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  For Dad







  
    
      





I am restless.




Things are calling me away.




My hair is being pulled by the stars again


    

    
      Anaïs Nin
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  Introduction

  
  




In a parallel existence, there is a place called La República de los Andes – the Republic of the Andes. In their past, the continent was never divided into countries by conquerors and instead remained as one nation, united by culture, linguistic similarities, ethnicity, and history.

Solar power has been the main source of energy for centuries.

Visionaries from the Republic foretold a day when their knowledge of another way of life would be of interest to our world.




The Republic of the Andes in this work of fiction incorporates the lands of Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, and the northern parts of Chile and Argentina.




It is amazing what you can find in the high mountains when you let your imagiNation fly free….







Content warning: adult themes, death.








  
  1

  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  




First there was the voice…




‘We have a job for you.’

The voice in my head was clear, if somewhat metallic.

‘Sure, what’s that?’ I replied — also in my head — as I collected the clothes off the bathroom floor where I’d dropped them before taking a shower. The weather was definitely heating up, which was to be expected in late April. Showers were once more becoming a two or three times a day occurrence, the side-effect being a doubling of the laundry load.

‘Bolivia,’ came the one-word reply.

Bolivia? I thought. What was this? A word association game? What do I know about Bolivia? Not a lot. Next to Peru in South America. Presided over by the affable, often radical, and reluctant president Evo Morales. One of the first countries to have rejected Genetically Modified Organisms, and with a long history of UFO sightings — 

‘What do you want me to do?’ It felt exciting and laughable at the same time. My husband Tonio and I had not had a proper holiday for years, and funds were not overflowing in my bank account.

No answer. I was on my own again. I dropped the clothes in the laundry basket. Before enlightenment, chop wood and carry water; after enlightenment, prepare food and wash up? I sighed and returned to everyday life, but somehow I could not get the thought of Bolivia out of my head.

“Oi!” I said out loud. “Talk to me about this!”

No reply. What a surprise.




In the evening, after dinner, I decided to do a little research on my phone, just some light and general information about Bolivia. The more I read, the further my heart sank and the more impossible it seemed. My enthusiasm from earlier stuck its tail between its legs and slunk out the door.




That night we both found it difficult to get to sleep, and I hadn’t even told him about the voice and what it had said yet. For me, having trouble sleeping is nothing unusual, my sensitivity makes me an insomniac by design. Tonio usually starts snoring a minute or three after his head hits the pillow. Eventually he fell asleep and stopped tossing and turning. I did not.

My thoughts kept drifting, coming up with fantastical schemes of selling our belongings and the Chevy Tracker, and buying an old transit van and road-trip to Bolivia. 

Dream designs of a DIY camper-van mingled with more mundane questions of how to display various crafts at the next exhibition, and morphed into perhaps I can sell things along the way when we stop for the night?

Maybe we could bring our bicycles in the hypothetical van, my tired brain suggested in the dark. ‘That way we’d have some way of getting around when we got wherever we were going, and if someone wanted to buy the van on arrival, maybe that’d pay for accommodations until Tonio found some handyman jobs to feed us. Selling arts and crafts in Central and South America as a non-local didn’t sound like a reliable way to eat and fill the petrol tank – just the kind of crazy thoughts no sane person would entertain in broad daylight and properly awake.

That still left the question mark of how to bring the cats. Cats, as a species, are famous for disliking travel and change, and our two are no exception. The thought of them spending days on end cooped up in cat carriers — be the weather hot or cold — did not sound like something they would enjoy, nor something I’d willingly put them through. Then there’d be the challenge of border crossings — and do pet passports even exist here?

Peluche, our big former stray, as affectionate as he had become after learning to trust us, was still a feral-born cat at heart with a preference for outdoor living and space for roaming. 

No matter how I looked at it, I just could not see a way this could be done. The later it got, the more I sounded like a mad person.

“I need some sleep!” I groaned under my breath.
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I must have drifted off because when I next opened my eyes, our other cat, Kachina — pronounced kat-cheena — was loudly proclaiming her breakfast long overdue.

Like a sleepwalker, I fed them; Kachina in the kitchen and Peluche outside on the patio, before making myself a mug of coffee. 

I heard the bathroom door close, followed by the sound of Tonio hitting the shower.

Over breakfast, I told him about yesterday’s voice. Tonio listened while eating tacos with scrambled eggs and chorizo, raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. And why would he? I didn’t know much; the whole thing was bonkers.




After that, the day continued in much the same way as most days not claimed by translation work: sketching out a new bag design I’d been playing with in my mind earlier in the week instead of counting sheep when I could not sleep.

Luckily for me, Antonio is the main breadwinner in our household, while my income pays for the cats and the little extras; a good bottle of wine here and there, dinner out once in a while, books, and the internet. When I first moved here, I wasn’t legally allowed to work, and having abandoned my university studies the previous year, I seized the opportunity to complete a degree online. We’re not well off by any stretch of the imagination, but we have enough to get by. 

Tonio is a self-made man. He and two of his friends install and develop solar-powered products. It’s my fault, really. I mentioned it in passing when we’d been together for a few months. The effect had been immediate. There was something about the sun and his fiery nature that just clicked. Soon he was unstoppable, talking to everyone and boring the pants off plenty, he soon found kindred spirits. It did not take long until they got down to the business of learning and setting up what was to become SunRoof.

With his friendly, outgoing ways and seemingly boundless enthusiasm for nature and the planet, Tonio is a natural leader and spokesperson. His business partner and colleague, Eduardo, is the science guy in the setup, a quiet engineer with an intense stare. 

Third on board was Angelo, the muscles and general fixer; a young and ambitious guy who had been looking for a cause to apply himself to — but mostly finding trouble — when he overheard Tonio and Eduardo talking over a beer one day in the nearby cantina. 

Tonio is generally the one with the ideas and the vision, and between them they not only get the job done but have so far put out one new product every year, as well as installing solar panels all over the Yucatan peninsula.

Rancho Vallecas, the small town where we now live is ideally located, close to the Costa Maya with its many hotels, snowbirds, and expats looking for eco-friendly solutions. Nothing earth-shaking yet, but SunRoof has slowly expanded to employ five more people and we all make a living on it. Not much, but enough.




Hours passed in a creative haze. I was so absorbed in what I was doing I jumped when Peluche appeared, seemingly out of thin air, to say hello on his way to the porch. I decided to join him for some rays of late afternoon sun.

“Right, you lot,” I said aloud to no one in particular. “What do you want? Talk to me.”

I was pleasantly surprised when a voice in my head replied, ‘Ah. We want you to go to a place called Cordóba in, eh, Bolivia, and be the written voice of a group of, eh, extraterrestrials, who want to get their message out to the English-speaking world.’

Oh-kay. That sounded right up my street, interesting and enjoyable. 

“I could do that. However, there is the slight snag of funds, or rather lack of it. And the cats. If we go, they are coming too.” Somehow.

‘Hmm.’

“If you want me – and believe me, I’d love to do this – you’re going to have to help me by showing us a way. I’d also like some physical confirmation in the next three days that this isn’t just some fluff of my imagination. And you’re going to have to help me bring this about, including finding the money to pay the rent while we’re gone. In this life on planet Earth you can’t just wander off on a wing and a prayer. It doesn’t work like that. Or at least I can’t. We need to have somewhere to live when we come back. We are coming back, aren’t we? I don’t think Tonio is interested in letting go of SunRoof, even if he could find a buyer.”

‘You’ll have a book at the end of it.’

“That may well be, but this reality still operates using linear time. I can’t buy tickets and pay for accommodation by saying ‘you’ll get the money when the book starts selling.’ 

“I’d also like to point out that I’m not a bankable author with a contract, able to get a generous advance. I’m just one of thousands of translators. Even if I have a completed manuscript by the end of it, which is highly unlikely, we still need to pay the rent. And don’t even get me started on pitching it to a publisher. These days you need an agent to do that, and I’m told it takes months, sometimes years. I’m NOT going down that road.”

‘You could write a book.’

“Didn’t you just hear my rant?”

‘That is not what we meant.’

“Oh. I see. I haven’t written fiction since I was at school, and to research for a textbook takes months! And that’s if I had a ready topic, which, by the way, I don’t.”

That’s when I noticed I was alone again. There was a hmmm that wasn’t quite audible, even in my own head. I felt the presence not so much leave as already being gone.

“That didn’t go the way I’d hoped.” Me and my temper. I reached for the cat brush on the table. But I’m so done with watching exciting ideas rot in the starting blocks because of lack of funding. It doesn’t matter if they are mine or other people’s. Here and now, I really really wanted to travel to Bolivia and do this. The thought of missing out on this monumental opportunity because of money made me frustrated and brought out a passive-aggressive streak.

Peluche held my gaze and purred as I brushed his furry self to relieve some of the itching caused by shedding his winter coat for a sleeker summer version. Our handsome tabby possessed a wonderful knack for relaxing me, whether I was aware I needed to chill or not. It made focusing easier when my scatterbrain wanted to go off gallivanting.

“Oh, Peluche. What are we going to do? How would we even begin? I don’t even know where to start.”

But no ideas or answers were forthcoming.
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Three days passed.

So much for external confirmation, I thought to myself as I cleared away our plates and placed the remaining pizza in a container to freeze for later.

There was a knock on the door. I looked at Tonio who shrugged. “Do you want me to get that?”

“No, I’m already on my feet.” I turned the porch lights on and opened the door. Outside stood what I could only describe as an ageless man. He was dressed in a dark blue suit like a businessman on a London street, which made him look slightly uncomfortable. He didn’t look Mexican or like a tourist.

“Buenas noches, can I help you?” I asked.

“I was told you were interested in going to Bolivia?” the man offered in English. “I’m Bron.”




Let me clarify something. My so-called spiritual journey to become a walker between worlds has not been one of plain sailing; quite the opposite. I don’t have gurus materialising out of thin air like some people I’ve read about — I have never even met one. I don’t lead and I don’t follow. My path has been rough and solitary. And here’s this slightly glowing, vaguely Asian looking man, with an unaccented but melodious voice asking me about Bolivia. Something I had not mentioned to anyone but Tonio and the cats. A microscopic glimmer of hope reignited.

Whoosh!!! Time returned. Blood suddenly rushed around my body at speed and I felt slightly woozy.

“Oh, yes. Yes. I mean YES, definitely…” I burbled, my face hot and flushed.

“Who is it?” Tonio’s voice broke through my trance.

“Please!” I said to the man, “Where are my manners? Please, come in! Come in.”

The man carefully stepped through the door, followed by Peluche who rarely ventures inside unless the sun is blistering hot or the rain is torrential, and goes to remarkable lengths to avoid human strangers. Feeling detached, I observed the man to be about two inches taller than I in my bare feet, his head bald. His startling, almond-shaped eyes were kind as he watched me fumble for words.

“Nice place you got here,” he offered awkwardly, like reading from a script. “Very, eh, cosy.”

“It’s not much, but it does for us,” came Tonio’s voice. Always at ease with the world, he offered his hand. “I’m Antonio, by the way. Sorry, I didn’t catch your name…?”

“I’m Bron. Field Agent Bron.”

“Please, take a seat!” I gestured towards the recently cleared table. “Can I offer you something to drink? Coffee? Fresh lemonade?”

“I’ll have some lemonade,” Bron said.

I filled three glasses with ice-cubes and put the pitcher of lemonade I’d made that afternoon on the table.

We each sipped at our cold drinks, but no one said anything.

“So…” I began.

Peluche, who had been rubbing himself against the stranger’s legs, chose that moment to make his move and propelled himself onto the man’s lap. 

Tonio and I were speechless.

“He’s… he’s never done that before!” I was the first to recover. 

Tonio shook his head and grinned. “Pinche gatote!” 

“I guess that’s good enough authentication for me,” I said, recovering from the surprise.

“We’ve met before,” Bron said fondly, stroking the purring cat. 

“What? Before he adopted us?”

“No.” Bron — if that was indeed his name — did not elaborate any further. “I’m here on behalf of a group of… other-dimensionals,” he began. “We – we understand that you would be willing to act as their scribe and write down a message for the world and its people.”

I nodded dumbly and cast a quick glance at Tonio. His eyes were like saucers and his mouth slightly open.

“I am here to–” Bron snapped his fingers next to his temple, searching for the right words, “to discuss the terms with which we can facilitate this for all involved.”

I swallowed. My mind felt empty, and at the same time like an express train going through a tunnel, horn blasting. I took a sip of lemonade. “I’m not going alone. We come as a package: me, Tonio, and the cats. We’re a team.”

This is very true; Tonio is as outgoing and good with people as I am introverted and socially awkward.

“Kachina,” I gestured at our other cat, who had woken up from her beauty-sleep among the pillows on the bed and come sauntering into the kitchen in her usual sassy manner. “Kachina is my best friend, and she helps me write in various ways, and Peluche –” I nodded towards Bron’s lap – “is the keeper of my sanity.” While all true, I felt like an idiot saying it out loud.

“Oh, that’s not in question. We know this, and we know who you are.”

“You do?” My voice sounded unusually high-pitched. I tried clearing my throat as discreetly as I could.

“Of course.” There was a slight pause. “What we want to know is, what do you need and how soon can you go?”

I was back to speechless. Tonio found his voice before I found mine.

“We’d need to pay the rent and bills in advance.”

“No problem. Have you got valid passports?”

“I do,” I said.

“I think mine has expired,” said Tonio. “It will only take a couple of days to renew.” Thank goodness for speedy Mexican passport services!

I watched Tonio’s face ripple like seeing it through water. “Oh.” He looked puzzled. “Renewing my passport. Two days ago. I remember now. Right–” 

“But… you worked Monday?” I said weakly as another wave of vertigo swept through me.

“Oh. Yeah. How?”

“Don’t think about it,” Bron said. “Non-linear time and things. Now, how soon can you leave?”

I gulped. This was the kind of opportunity I had dreamt about my whole life, growing up and watching Doctor Who. I gathered all my courage. “How soon can you have the money in my bank account?”

Bron dismissed the question with a hand gesture.

“No time. Can you be ready in three days?”

“Make it five,” I countered with a nervous giggle.

“Deal.”

I gulped again and looked at Tonio.

“Okay.” His face was momentarily frozen in shock. “Pinch me Jac, I think I’m dreaming.”

“Now, do you have a bathroom I could use?”

“Sure. That’s the door there,” I replied automatically, and my mind yelped, Merde! When did I last clean the bathroom? The sink? Damn not having a house-proud bone in my body! There are just so many other more interesting things to do in life than cleaning.

“Don’t worry.” Bron chuckled as he disappeared into the bathroom, not turning the light on or bothering to close the door. I was looking at Tonio when the man reappeared a couple of seconds later, this time with a folder under his arm he could not have concealed on his person before.

“I thought it would be too… unsettling if it just appeared out of thin air,” he explained. “And I didn’t check your cleaning.” A hint of a smile played in the corners of his mouth.

I could feel my cheeks burn.

Tonio laughed heartily. “You actually worried about cleaning the bathroom?” He wiped the tears from his eyes. “At a time like this?”

I said nothing. What could I say? A moment later we were all laughing like old friends, and the energy of the room that had felt like a stiff new oilskin coat was replaced by excitement.

I pinched myself. It hurt. This was beginning to feel real. Feel possible. “But why me?” The question escaped before I had time to slap a mental hand across my mouth.

“Why not? We had five possibilities on the list and two said no.”

I was too excited to be offended. “Fair enough.”

“So, what happens now?” Tonio asked.

Bron pushed the folder across the table. “Here’s some background information. Your kind tend to like that sort of thing,” he said, looking at me.

I laughed. “Touché.”

Tonio opened the folder. It contained written pages, black and white photographs, and some silvery holographic-looking images, unlike anything I had ever seen. 

There was also a passport. I picked it up and flipped it open. Tonio’s familiar face in the photo looked back at me. I looked at the date. Issued two days ago and valid for five years! I passed it to Tonio. “Yours, I believe.”

“I thought I might as well save you the trip to the passport office,” Bron said casually. Tonio shook his head, chuckling. “Well, yes! Thank you.”

“I’ll pick you up at about midday on Tuesday next week, then.”

“How?”

Bron fished around in an inside pocket before handing me a bank card with the PIN written in familiar handwriting — mine — on a post-it note stuck to it. “This should cover any expenses you have in the next few days, including the rent. May I recommend purchasing some warm clothes and comfortable boots? It is winter in the Southern Hemisphere right now.”

I made a mental note and looked at the bank card again. It looked identical to the one in my wallet.

“We’ll be going to a local airport where a private plane and pilot will be expecting us.”

“We’ll be ready,” I said, my head spinning. I tried to stand, but my legs gave way and I found myself back in the chair again.

Tonio swallowed visibly. “Tuesday. Midday. Right.”

“Until then!” And with that, Bron swept up and out the door.




I was too amazed to move or speak. Years of watching Doctor Who had not prepared me for anything like this happening in real life. Or at least not in my life. 

Tonio rushed to the door and looked outside. “He’s gone!” he announced when he came back in. “All I could see was a trace of some green light in the middle of the yard!”

The surprise on his face made me giggle and snap out of my trance. “Did that really just happen?”

“If it didn’t, then where did that folder come from? And the bank card, that looks real too.” He turned it over in his hand. “What the–! It’s got your signature on it! How?” 

With that, we fell about laughing.
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Many words could be used to describe my life. Surreal seemed to fit unusually well.

For the next five days we got up at sunrise rather than a more “civilised” hour. While Tonio sorted things out at SunRoof, I rushed around as if in a dream, getting everything else ready. A stack of notepads, a box of ballpoint pens, my favourite fountain pen and ink, two months’ supply of the cat’s favourite foods and treats. An unlocked smart-phone for me instead of my usual, more basic one. Our laptops and tablets were packed, together with printed books, LED-lanterns, solar chargers, and an old-fashioned camera and rolls of film.

I was oddly looking forward to getting some use of the winter coat I’d refused to part with when I left England; finding a suitable parka for Tonio had been challenging in this tropical part of the world.

We’d already had our crazy big shopping day when I discovered the hot and humid climate had taken its toll on our suitcases that had been used for storage. Time for some quick improvising, and a couple of duffel bags were hastily purchased at a nearby supermarket. Fortunately, our trusty, well-travelled backpacks were alright, and, of course, the stampeding packs of my design.

Maybe I should explain what a stampeding pack is. It’s a rather compact, purpose-made bag that can be carried either like a sports bag or as a backpack. It’s soft and squishy, showerproof, has a multitude of pockets in not-so-obvious places, and, when packed right, contains all the owner needs for about three days, plus everything personally important. In my case, a custom medical kit I’d put together over the years that included some herbal tinctures and homeopathic remedies, the newly purchased sound recorder and extra SD cards, a paperback novel, my journal and other writing paraphernalia, and clothes for layering.

Tonio’s, rather different looking, contained — apart from clothes and a wash-bag — mini speakers to use with his MP3 player full of tropical tunes, a week’s worth of cat food, a pocket torch, and the new LED-lanterns, fully charged.




We were sipping iced coffee with Miguel, a trusted friend, trying not to look at the bags lined up beneath the window. I was feeling more than a little apprehensive, wondering if perhaps this was all some kind of grand joke played on us when I heard a vehicle pull up outside. There was a young woman at the wheel and from the passenger side emerged Field Agent Bron — if that was indeed his name.

Peluche, who had been sleeping curled up in a rattan chair on the porch, woke up and stretched. He then shocked us all by calmly walking past me in the doorway, straight to the new cat-carrier, and settling down inside. His green eyes met mine, as if questioning this fresh development. With his ears twitching, he looked adorable and curious. Amazed, I gave him some treats and closed the door.

Kachina, who had been grooming herself by the bathroom door, looked up at Bron standing in the doorway, and also went to her carrier with a bemused expression on her pretty face.

“Wow,” I breathed. “How did you do that?” Feeling dazed, I gave Kachina a few treats too and secured her door while she was busy eating.

Tonio’s and Miguel’s jaws were both hanging open. In all the years we’d known each other, Miguel had barely seen our cats, and the standing joke was to refer to them as our imaginary friends. 

Bron shrugged. “Are you ready then?” 

“Ready as I’ll ever be,” I said, still watching the cats.

The men started moving the bags to the vehicle. I unplugged the fridge; Miguel would take any food left back to his place. I rinsed out our glasses and poured vinegar in the toilet and kitchen sink; took one last look around to see that everything was in order before securing the last window shutter. 

Soon the bags and the cat carriers were stacked in the spacious minivan. I ran my eyes down the checklist one last time. All done!

Tonio took the front door key off his keyring and handed it to Miguel.

“Keep an eye on the place, will ya?” I said with an unfamiliar lump in my throat.

“Claro que sí,” Miguel replied. Of course. “You look after yourselves now, yeah?”

“Claro que sí,” I echoed with a grin and a hug. “Hasta que volvamos.” Until we get back.

“Que tenga un buen viaje,” Miguel said with an easy grin. Have a good trip.

Tonio and Miguel did their fist-bump-man-hug-back-slap thing, and then we were off. The adventure had begun!




I still could not believe this was really happening – and to us! I hoped we hadn’t forgotten anything essential. As the minivan taxi made its way to the airport, I felt incredibly alive and present, and at the same time in a kind of daze. As if this was happening to someone else, and at any moment I’d wake up back in our own bed, where I would turn over and there’d be Tonio asleep and snoring. And when he woke up, it would be to hear me say, “You would not believe what a crazy dream I just had! It was so real. Wait till I tell you over breakfast, I need coffee first.”

Speaking of coffee, back in England, Peruvian Fair Trade had been one of my indulgences, one I had sorely missed. And while I had packed a few small jars of quality instant — because you never know when you are going to have a coffee emergency — I was really hoping to sample local varieties.

Once at the airport and with our luggage transferred to a luggage trolley, it amazed me how swiftly we breezed through the VIP passport control with only a cursory glance at our proffered travel documents. I didn’t know what to think. Part of me felt like a rockstar, another was feeling terribly shy, and the remaining part was tempted to worry that it had all been a case of mistaken identity and I’d be told to go back home to the sound of mocking laughter. Either that, or after all of this I wouldn’t be able to deliver what was expected of me. I squeezed Tonio’s hand as we approached the small, two-propeller airplane.

“Don’t worry,” Bron reassured me.

“She’s not worried. Believe me, Jac loves flying,” Tonio said. I giggled.

“Oh, it wasn’t about that,” Bron and I said as one voice, and we all started laughing.

“I’d better get used to having my thoughts read.” I grinned and ran up the steps and entered the cabin of the small plane. “Woo hoo!” 

Towards the back were our bags, neatly strapped down with what looked like industrial sized bungee cords. The cat carriers, also at the back, had been secured to seats facing one another. That still left us quite a few seats to choose from.

The pilot swivelled his chair around and called out a greeting to Bron before completing the safety check protocols with the co-pilot, and formally welcoming us aboard. 

The engines roared to life, and the surreal feeling continued. After receiving the all clear from the control tower, we taxied towards the runway for takeoff.

Soon the small twin propeller plane sped down the runway and started climbing into the air. I couldn’t stop myself from grinning. I love flying under almost any circumstances, but this felt very special indeed. 




A few hours later we landed to refuel. Clearly, this was a real airplane and not some cloaked futuristic spacecraft — nor was our pilot called Donald Shimoda. I let the cats out in the cabin for a bit to stretch their legs, use the travel litter box, and have a bite to eat and drink without being bobbed around. I was amazed how calm they were, as if they did this every week. 

Tonio poured us some raspberry and orange juice in the micro galley, while the co-pilot handed around packets of deli sandwiches and fruit and chatted with us. Bron took the co-pilot’s vacated seat and talked with the pilot.




It was late in the evening before we arrived in La Paz, where we were once more whisked through passport control and out to a waiting SUV that took us to a private guest-house in the southern part of the city. My ears were still ringing from the engine noise, and I was waiting for my body to adjust to no longer being airborne, and for the swaying motion to cease.

After a quick shower and a light snack we fell into bed, leaving the cats to investigate and sniff out their surroundings. 
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“Jac, are you okay?” I heard Tonio’s concerned voice through the bathroom door and retched once more. My head was pounding as I gasped for breath and leaned my head back, hoping to counteract the nosebleed that had woken me up.

“Yes. I mean, no. Bloody altitude sickness.” Unlike Tonio, who had grown up at high altitude in Mexico City and therefore had an easier time acclimatising, I had always lived at sea-level and felt decidedly fragile.

A few minutes later, I felt steady enough to open the door a tad and was met by worried-looking eyes. “Wow. Your face looks really green,” Tonio said in amazement.

“Thanks,” I moaned. “You always know how to cheer me up.” There was a pang of fear. Do cats feel changes in altitude too? That was something I had forgotten to check out beforehand.

“How are the furballs?” I closed my eyes and let Tonio guide me back to the bed, a wad of tissues in my hand.

“I fed them breakfast about an hour ago. Last I saw, they were sound asleep on top of our bags in the other room. Bron dropped by a while ago and said we can stay here for a couple of days to get used to the altitude before heading up into the mountains.”

“Thank heavens for that,” I mumbled as I sipped from a bottle of mineral water, eyes still firmly closed.

“He gave me these, too. They are for you.” Tonio placed something light with plastic-covered wires in the hand that wasn’t occupied with tissues.

“Tell him thanks. What is it?” I hesitantly opened one eye and squinted at what looked like earbuds and a tiny MP3 player. Something told me it was more than Interstellar Harmonics for the Green-Faced Earthling.

“It’s sound technology. You listen to it when you’re affected by high altitude, and it will help your body to adjust using tones and sounds.”

“Good plan. I’ll put that to the test right now.” I groaned, popped them on, and mercifully went back to sleep.




Next time I woke up it was afternoon and I could hear voices from the other room. I still had a residual headache, but the nausea had subsided. I washed my face, brushed my teeth and knocked back two aspirin before wrapping myself in the thick cotton robe I found hanging on the back of the door. Then I padded out to the living room to see what was going on.

Bron and Tonio were discussing what looked like some kind of science-fiction energy-source diagrams. In Spanish. I don’t know why I was surprised to find Bron fluent in Spanish as well as English. Come to think of it, he probably spoke other languages too that I had yet to find out about. He greeted me in English, though.

Tonio got up to give me a hug. “Feeling better?”

“Yes, thanks,” I said, “I’m hungry though.”

“I’ll make you coffee and some toast. Take a seat.”

I sat down opposite Bron on the low sofas resembling futons. “Thanks for the sound thingy. I didn’t think to warn you — I don’t do high altitudes very well. Sorry.”

“No need to apologise. We anticipated as much,” Bron said diplomatically.

“You did, and you still–”

“Yes.”

“Coffee and toast por mi Amor.” Tonio placed a tray on the coffee table in front of me with a big steaming mug and– I looked at the food on the tray in delighted surprise. “Real pan-rustic hard-flour bread! Isle of Wight butter and French Brie! How did you… oh, I know.”

“It wouldn’t fit in the toaster.” Tonio rolled his eyes in mock exasperation. “But it tastes great.”

“You bet! Real bread. None of this ‘stay soft forever, taste of nothing’ rubbish. Thanks for mining my brain!” I said happily before taking a bite and closing my eyes. “So good! If it wasn’t for the headache, I’d think I’d died and gone to heaven!” Peluche looked up from his spot next to Bron and yawned. “I just can’t get over how they went straight into the carriers yesterday,” Tonio said.

“And I can’t believe Peluche. I mean, look at him! Normally, he’s just about comfortable with the two of us, and here he is, indoors, in an unfamiliar place, and you,” I gestured at Bron, “practically a strang — oh, of course, you’re not.” I could feel my cheeks glowing.

“I have a way with cats.” Bron smiled. “And I’ve hung around a bit, and now we’re old friends, aren’t we?” He scratched Peluche behind the ear, then under the chin.

“But when?” I blurted out before I could stop myself. “I haven’t seen you. And it’s only been, what, a week? Crikey, it feels a lot longer than that. Is that all it’s been? I can’t believe that. And I’m babbling. Sorry. I’ll shut up now. Plug the brain in before operating the mouth. Forgot that.” I popped the last bit of toast with a generous chunk of Brie on it, in my mouth.

“Even ten days can be a long time in no-time,” said Bron cryptically.

“No shit,” Tonio mumbled out of the corner of his mouth and shook his head as if to clear it.

“Right. Not going to argue with that. I’m going for a shower. You two… just… whatever you were doing.”

“Oh yeah, you’ll love this!” Tonio’s face lit up. He held up one of the peculiar-looking picture diagrams for me to see. It looked like sheets of x-rays but with a 3D depth effect, no special glasses needed. “It’s a new, more efficient way of using solar power, so cool! It’s not really new, you understand, but for us it is.”

“Later, Amor. Shower first. Need to wake up properly.”

I took the tray back into the white-tiled kitchen and topped up my mug with more of the delicious coffee. Peruvian – or probably Bolivian, come to think of it – coffee really is king of the bitter brew as far as I was concerned.




I found Kachina-Cat curled up in the warm spot on the bed I’d vacated earlier. I sat down and stroked her so-soft fur. “Miss Kitteh, how are you doing, sweetie? Are you feeling the altitude too?”

‘Not nearly as much as you do, apparently,’ came the sleepy answer in my head. ‘Phurrrrrrrrrr’.

“Oh, goodie. You just stay where you are. I’m going for a shower.”

‘Barbaric human habit.’ Kachina closed her eyes, and sighing in the adorable way only cats have mastered, resumed snoozing.

An hour later, I was feeling more like myself again. Clean and dressed in fresh gear out of the stampeding pack, I joined the others in the living room. Time to lose myself in a good book until I could get past the blasted altitude sickness. 
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“How are you doing today? Feeling acclimatised yet?” Bron inquired when he arrived the following morning. “Getting there, getting there,” I replied. The memory of the debilitating nausea, nosebleed, and headache caused by altitude sickness lingered in my mind, and my muscles still felt weak. I particularly didn’t enjoy feeling lightheaded and out of breath when I wanted to walk somewhere, like around the flat; up half a flight of stairs.

La Paz, the capital city of Bolivia, is situated 3660 metres (12,000 feet) above sea level, making it the highest capital in the world. The name La Paz — which translates to “The Peace” — is somewhat ironic, considering it is the birthplace of 190 revolutions or coups in 170 years.

“How about a gentle excursion?” Bron suggested.

“What did you have in mind?” I asked tentatively.

“Well, my driver Manolo tells me Tiawanaku isn’t that far away. And Puma Punku. You can’t come all this way and not visit these treasures. And the salt plains, the Salar de Uyuni. He says you’ve got to experience the salt-plains.”

“It sounds familiar,” Tonio interjected. “Care to elaborate a bit?”

“You can ask him yourself in the car. So what do you say?” Bron said.

“Let’s check it out!”

We got ourselves kitted out with scarves, parkas, boots, and, of course, cameras.

I was deeply grateful for the waiting SUV and relished its comfort and privacy as we rolled through the city and onto the plains.

With my sensitivity to anything and everything increasing all the time, travelling had become more and more draining, and less and less pleasurable. By now, enjoying independent travel felt insurmountable. I needed the company of hardier travel companions to feel safe, but worried about being a burden and friends resenting me for holding everyone back. I missed my somewhat more robust 20s, but being jealous of more indefatigable people didn’t help. 

After my backpacking days, to feel safe, with no worries about getting lost, robbed, or assaulted, and instead roll through the streets comfortably seated behind tinted windows, made me appreciate this VIP treatment even more. I could now arrive fresh and rested. All I had to do was get in, close the door, fasten the seatbelt, and relax in our protective cocoon. No concerns about preserving enough energy to make it back safely. 

“You need some better sunglasses to protect your eyes, or you’ll get snow-blindness,” Bron remarked, taking one look at mine. “There are a few in the glove box.” Tonio looked smug behind his Costa del Mar he’d had for years. I was wearing my favourites too, plain black and very comfortable. Audrey Hepburn would not have turned them down, and they’d only cost me a tenner at the Sunday market. 

I reached in, playing lucky dip, and pulled out some that looked like they’d come straight off a ski-slope. Just as well the fashion police weren’t around to inspect us. I tried again and settled on a pair that looked like something worn by cyclists in the Tour de France. I was pleasantly surprised to feel my eyes immediately relax. Hmm. Maybe I should consider an upgrade when we get back. But they’d have to be more stylish-looking than these.




It was quite a drive to put some space between ourselves and the numerous minibus loads of other tourists, but the salt plains were as expansive and mind-boggling as I remembered reading about during my brief burst of online research. With very little to offer spacial perspective to comprehend the vastness, it made for a heady experience. Distance became an abstract concept, creating optical illusions that played tricks on the eyes. 

“There is even a hotel built out of compressed salt blocks,” Manolo told us.

Of course I fell in love, first with Isla Incahuasi, or the cactus island. Over sixty acres of giant cacti growing on what remained of an ancient volcano. And later with the less visited Isla del Pescado, also home to vegetation consisting mainly of cacti and, regardless of its name, not a single fish. 

These spiny survivors had always enchanted me to a point where I felt guilty and disliked eating nopales, a common side dish in Mexico made with the pads of the opuntia — prickly pear — cactus. You only have to look at Mexico’s flag to grasp its significance. The Aztecs saw the ripe red fruits as symbolic human hearts, at once both a gift and a hint from the sun god Huitzilopochtli to keep the world turning.

I much preferred feasting my eyes on cacti rather than eating them, but like the Aztecs, I enjoy the peeled fruit, commonly called tuna (pronounced ‘toona’). The tiny barbs sometimes left behind in my fingers for a couple of days seemed a suitable sacrifice for this refreshing delicacy on a hot day. The flavour is similar to pitaya — dragon fruit — which comes from another cactus, the night-flowering Hylocereus undatus. Tuna seeds are larger and hard enough to chip a tooth if you try to chew them, and therefore best swallowed whole.




On the way back, everyone was quiet and lost in their own thoughts, processing the impressions of the sites. I felt spaced out by the otherworldly landscapes of Valle de la Luna — Valley of the Moon — with a lingering disorientation from the vastness of the salt-plains. By the time the SUV came to a halt outside our building, it was dark outside.




The next day was a real treat for Tonio who had studied archaeology at university. We left bright and early for Tiwanaku, a pre-Columbian archaeological site situated 45 miles west of La Paz. Tiwanaku — or Tiahuanaco — means “Gateway of the Sun”, and Andean scholars consider it to be one of the most important civilisations prior to the Inca Empire. Among many things they constructed was an advanced irrigation system — running over thirty square miles — to enable them to grow corn, potatoes, quinoa, and various other crops to feed their people, as well as developing waterproof sewage lines!

At its peak, Tiwanaku is thought to have dominated the entire Lake Titicaca basin and been home to an estimated population of four hundred thousand. The culture is thought to have dissolved rather abruptly around 1000 CE, and by 1100 CE the place is believed to have been deserted.

Right nearby is Puma Punku, which is Aymara, or indigenous Andes, and means “Gateway of the Puma”. It is a terraced mound paved with enormous stone blocks, cut with unrivalled precision. To add to the mystery, the red sandstone itself is not native to the area, and scientists believe they may have come from a quarry over six miles away! No mortar was used in its construction, and many of the joints are so precise not even a razor blade can fit between them. Mighty impressive, especially considering the soft earthen ground these giant slabs of stone rest upon.

Like with Tiwanaku, nobody knows for sure what happened to this civilisation.

The last of the pre-Incan people is thought to be the Uru people – the Sons of the Sun – who to this day live on self-fashioned floating islands on Lake Titicaca.

Manolo, acting as our guide and driver, told us Lake Titicaca, at over 3,800 metres above sea level, is the highest navigable lake in the world. It is, by volume, the largest lake in South America. Facts aside, it felt surreal to behold because it had been on my bucket list since forever. From above the shore, we were treated to a glorious golden sunset before making our way back to La Paz after our second day of visiting mysterious sites.




That evening, Bron brought our attention back to the next step of our mission.

“If you are feeling sufficiently acclimatised, we’ll be making our way to Cordóba tomorrow, so tonight’s the night if you want something continental to eat. You probably won’t be seeing much of that where you are going.”

“Pizza!” Tonio and I said in one voice and grinned at each other.

“Pepperoni!” I said.

Tonio countered. “Mushrooms!” 

“Pineapple!” I hesitated. “Do they have pineapple?”

“I presume so.”

I nodded. “And onion and olives.” 

“Is deep pan pizza OK?” Manolo looked at Bron, who looked at Tonio, who shrugged.

“Claro, no problem.”

“Anything else?”

“Garlic bread?” I suggested.

“Coke or something unhealthy to drink?” A grin spread across Manolo’s face. “Inca-Cola!” Tonio laughed. “Whatever you say, man.” 

“Sounds good to me,” I said.




After dinner, Tonio and Bron lost themselves in a discussion about efficiency and solar technology in Spanish once more. 

I was clicking through photos on my new phone camera, which didn’t take long, as I’d taken most photos with my old-fashioned SLR on 35mm film. I adored the giant cacti on the “islands” and seeing them again on the screen made me smile. But how to capture the vastness of the salt-plains with a camera – and we’d only seen a tiny part – eluded me. The same was true for recording the sense of mystery and wonder I’d experienced at Puma Punku. In comparison, my pictures looked as flat and two-dimensional as a dusty old textbook.

Just as Puma Punku was awe-inspiring and Tiwanaku so much more than I could ever have imagined, Lake Titicaca had felt inexplicably like home. It had been an incredible couple of days.

I wished, and not for the first time, that I could paint and that way convey the atmosphere or perhaps the soul of the places we’d visited. My photographic snapshots felt too limiting, using only one of our senses, and the one I considered my weakest.

Now tiredness was creeping up on me, so I left the men talking in the living room and packed as much as possible before going to bed and falling asleep.
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