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1


Pokhara, 2001


Without warning, a man burst into the internet café, pulling down the shutters behind him and plunging us into near darkness. He was desperately out of breath and shouting something in Nepali.


As my eyes became accustomed to the dingy light, I made out the anxious face of the skinny white teenager who’d been sitting next to me. Clearly just out of school and on his first solo trip abroad, his loneliness all too apparent, he was now trembling. The screens of the twelve ancient computers, the only gateway to the outside world, flashed and the roar of computer fans filled the room. Dust sparkled in the sliver of light that crept in through a high window. Outside it was eerily quiet.


The man forced a smile and walked a little closer to the weather-worn woman who ran the café. She and her baby were both shrouded in the faded, thinning silk of her sari. All eyes were on him, as he stood there sweating in his white string vest and an old pair of grey suit trousers.


‘Army, police, they coming now. Shooting, killing. You need to leave, now, go.’


I looked across at the boy next to me. He hesitated nervously, wanting to move but paralysed by fear. I got up, but the man gestured in the direction of the door.


‘Wait. Stop, too late. Not now.’


As he spoke, there was the unmistakable rattle of gunfire somewhere in the street outside. It sounded close, but it was impossible to tell, as the din of a hundred shouts grew nearer. I had no idea if it was the police or the army, or just another angry mob.


‘Riots,’ whispered the man. ‘Stay here for now, too dangerous outside.’


I tiptoed towards the front window and peered through a crack in the shutter. The noise outside was deafening. I couldn’t see much in the blinding sunlight, except people shuffling past. Some were running and some waving big red flags.


‘Who are they?’ I asked the man, who was busy attempting to reassure the nervous mother. The child remained fast asleep.


‘Protestors. They no like government. Maoists.’


I’d heard about the Maoists when I arrived in Nepal just a week earlier. There was already a curfew in the streets after nine o’clock in the evening, but most people in Kathmandu seemed to pay lip service to it, particularly in the backpacker enclave of Thamel. I certainly had, walking alone through labyrinthine alleyways back from a boozy tavern in all my teenage irresponsibility. The newspapers were full of warnings about these communist insurgents, but until now they’d been confined to the countryside and mountains. In more recent months, the Maoists had spread to the towns and cities, causing mayhem. The government had cracked down and violence was on the rise, but I was not prepared for this – a full-blown riot outside my shabby hotel. This was turning out to be a rather unusual gap year.


A civil war had been raging in the hills of Nepal for six long years and hundreds of people had been killed. In the months before my visit, dozens of policemen, soldiers and government officials had been hacked to death by angry mobs and many more had been victims of improvised bombs hidden in cars and haybales. Over three hundred Maoist insurgents had also been gunned down. Some had been executed without trial by the security forces in revenge for the chaos. Since 1996, the Maoists, or members of the United People’s Front of Nepal, had taken up arms in protest at having been excluded from the political process. They launched a ‘people’s war’, fighting against the government and monarchy, employing communist guerrilla tactics of torture, assassination, bombing and extortion in an attempt to gain power. By 2001, the insurgents numbered in their thousands and were active in fifty of the seventy-five states of Nepal. At the time though, I was blissfully unaware of the political situation; I was just there to enjoy the Himalayas.
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After half an hour, the noise outside died down and the whirring of the fan became apparent again. The man in the string vest ventured to the door and pulled up the shutter, revealing the blinding rays of the midday sun, which poured into the filthy room. With my eyes adjusting, I peered around the door to see the street virtually empty. Across the road, a water buffalo munched away at a soggy cardboard box. All that remained of the riot were a few broken bottles and the tatty remnants of a red banner.


A motorbike spluttered past; the rider cannot have been older than twelve. An even younger boy clung haphazardly to his brother’s back and I watched as the pair darted in between the parked cars, swerved around the occasional cyclist and narrowly avoided a bullock cart. Overhead, the wonky electricity poles threatened to crash down at any second, and the spidery tangle of wires dangled menacingly above the heads of passing pedestrians. On the other side of the road, a shopkeeper pulled up his shutters, let loose an enormous throatful of phlegm into the street and dragged a trestle table covered with fruit back onto the pavement, patting it delicately with a feather duster. Pineapples, oranges, mangoes and a giant Indian jackfruit wobbled precariously as he replaced his sign offering ‘fruity lassi’, the yoghurt drink found across the subcontinent and favoured by backpackers and hippies on the trail. It reminded me I hadn’t eaten anything yet and I was hungry.


I thanked the woman who hadn’t moved from her broken plastic seat during the whole episode, the baby still fast asleep. I handed her twenty rupees, despite the internet not working; yet again I’d failed to send the email promised to my parents. I said goodbye to the skinny teenager, who had a kind and innocent face. I’d felt sorry for him when I saw his fear, and in it had recognised my own. But he was at the start of his journey and I was near the end of mine, so in a way I also envied him. He was leaving Pokhara tomorrow anyway, back to Kathmandu, before continuing his world tour. Encounters were often like that. You’d meet a likeminded soul and even share an hour of intense, life-changing experiences, you’d joke and laugh and bond, and then . . . move on, perhaps never to see them again. Then again perhaps you would; in another world, in another time, perhaps in another internet café.


As I walked towards the lake, I watched normality resume. Open-engined tractors driven by smiling farmers started to rattle by and women picked rice from the paddy fields as if nothing had happened. I contemplated how to spend the afternoon. My hostel was dreary and there were no foreigners to talk to, so for two days I’d avoided it, preferring instead the lakeside district, which was full of small shacks serving dal bhat and samosas to backpackers, hippies and trekkers. I was only nineteen and still shy. Even though I’d already been on the road for five months and seen three continents, it still required all my courage to sit next to a stranger and strike up a conversation.


I ambled north along the main street with the lake to my left, a cool breeze wafting from the emerald waters, a welcome break from the mugginess of the monsoon. Perhaps a storm was coming. Clouds had settled around the tops of the foothills so that the jungle seemed to fade upwards into heaven and the mountains beyond became invisible. The sky was nothing more than a dirty white pillow. The height of the rains was the worst time of year to be in Nepal. More often than not, you’d be confined to your hotel terrace as sheets of water pummelled the gardens beyond, with an aggression that needed to be seen to be believed. There was little to do but watch and wait. You’d play cards or chess or just drink as the downpour began and cabin fever set in. Outside, the feeble drains overflowed and motorbikes skidded through the streets. Dogs lurked pathetically, shivering in flooded doorways and chickens pecked their way to shelter. Women in saris desperately scuttled from shop to shop, drenched through, the silk clinging to their bodies. But today it was still dry – the Maoists had the good sense to only protest in good weather; their demonstration done and dusted in good time – but I knew that as the afternoon wore on, the inevitable would happen. I needed to find shelter.


The lakeside was great for people-watching. I found a small shop, ordered a banana lassi, and settled in. I gazed vacantly out at passers-by; eternally lost dreadlocked backpackers going in circles round the world to find themselves; determined trekkers dressed in waterproof trousers casting ambitious and longing glances at far-off peaks; opportunistic and happy-go-lucky Nepali shopkeepers with persuasive grins on their faces; playful children, leaping in and out of the lake, with winning smiles on their faces. I continued my stroll, wondering whether to return to the hotel or carry on walking, perhaps even take a rowing boat onto the lake. I hadn’t ticked that box yet. But then on further consideration I thought better of it. The lightning yesterday had been spectacular but I didn’t fancy being on the receiving end of it. In my five-month trip I’d managed to survive getting mugged in Zimbabwe, stranded in a broken-down jeep and surrounded by lions in the Kruger, almost being arrested in Australia and being hounded down the beach by a mob of very angry lady boys in Thailand. The last thing I wanted in my last couple of weeks away was to be frazzled by a rogue lightning fork in the middle of Lake Phewa. I was supposed to be starting university in September and I’d worried my parents quite enough.


Instead, I went down to the water’s edge, just beyond the outskirts of town, where a few small and rickety shacks flanked the lakeside. Here the fishermen and farmers rested in quiet solitude among the half-built concrete walls that kept the buffaloes in their grazing pastures.


‘Hello. Where are you going?’ said a voice behind me.


I turned around and saw a fresh-faced Nepali man about my age in grey trousers and a baggy blue T-shirt. He could hardly have been out of his teens. His hair was curly and a little greasy, but he had a friendly smile and an honest look about him.


I’ve been conned, ripped off, taken for a ride more times than I can remember while travelling, and it’s usually the same story. A man walks up and offers his services as a guide, or a translator, or perhaps just wants to show you a temple, or for you to teach him some English. Before you know it you’ve handed over a month’s budget and all you have to show for it is a few beads and a guilt trip that you didn’t donate your life savings. After a while it becomes a bit tiresome and, wrongly or rightly, you learn to adopt selective hearing. You’re forced into cynicism. But even so, I was nineteen, naive and wanted to believe the best in people, so inevitably I’d stop and chat. I didn’t have much money to give anyway and time was on my side, so I figured that I hardly had much to lose. The experiences, stories and new friends were usually well worth the few rupees, baht or pounds it sometimes cost.


‘Hello,’ he said again, smiling and walking up alongside me. ‘Do you want to see the mountains?’


‘They’re covered in cloud. Isn’t it going to rain?’ I said.


‘Not today.’


I eyed him dubiously. The clouds were low and menacing and getting darker by the minute. I was convinced it would rain.


‘Not today,’ he repeated. ‘Come to Sarangkot.’ He pointed towards the enormous hill to our right overlooking the lake. The hill, like the others, was shrouded at its peak by the mists that made it impossible to estimate its true height.


I looked at my watch. It was mid-afternoon already and I wasn’t sure it was even possible to get to the top of the hill before the rain began.


‘Very easy, two hours.’ He smiled. It was a natural, innocent smile, and I was determined to trust him.


‘Okay,’ I said. It was either that or slip back into my routine of waiting for the heavens to open from my cheap hotel. And after the drama of the riot I didn’t want to risk being stuck inside again. So we walked. And walked, and walked. At the beginning it was in silence as I struggled to keep pace and catch my breath. The trail wound through the rhododendron bushes and monsoon forest, often disappearing into the tangled vines that battled to suffocate man’s pitiful interference. I enjoyed the feeling of putting one foot in front of the other, of leaving the concrete and dust behind. I’d spent far too long recently confined to the backpacker ghettoes, listening to the same reggae music in tourist bars and lounging on cushions, as I flicked absentmindedly through a Lonely Planet guidebook. It’s all too easy to forget the real world beyond the enclaves, and I relished the thought of disappearing into the misty forest above the town for a while.


We passed a few small houses; little more than one-room shacks with thatched roofs and mud-brick walls. These were usually surrounded by small gardens where the villagers grew potatoes, bananas or mangoes. In the surrounding trees, the black faces of langur monkeys could be seen furtively glancing from the safety of their green camouflage. An array of tropical birds thrashed about the canopy, warning of the oncoming human beings, with squawks and squeaks and sudden flourishes of brightly coloured wings. It became a steep climb and the young man could see I was ready for a breather.


‘Not far now,’ he reassured me with an almost paternal tone. But in between the thick trunks and shrubbery, all I could see was mist. Below, the path disappeared into a grey soup of fog and I wondered what I had let myself in for.


‘What’s your name?’ I asked the boy.


‘Binod Pariyar,’ he said. ‘I am twenty years old, how old are you?’


‘I’m nineteen,’ I said, resting on a fallen log, unaccustomed to working my legs on steep hills.


Binod chuckled. ‘Nineteen? You’re younger than me. I thought you were twenty-five. And you’re not even fit.’ He reached out his hand with a concerned look on his face and pulled me up. ‘Do you have hills in England?’


We reached the top of the hill at half past four and I was exhausted. But as we emerged from the forest, the hillside opened up. On the far side of the slope from which I’d climbed, unfurling beneath the canopy, the mist had cleared to reveal a scene more stunning than I could have imagined, and one I would never have encountered were it not for agreeing to the serendipitous hike.


The stubborn monsoon fog had finally lifted. A valley, some three or four miles across, now stretched out before us, dissected by a river and lined on both sides by the sleepy town of Pokhara itself. Rice paddies gave the valley floor a bright and verdant shimmer and spiralling plumes of smoke curled out from woodfires in the villages below. Above us, a lone hawk soared through the damp, still air. As the foothills rose on the far side, a dark green expanse of patchwork carpeted the view. Beyond this rose something wild and untamed. Something so sublime in its proportions, and gargantuan in its raw, unwieldy beauty as to give the impression that it was floating in mid-air, somehow unattached from the green and brown hills and valleys below.


There, above us all, was the mighty Himalaya and at the fore, the snow-laden peak of Machhapuchchhre – the fishtail mountain. Perfect in its assymetry, it rose like a gleaming shark’s tooth into the endless blue above. I stared hard in silence and saw what Binod had promised me – the twin peaks, just like a fish’s tail, as everyone said. In the background, on either side, were its guardians the Annapurnas, less striking but equally noble. It all looked so close from here, yet at the same time utterly removed; impossible to touch. Holy, infinite, heaven incarnate. I turned around after what seemed like an awe-filled eternity to look back down the other side of the ridge, back towards the lake which glistened in the afternoon light. Binod was right. There would be no rains today.


‘Come, brother, there is somewhere that I would like to show you.’ The path fell steeply away from the top of the ridge and I trod slowly in fear of slipping on the rocky trail. In the sharp afternoon light the path suddenly felt real and the clarity brought with it scale and the realisation of altitude – and with it, peril. Binod led and shouted encouragement. ‘We are nearly at my village.’


Ahead, a few hundred metres down the slope, a collection of huts jutted out of the hillside. There was a cow tied loosely to a tree that seemed to grow straight out of the brick wall. The scene was medieval to me. The cow was trying desperately to reach the leaves of a nearby plant with its steaming tongue. As I got closer and caught up with my new guide, I noticed with disbelief that the tall plant, like all the plants in his garden, was cannabis. Distinctive finger-like leaves pointed out in all directions from the thin stalks which danced with the breeze.


‘Welcome to my garden. It’s all for my own use,’ he said with a wink.


‘Is it legal?’ I asked in my naivety.


Binod smiled and shrugged, plucking a handful of spindly leaves from the top of a bush and crushing them in the palm of his hand with a thumb. ‘It’s wild. It grows everywhere and anyway the police don’t come up here. They’re too lazy. And if they did I’d just roll them a joint and they’d forget all about it.’ He rubbed the crushed damp leaves between his fingers until it was a mushy ball and held it out for me to smell. The odour was sickly and distinctive.


At that moment a flash of red moved within the hut. I glanced over Binod’s shoulder into the dark room.


‘That’s my wife, Chandra,’ said Binod. ‘Bring the boy,’ he shouted in the direction of the gloomy doorway. A tiny figure appeared in the form of a flowing red sari topped by a woman clutching an infant. She could hardly have been older than sixteen. The shy girl bowed her head and with her hands clasped together around the baby whispered the Nepali greeting. ‘Namaste.’


I saw her hands were covered in gold rings; heirlooms and presents – the entire family wealth wrapped around a few fingers.


Binod took the boy from his mother and held him up in both hands and kissed him on the red nose.


‘This is my son, Bishal. He will grow up to speak better English than me, and I want him to know how to use a computer. I hear of something in town called internet. I want him to use it and get very rich.’


Binod was the man of the house. His father had died at a young age and Binod had married at the age of sixteen to a bride two years his junior. Like most of his generation it was an arranged marriage, but he assured me it bore no relation to his happiness. ‘She is my wife, we do everything together. Of course we are in love.’ He said it in such a matter of fact way that I decided not to ask any more daft questions. They all lived in the same room – man and wife, grandmother and baby – a smoke-filled chamber no more than ten feet wide, where a pile of flea-ridden blankets formed a communal bed.


Chandra disappeared for a moment to fetch tea but as she placed it down beside us she put a reverent hand on Binod’s shoulder and whispered something in his ear. She looked sullen. Binod, until then all smiles and cheer, looked serious and shook his head in disbelief. I could tell something was wrong.


‘What is it?’


He looked agitated and said something back to Chandra, and then looked around towards another house some few hundred metres away, before remembering me.


‘Oh, nothing, well, I don’t know, I need to find out more. I don’t know,’ he repeated. ‘Oh God, it’s terrible,’ he said, still shaking his head. ‘If it’s true, it’s bad, it’s worse than I thought. What kind of a world will Bishal grow up in?’


In the couple of carefree hours it had taken us to climb to Sarangkot, Nepal had been rattled by tragic news which had spread like wildfire among the villagers of the hills and valleys.


‘The King is dead,’ said Binod, with a solemnity I didn’t expect. ‘Murdered with his whole family. The country will fall apart.’ He handed the child back to his mother. ‘Let’s go and find out what’s going on.’


We drank our tea and with that, we were off. Binod was silent now, only occasionally muttering to himself. He was a youngster, forced all too early to become a man, and just recently a father. His world had been shattered by news so grim that he foresaw his own country falling apart. Despite having no formal education and little care for a political system that looked after the status quo, he was perceptive enough to realise that this news signalled chaos, destruction and, ultimately, danger for his family. Taking a longer but easier path to the east, we descended the mountain and reached lakeside by dusk, where the town was awash with gossip. Men sat haunched around the tea shops, speaking hurriedly and with a gloom I hadn’t seen among a people normally so happy and stoic. They were busily sharing what little they had heard, before the inevitable dispersal at eight p.m., when the nightly curfew was enforced by the army. And no doubt tonight it would be strict.


‘Nobody knows who did it yet. There’s a lot of rumours going round. They think it was one of the Princes,’ said Binod, as we eavesdropped on a conversation between a taxi driver and a mango seller.


I picked up an English-language newspaper, discarded by a tourist. The news was that regicide had been committed by the King’s son Dipendra. Annoyed that his family had not approved of his choice of bride, he had gone on a killing spree in the palace, slaughtering his parents, cousins and uncles, before turning the machine gun on himself. But nobody seemed to know the truth of the matter – there were so many unanswered questions. Perhaps it was a conspiracy by the communists after all? Nobody had any idea what the repercussions would be. One thing was clear though.


‘The cities will become bloodbaths,’ said Binod grimly. ‘You need to get out of here now. The police will be on the rampage, wanting to use this as an excuse to round up any terrorists. And the Maoists will see this as their best chance of claiming power. There will be fighting and much killing.’


As I looked up from my paper, the boy I had seen at the internet café earlier in the day walked past with his rucksack on his back.


‘Mate, have you heard the news?’ I shouted after him.


‘Yes, of course I have. Everyone has.’ He looked even younger than I remembered, just a boy, like me, barely out of school and now lost in a war zone – caught up in a massacre. ‘The embassy is telling everyone to leave the country. There’s a flight this evening; I was meant to be going tomorrow but I’ve just changed my ticket. I’ve had enough, I’m going home. But be quick, I don’t think there’s many left.’ With that he scurried on, his pasty white legs looking faintly ridiculous in their crisp, new shorts. I assumed he was headed in the direction of the bus station so that he could get to the airport.


My heart sank. I didn’t have my passport. In the chaos and confusion of the last few days, I had left it with a travel agent, who had promised to get me an Indian visa. I was supposed to be travelling overland from Nepal but I hadn’t got my paperwork sorted out yet.


Binod followed me back to my hostel where I asked the receptionist’s permission to use the telephone. I called the number on a tatty business card that I’d been given by the travel agent, only to be greeted by a recorded message. ‘Due to the incident today, the office will be closed for the next week, or until normality returns. Please contact me in due course.’


I looked at Binod nervously. For the first time in my life I was literally stranded in a foreign country with nowhere to go. Short of banging on the walls of the British embassy, I didn’t know what to do.


‘Don’t worry, my friend,’ he said. ‘We will head for the hills. It isn’t safe here any more but in a few days we will sort all this out. Go and pack your bags and we will return to Sarangkot.’


‘But Binod. I don’t have any money, I can’t pay you as a guide.’ I was serious. I was nearing the end of my journey and almost completely out of money.


‘I don’t want your money, brother. It would be my honour to host you until you can escape.’


And so I hastily packed my bags and followed my new friend out of town as the sun set behind Poon Hill, casting its last rays of golden light over Lake Phewa. The country fell into darkness except for the flickering glow of small fires that were burning like stars in the villages above.
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Fourteen Years Later


‘Are you looking for anything in particular, sir?’ asked the wiry car salesman in a sharp suit and a fat knotted tie. I thought it best not to give too much away at this point and carried on squinting at the tyres as if I knew what I was looking for.


‘Not too many miles on the clock,’ I muttered, with studied disdain. The last time I bought a vehicle it had four legs and a hump, in more ways than one, and I was determined to get a good deal this time.


‘She’s a good runner. Only a ton behind her,’ said Archie. I knew he was an Archie even before I had noticed the glinting name badge. Perhaps it was the slick haircut, or the gold cufflinks which twinkled as he held his hands behind his back, lolling between the customers in the showroom.


As I pretended to read the small print on the price tag, Archie rested a hand on the bonnet of the Land Rover. It was ten years old, black and very shiny. I liked it a lot but took great care not to show even a glimmer of emotion.


‘That’s a third of the way to the moon,’ I told him. ‘It’s literally driven around the world four times. And the leather looks a bit worn.’ I peered in through the window hoping to catch a glimpse of the salesman’s reaction in the reflection.


Archie didn’t flinch. Archie knew the routine.


‘It’s well loved, no rips or tears; Land Rovers last for ever. How about a test drive? If you take her today I’ll throw in the wide-rim alloys.’ His blue eyes stared knowingly. The bastard had me. He was as good as any Bedouin camel dealer, even if he had failed to offer me a glass of tea with six sugars.


I’d promised myself a car for five years but hadn’t been able to justify it. My nomadic lifestyle coupled with an unhealthy amount of time spent overseas meant that I hadn’t really needed one until now. I mean, I still didn’t need one but I figured that where I lived in Fulham, while being a delightfully quiet part of London, was still London and that if I had a car, at least I’d be able to escape the city at the weekends, catch sight of some greenery and go and see my friends who had left the big smoke.


So I bought the car. Archie shook my hand and I signed the vehicle registration document. It was a happy moment and I drove home through town, craftily avoiding the congestion zone, only to be nobbled with a parking ticket when I stopped to do my good deed for the day and drop off some clothes at a charity shop.


I had in fact grown very fond of my little garden flat in spite of everything. There was no internet because the walls were too thick. The oven hadn’t worked in weeks and the shower rail threatened to impale anyone who dared risk the alternating trickle of ice-cold or boiling-hot water. There simply was no middle ground. To make matters worse a family of mice had decided to take up residence somewhere in the masonry of number 110 Edenvale Street. I was less bothered about them than Emily, my housemate, who went so far as to procure a cat called Gracie specifically for the task of eradicating the unfortunate squatters. Gracie performed her duties admirably and was rightly proud of her achievements, so much so that on more than one occasion she decided to show us how clever she was by depositing a semi-incapacitated rodent in each of our duvets. But soon enough the mice opted to relocate and peace resumed. I had also considered getting a dog, which I thought would make an excellent addition to my new suburban domesticity. I soon realised though that dog ownership would involve fairly substantial daily walks, which really undermined the point of getting a car. Deep down I’d already made my decision: enough was enough; I was fed up with being a pedestrian.


Still, despite the travails of everyday London life, it was nice to finally be settled. After almost five years of being basically homeless, all I wanted to do was put my feet up and enjoy a nice pint by the fire. There’s a place in Fulham called the Sands End. It’s a good pub and they let you take your dog in. But, of course not having a dog of my own I had to content myself with eavesdropping from one of the comfier chairs with my laptop as a diversion. Gaggles of leggy blonde estate agents would paw away at minuscule, bug-eyed chihuahuas while their boyfriends discussed the relative merits of buy-to-let mortgages.


‘Everyone in Fulham works in property, darling,’ I heard one of them say, as her chihuahua leapt from her clutches towards a scotch egg the size of its own head. It seemed to be true. The entire economy seemed to be based around rich people selling houses to each other.


But that’s Fulham for you. You only have to walk along the New Kings Road to notice that every shop is selling hand-painted doorknobs or lampshades with a three-figure price tag. I suppose the good thing about Fulham though is that at least it isn’t Chelsea where the lampshades have a four-figure price tag.


Sunday afternoons in the Sands End were invariably busy. Red-faced youths with floppy hair shouted lispy profanities to each other through extraordinarily big teeth, much to the chagrin of the ladies.


‘My word, Jonny, it is rough in here these days,’ said a woman attached to a black Labrador. She was talking to her boyfriend sitting nearby but the words were for the benefit of everyone within earshot.


It was around three o’clock and drizzly outside, just as the last of the gourmet sausage rolls were being delicately arranged on a mahogany chopping board at the end of the bar by a boredlooking waitress.


‘Four pounds fifty?’ squealed the Labrador woman. Jonny sighed. He was resigned to perch on a bar stool with a pink dog lead as the rugby team tried to muscle in for a one-armed grope of his girlfriend’s prize pooch.


‘How very reasonable,’ said the chihuahua lady as she pushed in front of the first, looking down her nose.


Despite Fulham’s pink shirts, red chinos and fox-fur hand warmers, I had grown to like this little bend in the river. It’s where the bishops of London used to live in the Middle Ages, and on sunny days I’d go for a stroll along the river.


If you keep walking on the north bank of the Thames, past the Putney Bridge Premier Inn there’s a medieval church with a stone tower. In the graveyard outside I took morbid pleasure in trying to find the oldest headstones. Some displayed skull-and-crossbones, carved into the stone, not unlike the ones you’d see on the flags of pirate ships. I’d try to imagine the ragged congregation six hundred years ago crossing the river by rowing boat, and at low tide having to wade up the sandbank covered in mud.


Now of course a neat stone embankment sealed off the road and the church and the rest of man’s construction from the river. That didn’t stop valiant middle-aged men in wellies and deer stalkers, shirking their husbandly duties, and venturing out on an intrepid quest. They would hunt for whatever hallowed object it was that Princess Ethelburga dropped on the beach while on her way to beg forgiveness for her extramarital affair with brother Cederic. Armed with leather satchels, trowels and highly expensive metal detectors, legions of amateur archaeologists would patrol the mudflats every Sunday morning, weaving between the houseboats left high and dry by the low tide, in search of ancient gold coins, iron swords and silver bracelets. More often than not, of course, they’d return only with a bag of ring pulls and an aggravated hernia but I sometimes envied their sense of purpose.


The river, whether high or low, continued in its glorious, brown inexorability, steadily dragging the remains of the day east. Athletic men in Lycra sped past in tiny boats, preparing their spindly frames for the forthcoming University boat race. Whatever the weather, there would be joggers pounding the pavements as if to warm up for the apocalyptic morning commute, when they would all pour into the black hole that is Putney Bridge tube.


If you carry on along the river a bit further and know where to turn off the riverside path you will find the old manor house hidden by tall trees, a secret rural idyll that few Londoners have even heard of, let alone visited. At the weekend Fulham Palace is the sole domain of pretty young mothers who travel in pairs each with a small infant attached to their chest by means of a vastly overpriced harness. There’s a tea shop in the grounds where a sea of yoga pants and cashmere shawls blends seamlessly into the mountains of double buggies, each with its own built-in frappuccino cup holder – essential for those longer expeditions beyond Parsons Green.


But it seemed that even the mothers didn’t know what lay beyond the high brick walls of the Bishops Park vegetable garden. Through the little archway it’s impossible to imagine that humdrum suburbia is only metres away and for a moment you can be transported into another world. Like a scene from Alice in Wonderland you are momentarily pulled into fantasia and surrounded by tall roses and grapevines and lavender shrubs where it’s possible to finally breathe. Then, as if by magic, bright-green parakeets populate the park, descendants of a hardy subtropical pioneer who escaped his cage and spawned an immigrant community of squawking expats who have wisely selected the SW postcodes as their patch. It is rumoured that in the 1960s Jimi Hendrix let a pair of these gaudy birds loose and that they bred rampantly, presumably feeding their brood on the left-over brioche and smoked salmon that litters the lawns of the Hurlingham Club. Who needs to travel anyway when you have such wonders in your back garden?


It had taken a while but I’d fallen back in love with London after a time when I worried that I was destined never to settle. The previous year I’d spent walking the length of the Nile, a journey that had taken nine months and almost all of my willpower and mental energy. I’d said to myself I’d had quite enough adventuring for one lifetime, and more close calls than I wished to remember.


‘Haven’t you used up your nine lives already?’ said my dad on the phone. He didn’t like London. ‘Too many people,’ he said. ‘And your mother and I could do with some grandchildren soon. If you leave it much longer, we’ll be too old to remember their names.’


I had it all planned out. Twelve months in London: it was to be a hectic social calendar: the German Christmas Market, the Real Ale festival, New Year’s eve in St James’s, Putney Bridge for the boat race, Army vs Navy rugby match, tennis at Wimbledon, and maybe even try to understand cricket. If not this year then next. I’d get my adrenalin fix from nice short trips away with the army reserves, and take up a silly hobby, like paragliding or yoga; anything but walking. I’d find a dog, get married, buy a little flat with a garden and earn my money spinning yarns in the City and writing a travel column about nice places with beaches and wine and comfy beds.


Things had been going rather well in fact. I’d started to write more articles, had a few pieces commissioned by the newspapers and public-speaking requests were coming in thick and fast. My book was selling well and I had a bit of money saved up. For the first time in years I’d spent more than six months living in the same house, and even gone so far as to hang things on the wall. There they were, a big tattered antique map of Africa that showed names such as Zaire and Rhodesia in large black text. My bookcase, which had suffered a decade-long sabbatical, gathering dust in my parents’ garage, had made a glorious return; reinstated in pride of place in my tiny bedroom, adorned with hundreds of books I had almost forgotten I owned. One grey Sunday afternoon I took great pleasure in arranging them in thematic order. There were lots of history books, plenty about travel, a whole host of guidebooks dating back to my first travels in 2001, atlases, maps, biographies and a respectable amount of fiction too. Sometimes it was hard to categorise. Everyone who’s read anything by Bruce Chatwin would struggle to know whether its rightful place lies within the realm of fact or fantasy. There were the old classics by Marco Polo and Ibn Battuta, and a whole host of more modern, and lesser-known travellers: Norman Lewis, Eric Newby and Redmond O’Hanlon, whose ramshackle Oxfordshire cottage I one day hoped to replicate.


On the wall above the bookshelf I hung the sword I’d bought from a nomad in Sudan who claimed it had lopped off many British heads at the battle of Omdurman, and beneath it the Mundari spear I’d traded for a cheap mobile phone in the Sudd swamp. The built-in shelves by the window housed the rest of my tat: a pair of naval binoculars that once belonged to a British sailor in the First World War; an old prismatic compass in a desiccated leather pouch; some crocodile teeth; a Soviet belt buckle; some ancient Greek coins and an Uzbek skull cap; a Congolese witchdoctor’s mask; prehistoric flint tools from the Sahara and my medal from Afghanistan, and another one I’d been given for working with the Americans in Burundi. Glinting from behind the smeared glass sat a kukri, the long curved war knife used by Gurkha soldiers; this one, according to the old SAS trooper who gave it to me, had seen action in Korea in 1951.


It was a humble little shrine, and of course completely out of place in the grey surroundings of South West London, but it was my path to redemption. A reminder of all my youthful wanderings and attempts to live a life of my own choosing, even if it did seem a hundred years too late. It was my own way of celebrating the past by surrounding myself with it. I found that by placing within arm’s reach an item with a story of its own, I immediately felt comforted by that sense of perspective; of relative humility; and an acute reminder that life is short. How many people before me had taken inspiration from the roughly cut pages of the second edition of T. E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom that sat like an idol on my bedside table? Or shared in the forgotten prayers chanted as the high-pitched song emanated from the Tibetan brass bowl that I’d uncovered beneath piles of antique masks in a market in Kathmandu? How many warriors had depended upon the Ethiopian shield that leant against the bottom of my bookcase? And how many feet had trodden on the silken Uzbek rug that covered the wine stains on my floor? I was no collector of things of value, in the monetary sense, only things that I felt had a soul; they were what I wanted in my home. And now I had enough. I’d walked the Nile and climbed mountains and crossed swamps and explored jungles, and I’d got the scars and photos to prove it. I had a house full of treasures and a head full of memories. It was time to hang up my walking boots. For the foreseeable future, at least.


From now on I’d decided to become an armchair traveller. I had an Amazon wishlist as long as my arm which I wanted to get through and I was tired of being on the move. For now my adventuring days were over, and I had nothing left to prove. The Nile had defeated me and turned me into a fatalist, and I was all the happier for it. I had enough experiences to last a lifetime – a hundred lifetimes – and I’d seen everything I wanted to of the world. I wasn’t cynical – merely realistic and content; what’s more, I was alive to count my blessings. Besides, I had a car now and I was damned if I paid tax on the thing and didn’t mean to use it. No, my mind was made up. The only expedition I would be going on any time soon would be to spot deer in Richmond Park. Winter had fallen on London and I looked forward to the season of mulled wine, mince pies and getting fat.
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We Are the Pilgrims, Master


The doorbell sounded and as usual I was greeted with the unbridled enthusiasm of a man on a mission. My friend Ash Bhardwaj had just taken a tube from East London where he spent his time hanging out in trendy bars and watching immersive theatre, in between running a production company and writing articles about pop-up coffee shops. He was wearing his distinctive black skinny jeans, a garish shirt with the top button done up and pointy brogues. His hair was very fashionable and he was sporting a solid black beard that gave him the appearance of a rather dashing hipster. I’d happened to mention on the phone a few days before that I was thinking about getting a dog. He insisted on seeing me right away.


‘You can’t do it, Lev, you simply can’t,’ said Ash. ‘Suburbia just isn’t for you. You need to do another walk. At least one more. ’


‘Absolutely not,’ I reassured the man with whom I had travelled on and off for five years. He knew me like a brother and was one of the most positive, thoughtful and considerate gentlemen I’d had the pleasure of getting to know. He was also far too enthusiastic about me going away again and I wondered what he was up to.


‘You need another challenge. You’ve been in one place for six whole months now, don’t you have itchy feet? You’ll be bored out of your mind if you keep on hanging around here.’


‘I’m quite content, thank you very much,’ I said. ‘I’m beginning to enjoy London. It’ll be spring soon and then we’ll all cheer up. The last thing I need is another walk; my feet have almost recovered and my toenails are only black at the tips now. I’m going house hunting this week, a lovely little two-bed has just come on the market. It needs a bit of work, I mean, a whole new replaster and plumbing, and probably a kitchen, but it can all be done in a month or two. It even has outside space.’


‘Outside space? Wood, have you heard yourself? You mean a bloody garden? You sound like you’ve been living in Fulham too long. I’m worried about you. You wouldn’t know what to do with a spanner if it hit you in the face. You’re not a plumber. And if you want outside space then I hear the North Pole has some. Forget about the house, go on another journey into the wilds, and then you can settle down in another year or two. We’re still young.’


‘I’ve made up my mind, Ash. If you want an adventure, then go on one. I’m done. Let’s go to New York and get drunk, that’ll be an adventure.’


Ash shook his head. ‘Forget it, let’s just get drunk here.’ But I suspected he hadn’t forgotten anything.


‘Fulham?’ I said, more to wind him up than anything.


‘There’s no way I’m drinking there – it’s a fiver a pint and full of arseholes who work in property. Let’s go to Hackney.’ For the sake of our friendship we had to negotiate the same deal every time. We’d either take it in turns and visit each other on our own turf, or meet in the middle.


‘I’m not going to East London,’ I said. ‘It’s still full of arseholes and they don’t even do pints there. I’m not drinking craft ale from a bottle.’


‘Well then, we’ll have to do central.’ We both hated central, as it was always too busy and also full of arseholes. And it was still a fiver a pint.


‘Central it is.’


For March the weather was unusually mild and it was decided that we would take a walk from Charing Cross station, running the gauntlet down Villiers Street, avoiding the charity pitches and overenthusiastic buskers, to Gordon’s Wine Bar.


Gordon’s is a London institution. Nestled between Victoria Embankment and the Strand, it’s a stone’s throw from Trafalgar Square and right opposite the offices of PricewaterhouseCoopers, which explains the abundance of accountants on dates with their secretaries. Mind you, who could blame them? With its underground bar in the ancient wine cellar and rough brick walls illuminated only by candlelight, it has a certain old-world charm. The wobbly wooden stools, melted wax and vaults covered in yellow newspapers from days gone by, whip you straight back to Victorian London. The chairs are so close together you can’t help but feel an intimacy towards whoever you’re with – possibly because you’re reluctant to touch the dripping mould that grows from the walls. Getting a table in the dungeon is virtually impossible unless you’re first in, and since there’s no beer, you’re guaranteed to have polished off a couple of bottles of burgundy before the sun has even set; the ideal venue for a date.


Ash and I thought we’d leave the lovers inside to it and instead claimed a corner of a table in the garden, where we plonked ourselves with a cheese board and vintage port.


‘You’ll get gout if you stay any longer.’ He chuckled as he gulped down a full glass of tawny. ‘When was the last time you went for a run?’


For some reason I looked at my watch. ‘December,’ I said ruefully, realising that in the havoc of London life, amid the whirlwind of parties and talks and charity functions, I hadn’t so much as broken a sweat in over two months.


‘You should be ashamed of yourself,’ said Ash, tutting.


He had me there. I needed a way out. An excuse. Something to pacify him. ‘All right, all right. I won’t get a dog. I’ll take up waterskiing instead. Happy now?’


‘No, not until you agree to another journey. Remember the Nile? Wasn’t it incredible? The simplicity, the lack of choice, of having to make do, that’s what happiness is all about. Look around us. People spend their lives worrying about little insignificant decisions. Pointless choices that really don’t matter, that’s what makes people unhappy. You need to get away again and have a bit more of the simple life. And I want to come along for a bit.’


I’d had enough of his persistence but I knew he wouldn’t give up.


‘Fine,’ I conceded. ‘Let’s go for an adventure. I’m not walking though. Let’s drive somewhere,’ I said, more to keep him quiet than anything.


‘That’s more like it. I’ve been thinking . . . how about the Silk Road?’ said Ash excitedly. There it was. I knew he was up to something.


I thought about it for a minute. Ash knew all too well that I’d wanted to revisit Central Asia since I hitched to India in ’04.


‘Think about it. The Silk Road would be fantastic, I’ve always wanted to see Persia.’ He beamed.


‘Iran,’ I corrected him.


‘Where’s your sense of romance? It’ll always be Persia. The minarets, the deserts, the great palaces at Bukhara and Samarkand, the bazaars in Herat and the high mountain passes in Hunza. Get your phone out, let’s plan a route.’


‘Tomorrow perhaps. More port?’


‘There’s no time like the present. Go on. We can draft a proposal. How about something like “the Silk Road By Any Means”? You can drive, or go on horseback, motorbike or whatever you want. I’ll meet you for bits along the way. You could start in Turkey and go all the way to China. You could do it in six weeks, eight max, and then you can retire and live in suburbia.’


I had to admit he’d piqued my interest. I felt a familiar shiver of simultaneous excitement and dread rattle down my spine. I knew, right then, that the cogs of destiny were about to make another turn and there was nothing that I could do but play my part.


I took out my phone and looked at Google maps. The route looked simple enough. I could retrace part of the route I took when I was twenty-two, from Istanbul through the Caucasus and Iran and head north through the ’Stans and cross the Taklamakan desert to get to Western China, and if I drove fast enough I could even make it all the way to Beijing. Easy. I drafted a note to my agent Jo and got back to the more important business of sinking the port and listening to the clamour of London.
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