting no time the driver drags a bamboo bong that’s strapped beside his seat. He then fills the holder, soon kicking his face to an unsavory red, now coughing as if spewing out a lung as he vanishes behind the smoky haze that thickens again after another bong hit. From under his seat he unleashes a tool kit and lifts the floorboard under which, presumably, the damaged engine sits. He says something foreign, making everyone sigh and depart the bus. Clearly, we’re not going anywhere in a hurry. On an earthy clearing of foothills that pave the way to the Yunnan mountains, Floyd amazingly disappears, Papillon reads, and Natalya bites from a fruit bar. ‘Dry shit stick. You make me muse,’ Natalya throws, like an angel. ‘Maybe you like some bite.’

‘Provided there’s no shit in it,’ I bite, unfortunately to her wandering-away face. ‘Mmmm, nice fruit bar. A Russian specialty, made by yourself?’

Not coincidentally she returns to moi.  

‘I did not wrap in this stalin package,’ her lips execute a pondering smile, I grin, ‘No Natalya, maybe stalin wrapped you in a package.’ 

She gives me a smile preserved for a fool, then nibbles her fruit bar while perusing the earth’s dirt. Watching her I become a little nervy, feeling the need for higher intellectual content, ‘You know what I like about this place, Natalya?’

‘What you like.’  

‘The beach sands.’

‘James. We are deep in the land.’

‘Oh. I was ill-informed.’

‘Ill-informed?’

‘Yeah, ill-informed,’ I say, we pause, she goes back to watching dirt. 

Kindling a cigarette I watch the squatting line of Chinese. No one talks, well almost no one.  Everyone smokes, well almost everyone. An old man blows his smoke skywards, stretching until evaporation point as coughing strikes. Floyd departs from a small building and on reaching us he’s gasping for air. ‘Amigos,’ Floyd glimpses me then gazes Natalya, ‘Mr Fireman needed to stop this cough,’ he spits out then heads off, momentarily stopping to shake his leg. Natalya looks at me as if preparing to speak, but then decides not to. 

From the bus the brilliant glow of a blowtorch flickers, blinding until those sparks cease, whereupon everyone gets back on board. The driver draws another bong. Walking from the door to the aisle my pupils go watery in the wave of another bong hit. My swimming eyes then squint against friggin Floyd’s shoe which I stumble over. Excrutiating pain erupts in my ankle.  

What an absolute dweebie.

The driver restraps his bong and off we go.  

Outside the sunset’s everything: scrubs spread scrambled amidst choice forests blessed in a bejeweling green, guiding the sparkling terrain to the darkening mountains rising grandly and steeply within an airy evening mist. A descending redish ball mixes a skyline stew of pink and yellow, orange and brown, fading to the capturing blue that greets the faint starry glow of yet another nighttime sky.

Who would’ve thought that Dostoevsky wrote the Brothers Karamazov?
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The overnight bus ride’s a tiring affair on a winding, hilly road that makes the dream of sleep imaginary. Eventually light pierces a grey sky that unveils ice-blotched mountains and a morning coldness that paralyzes the feet. 

Papillon welcomes the day in silence. Floyd wakes in fifth gear, blaspheming twenty-seven years old musicians who committed suicide. ‘It’s hard amigo, just as you get to know them they die.’

‘Yes Monsieur, true,’ sparks Papillon. ‘But if the musician has one good album they will become famous after they die. It is different if you only have one good album and live a long time, then you are no good.’

‘I have missed my calling to become famous, amigo.’

‘Ahh, you are an artist, a musician Floyd. What album have you made?’

‘Yes I am an artist, but I prefer not to record music amigos. I only play music in live venues.’

‘That is incredible. In France, you can be a great artist and not be famous. To not want to be famous can make you more famous. What instrument you play Floyd, is it guitar?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Saxophone?’

‘No.’

‘What is the instrument you play?’

‘I play music when I bartend.’

‘That is interesting. You bartend then play in the venue?’

‘Not exactly amigo. I bartend and play music through the phone app onto the bar speakers. The crowd go mega crazy,’ Floyd says while caressing his hair. ‘I am in my element.’

‘That is very interesting, Floyd.’ 

‘Yes amigo, I am the man.’

As the bus parks Natalya wakes in silence, looking real nice.  

‘Ahh,’ I squeak out, my hand on my stomach, ‘think I’ve got a stitch.’

‘How can you have stitch?’ Natalya smooths. ‘You have not move for eight hours.’

‘Um, yeah well, the bus has been moving all night and it must’ve affected me. It really hurts ... feels like I’m climbing the cliffs of intolerable madness ... please, you gotta help me.’

‘No. I will not help you.’

The bus reaches Lijiang. We rest, wander, and discover that the Naxi Guesthouse greets the old part of Lijiang.  Choosing our beds we de-strap. My luggage sinks into the moist carpet, Natalya sinks into the mattress, Papillon sinks into Papillon, and Floyd looks into the mirror and smooths his hair. 

I need food, again. 

Outside the guesthouse I amble a misty cosmos of twists and turns decorating a cobbled path where rooftops, shaped like slightly curled moustaches, gracefully shade those small, cosy, red brick houses. The maze opens up and a canal lined with slender trees charmingly appears. Sitting down in Mama Fu’s tranquil café I order hot chocolate and two fried eggs on raison toast from a waitress called Katy.

Mmmm, hot chocolate, fried eggs, raison toast: gourmand food.

‘I join you.’

Well, well, well, the wheel has finally turned. Natalya stands, her chilled face staring with chilling beauty. ‘That would be delightful,’ I answer, like a child playing in a sea of raspberry cordial, grinning smugly, watching the curious pupils from the circling tables surreptitiously glance at Natalya and me being legimo maximo moi. As she sits a cool breeze drops a star-shaped leaf on the table. I coolly flick it away. ‘So Natalya, what would you like to eat?’

Natalya fires her faraway eyes pass my left ear. ‘Waiter.’

‘Her name’s Katy.’

‘Yes, Katy the waiter.’

Katy comes to take Natalya’s order, before heading back indoors to the kitchen. Despite ordering Natalya nonetheless keeps reading the menu, now perusing the Chinese character version. 

She’s so friggin’ hot.

‘Katy’s boss oppresses her,’ Natalya suddenly kindles in a monotone that makes tyranny sound sexy. ‘She works like dog.’

‘Ah well,’ I reply. ‘At least she’s not working in a gulag.’

‘James,’ Natalya says sternly, ‘Katy works hard. Men are arseholes.’

‘Men are ... yes? Look Natalya, I think you’re barking up the wrong tree. Some people can definitely be arseholes, but the name of the café is Mama Fu’s. Which means that Katy is not being oppressed by a man, Natalya.’

‘What?’

‘Well when someone says Mama you sort of think of Mother.’

‘And.’

‘The employer’s probably a woman, Natalya.’

‘And, so, James,’ she says, with a cold look.

‘And, and, and you know Natalya, yes. Couldn’t agree more. Men are arseholes.’

Over light chatter Natalya eats about the whole menu, which I end up paying for. 

On the way back she glides her perfect body through the maze, flawlessly, swiftness of foot chilling her goddess face against iced air. Reaching the courtyard Papillon and Floyd rest, stationary zombies within a cloud of marijuana smoke, gazing like stone-cold stoners. On exhaling Papillon manages to mumble ‘How are the elephants?’ Meanwhile Floyd mumbles about the Tiger Leaping Gorge trek which goes from Daju to Qiaotou and takes three days. Natalya suggests we all leave tomorrow. No internet connection, no way will I go. Watching Natalya again I unconscisouly agree to do the trek. Floyd and Papillon also nod their heads in agreeance and take another hit from the bong. 

Then, feeling tired and pathetic, I go and lie down and pull out the diary.

In 1946 Donny Bone Spur came into a world of unparalleled privilege: Long days in dreamy gardens, pleasant evenings watching roaring fires, endless summers shooting French poodles and cold winters microwaving stray cats. His father was an entrepreneur, whose reputation was branded far and wide as one who labeled himself honest despite honourable opinion to the contrary.  As the years tortured by Little Donny, known as “Flog Donny” to his best friends, sought to leave his Otopia abode. 

So one day Little Donny silently slipped down to port and found an adorable ship: big posts holding immense sails flapping miraculously in refreshing winds. Destination: Utopia, the Land of Everything White! He quietly boarded the ship and off the ship sailed!  However, after only 3 minutes at sea, Little Donny tried to axe his way through the side of the boat, making the ship’s fat crew descend to the portly cabin to stop Little Donny before he could do any more damage. The crew looked to each other. ‘Mmmm,’ they all moaned as one, ‘Little Donny is a real idiot.’ For many days and many nights the ship travelled the oscillating ocean – at times skating the silky seas, at others resembling an unhappy cork battling in a baby’s bathtub. 

As time wore on Little Donny’s appetite for Utopia rapidly grew.  

Hours crept into days, days crawled into months. And months didn’t creep into years, but they did creep on! One day the ship stopped. Albeit exhausted from months and months of beatings from the ship’s crew he merrily made his way onto the shimmering port. There Little Donny was in for a huge surprise: belts of silky white sand stretched passed a hazy horizon that shivered rapidly in brutally hot air, making Little Donny say, ‘Huh? Everything here is ... completely stuffed!’ What Little Donny saw and whatever happened in the following minutes are insignificant for the purposes of this story, except to say they changed the course of Little Donny’s life. 

What is significant for the purposes of this story is that Little Donny was definitely not back in Otopia, albeit he may have wished he was back.  ‘Hey Little Donny,’ cried a ship’s mate from behind, ‘you really are a jerk.’ Many years pass with Little Donny remaining on the ship and because of his ocean adventures with the ship’s crew that hated him, Little Donny began to resent all humanity. Little Donny not only thought about being Lord Commander of a slave colony, but also exploiting and grifting from those who would follow him. Often wearing a white costume with a big pointy hat, he’d climb the big pole to peep across a peerless ocean and leave gum on the pole so the sailor who climbed after Little Donny would get gum on their hands. 
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