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Sometimes what you’re looking for
comes when you’re not looking at all.


Anonymous


What greater gift than the love of a cat.


Charles Dickens
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PART ONE


FINDING THE ROAD


Bosnia–Montenegro–Albania–Greece 
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Come Home 
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There is a wise old saying where I come from in Scotland: Whit’s fur ye’ll no go past ye. Some things in life are destined to happen. What’s meant to be, is meant to be. It’s fate. 


From the beginning I had a feeling that is what brought Nala and me together. It couldn’t have been a coincidence that we were at the same remote place at the exact same time. Or that she arrived in my life at such a perfect moment. It was as if she’d been sent to give me the direction and purpose I’d been missing. I can never know, of course, but I like to think I brought Nala what she was searching for, too. The more I think about it, the more convinced I become. For both of us, our friendship was simply meant to be. We were destined to grow up and see the world together. 


Three months before we met, in September 2018, I had set off from my hometown of Dunbar on the eastern coast of Scotland to cycle around the globe. I’d not long turned thirty and wanted to shake myself free from the routine of my life, to escape my little corner of the world and achieve something worthwhile. It’s fair to say it had not been going according to plan. I’d made it through northern Europe, but my journey had been a series of detours and distractions, false starts and setbacks, most of them self-inflicted. I’d planned on completing the trip with a friend, Ricky, but he’d turned around and gone home already. His departure was probably a good thing, if I’m honest. We were not the best influence on each other. 


By the first week of December, as I cycled through southern Bosnia en route for Montenegro, Albania and Greece, I began to feel as if I was finally making progress. I was ready to have the experience I’d wanted. Long-term, I dreamed of making it through Asia Minor and along the ancient Silk Road and into Southeast Asia, from there down to Australia, across the Pacific and up through South, Central and North America. I pictured myself cycling through paddy fields in Vietnam and across deserts in California, through mountain passes in the Urals and along beaches in Brazil. The world was my oyster. The journey would take me as long as it took. I had set no timetable for myself. I didn’t need one; I had no one to answer to anymore. 


On that particular morning, I packed up my tent in a small village near Trebinje as day was breaking, around seven-thirty. Aside from a few barking dogs and a dustcart, the shiny cobbled streets were almost empty. I bumped across the stones, the rattling of my off-white bike shaking me out of my sleep, then set off on the road that led up into the mountains and the border into Montenegro. 


Snow and sleet showers were forecast for the next day or so, but the skies were clear and the temperatures mild. I was soon making solid progress. After a frustrating few weeks, it felt good to be back on the road and cycling freely. I’d spent much of the past week in plaster, recovering from the leg injury that I’d picked up jumping off the famous Stari Most bridge in Mostar, a few hours back down the road in Bosnia. It had probably been a foolish thing to do. The locals had advised against it during winter when the river was running deep. But I’ve been prone to doing foolish things all my life; once a class clown, always a class clown. 


As far as I was concerned, my big mistake was to listen to the guide, who persuaded me to use a different technique than the one I used to jump off the cliffs back home in Dunbar. I’d hit the freezing cold water with my legs slightly bent. I knew I’d done something wrong the moment I came out of the river. A doctor told me I’d torn the anterior cruciate ligament – or ACL – in my right knee and would need to remain in a plaster cast for three weeks. 


I’d cut it off after only one. I’d been too impatient to hang around for longer and I left Mostar before my next appointment at the hospital. So as the sun rose up ahead of me and I made my way up the long, slow climb into the mountains that morning, my main concern was the same as it had been since I’d returned to the road – not to inflame the injury in any way. I knew that my knee was okay as long as I didn’t move it from side to side. 


I was focused on pumping my legs rhythmically up and down in the same plane. I soon settled into a nice routine, and it seemed to be going fine. I was feeling confident that I might get fifty or even a hundred miles under my belt. 


By mid-morning, I had entered a mountainous region on the southern tip of Bosnia. It felt a long way from civilisation. The last town of any size had been ten miles further back down the road. I’d ridden past a quarry of some kind a few miles later, but it was deserted. I was on my own. The spiralling road wasn’t especially steep; it was more of a long, slow, gradual climb, which suited me fine. There were sections where the road fell away, too, giving me much appreciated breaks from cycling. The views were spectacular; I was riding along high ridges and looking up to soaring, snowy peaks. It was exhilarating. 


I felt so good, I decided to put on some music. The sound of ‘Come Home’, a new song by one of my favourite artists, Amy MacDonald, was soon blaring out from the speakers I had strapped to the back of my bike. I must have been in high spirits, because I began singing along to the chorus. 


On another day, the lyrics might have been designed to make me feel homesick. And there was a moment when I did think about my mum and dad and my sister back in Scotland, waiting for me to come home one day soon. We were a close family and I missed them, but I was enjoying myself too much to dwell on it. 


Home will have to wait a while longer, I thought to myself. Of course, it never occurred to me that something else might be waiting for me, a little closer than home. 


I was riding along another gently rising section of road when it happened. At first, I wasn’t quite able to make out the faint, slightly high-pitched noise that seemed to be coming from behind me. For a moment I dismissed it as the squeaking of my rear wheel or a loose fitting on the bulky panniers that held most of my clothes and other gear. I’d apply some oil when I had my next break. But then, as I stopped singing and the sound became clearer, I realised what it was. I did a double-take. It couldn’t be, could it? 


It was meowing. 


I turned and, out of the corner of my eye, I saw it. A scrawny, grey-and-white kitten was scampering along the road, desperately trying to keep up with me. 


I hit the brakes and pulled up to a stop. I was shocked. 


‘What the hell are you doing here?’ I said. 


Further down the road, the hills had been dotted with small goat sheds and farms, but high up here in the mountains, I’d not seen another building for miles. There was barely any traffic around. I couldn’t fathom where it had come from, or more to the point, where it was going. 


I decided to take a closer look, but by the time I’d parked the bike and climbed off, the cat had skipped off the road, through the metal crash barriers and into some loose boulders. I scrambled down and drew close. It seemed obvious to me that it was a kitten, no more than a few weeks old perhaps. It was a scrappy wee thing. It had a long, slim frame, big, sharply pointing ears, spindly legs and a thick tail. Its coat was thin and weather-beaten and was flecked with hints of rusty red. But it also had the most piercing, huge, green eyes, which were staring at me as if trying to work out who I was. 


I approached, half expecting it to be feral and to run off when I got nearer. But it didn’t seem worried by me in the slightest. It let me stroke it on the back of the neck, leaning into me and purring lightly, as if it was grateful for the human contact and attention. 


This cat lived in a normal home, I thought. Perhaps it had escaped or, more likely, been abandoned here at the roadside. I could feel myself growing angry at the thought of it. I could also sense my defences crumbling. 


‘Poor wee thing,’ I said. 


I went back to the bike and opened up one of the panniers. I didn’t have much food on board, but I decided to spoon out some pesto that I had brought with me for lunch. I smeared the chunky, red paste on to a rock and let the kitten dive in. 


It did so as if it hadn’t seen food in a week, absolutely wolfing it down. I’d been posting the highlights of my journey mainly for friends and family on Instagram and decided to film this odd encounter on my phone. I might share it with them all later. The kitten was certainly photogenic and it almost seemed to be playing to the camera as it scuttled around the stones at the roadside. 


The truth, unfortunately, was far less pretty. Left up here to its own devices, it would die from cold or starvation. It could get run over by one of the giant lorries that occasionally went past. Or even get taken by one of the birds of prey that I’d seen hovering over the mountain peaks. It was so small and delicate, an eagle or buzzard would easily be able to swoop in and pick it up. 


I’ve had a soft spot for animals since I was a kid back in Scotland and have always been drawn to waifs and strays. At various points I’ve kept gerbils, chickens, snakes, fish, even stick insects. Once, while still at school, I raised an injured young seagull for seven weeks during the summer holidays. The bird became almost tame and my mum and dad still have a photo of me walking around with it on my shoulder. It flew off eventually, healed and healthy, on the day before I went back to school. 


Animals being animals, my efforts to help them didn’t always pan out. While working on a farm, I made the mistake of taking home a pair of piglets whose mother had died. I put them in my bedroom under some headlights to keep them warm. What an idiot. They ran riot, burying themselves in my clothes and making a mess everywhere. As for the noise – from the squealing sounds they made, you’d have thought they were being murdered. It was the worst night of my life. 


I’d always thought of myself as more of a dog than a cat person. I imagined them to be aggressive creatures, but this one looked vulnerable and innocent; it wouldn’t hurt a fly. But, while my heart was telling me to pick the kitten up, my head was saying something more sensible. My trip had already contained enough drama and I’d now got some momentum going. If I was going to make it to Montenegro by tonight, I couldn’t let this slow me down. 


I got back on to the road and simply pushed my bike along, letting the kitten run alongside me. I don’t know why, but I felt certain it would soon get bored, see something else to play with and scamper off. But after five minutes or so, it was plain to see it wasn’t going anywhere. More to the point, it didn’t have anywhere to go. The rocky, scrub-lined landscape was harsh and, if the weather forecasts were to be believed, might soon be covered in snow. It wouldn’t last a day up here, I reckoned. If that. 


I sighed. My heart had overruled my head. There was no other option. 


I lifted the kitten up and carried it over to the bike. It fitted easily into the palm of my hand and weighed next to nothing. I could feel its ribs poking through. I had a ‘tech’ pouch at the front, where I kept the drone I used to make videos and take photographs of my journey. I cleared it out and put it in one of the panniers. I then put a T-shirt in the pouch for a lining and placed the kitten gently inside. Its little face poked out, looking at me uneasily, as if trying to tell me it was not comfortable. But there was nothing more I could do. Where else could I put it? I got going, hoping it would settle, but it was soon clear the kitten had other ideas. 


I’d barely gone a few hundred yards when it caught me by complete surprise. Before I could do anything, it jumped out of the pouch then crawled up my arm and scampered onto the back of my neck. It then made itself at home. I felt it wrapped around me, its head nuzzled into the nape of my neck, breathing gently. It wasn’t uncomfortable or distracting in any way; it was a nice feeling, truth be told. It was obvious the kitten was comfortable too, so I pressed on. Soon, to my amazement, it was fast asleep. 


This gave me a breather. A chance to take stock and decide what to do now. I was immediately torn again. On the one hand, while I’d been enjoying being on my own, it was good to have some company. The kitten was hardly a heavy load. It would be entertaining – of that there was no doubt. But on the other hand, it wasn’t part of my plan. I’d had too many moments like this, I scolded myself. I was being distracted again. 


As mid-day approached the sun was still climbing into the grey-blue sky. I knew from my GPS that the border would soon be drawing near. I’d have to make some decisions. Big ones. 


Deep down, though, I had a suspicion that I’d made the main one already. 


Whit’s fur ye’ll no go past ye. 


It was fate. 
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The Stowaway 
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It took another hour and a half to reach the border, but my new passenger remained clamped to my shoulders throughout, snoozing away, totally oblivious to everything. If only I could have felt so relaxed about life right now. 


Weaving my way up the mountain road, my mind was working overtime. I was sure that I’d done the right thing. I couldn’t have left a vulnerable little creature in such a dangerous place. But at the same time, I was being nagged by doubts. What was I going to do when I reached the border crossing? And what was my plan beyond that? I hadn’t bargained on having a cat as a co-pilot. 


I briefly convinced myself that I should declare the kitten to the authorities. I’d be honest and simply explain what had happened. I’d found it at the roadside and was going to take it to a vet. Surely they’d be sympathetic? It wasn’t as if I was trying to bring through something sinister. It was only a kitten, for heaven’s sake. But when I thought it through, I realised that wasn’t going to work. There was a reason that every country had rules on the movement of animals. They could carry diseases across borders and kittens were notorious for picking up illnesses. It might need to be put into quarantine; they might even have to euthanise it. I really didn’t want that to happen. 


For a while, I thought about getting around this by claiming it was my own cat. But I had no paperwork, no medical certificates to vouch for its health. So that was a non-starter too. 


I saw that my only option was somehow to slip the cat into Montenegro unseen. I’d work out my next move after that. 


I passed a sign: five kilometres to the border. I stopped at a lay-by on the side of the road. A part of me was still hoping to find a loophole, a workaround. So, as a last throw of the dice, I pulled up a map on my phone; there might be a small mountain road or trail that didn’t have border guards. But the map showed there was no other route into Montenegro. And besides, it was a stupid idea. What would happen if I was pulled over by police and had no official record of entering the country? 


Get real, Dean, I told myself.


There was no avoiding it, I’d have to go through customs and get past the border guards. But how precisely was I going to smuggle a kitten across an international border? 


That was the question. 


At the height of my partying days back in Scotland, I’d had some experience slipping weed and alcohol into music festivals. I’d hidden stuff in my shoes, in my headband, in all sorts of places, with mixed success. I’d been busted a couple of times, but got away with a slap on the wrist. This was different. 


Officials in this part of the world carried guns. 


I sat at the side of the road, staring at my bike, hoping for a brainwave. I couldn’t slip the cat into the panniers at the back. Apart from anything else, there was no room. They were stuffed full of my gear. For a moment I considered putting on the heavy jacket I had packed away. I could tuck the cat inside. But again, that was a daft idea. The chances of a wriggly, nervous kitten sitting there quietly were virtually zero. It would want to say hello to the border guard, guaranteed. 


So my only real option was to zip the kitten up in the pouch at the front of the bike and hope the border authorities didn’t notice it. That wasn’t going to be easy. The wee thing hadn’t stayed quiet before, so why would it do so now? But I had no choice. I had to take the risk. 


I played with the kitten for a while in the hope I’d exhaust it. There were some long-stemmed daisies growing nearby. I grabbed a few and let the kitten chase the stringy stems around. It went crazy, running around in circles and springing up and down as if it was on an invisible trampoline. For a while I despaired. It wasn’t slowing down at all; the cat was an insatiable ball of pure energy. The Duracell kitty. But then, as if by magic, after about twenty minutes its batteries ran out and it lay on some rocks next to me, as if ready to snooze again. It was time to make my move. ‘Okay,’ I said, steeling myself. ‘Let’s do this.’ 


I was encouraged to see a sudden flurry of traffic heading towards Montenegro. If I was lucky, maybe they’d still be there when I passed through. They might distract the guards, make them less interested in me. No such luck. When we reached the border about ten minutes later, there wasn’t a single other vehicle in sight. It was only me. Or me and my stowaway cat, to be precise. 


The crossing was a modern construction, a series of barriers and booths stretched out under a metal frame with a brick building and some offices attached. I pulled up alongside one of the booths, being careful to park the front of the bike past the window, so that it was out of the guard’s eye-line. The kitten was still snoozing, but I was paranoid that it would wake up and start meowing. So I kept my sound system playing at a low level. The young customs official was behind a glass partition, which was a help. With luck, he wouldn’t hear the cat, even if it did start making a noise. It would be drowned out by the gentle thud, thud, thud of my music. 


The guy appeared totally bored. He flicked through my passport casually, not even bothering to check my photo or ask any questions. He then reached for his stamp and searched for a clean page to mark. I tried to remain calm and kept smiling, looking at him directly in case he tried to make eye contact. We were nearly through. But then out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the pouch. Its surface was rippling and, at the point where I’d left the zip open, the kitten was trying to push out its paw. It was also meowing. Loudly. 


My heart nearly jumped out of my chest. Somehow, I managed not to swear, which was a feat for me. I forced myself to hold my nerve and kept looking towards the guard. For a moment all I could hear was meowing. There was no way he wouldn’t pick up on it, I was convinced of it. 


I’m no great believer in spirits and guardian angels. But one of them must have been watching over me at that moment, because it was then that a small truck suddenly appeared. It was a battered old vehicle with a noisy exhaust. The truck quickly drowned out the meowing – and almost everything else. 


The official stamped the passport and handed it back with barely a glance of acknowledgment. I could only have been at the window for a minute, but it felt like an hour. I pushed off, not even daring to look back behind me. My elation was short-lived. We’d left Bosnia. But now we had to tackle the border into Montenegro. Leaving a country was one thing, entering quite another. This would be more challenging, I knew it. 


Sure enough, the second border had more of a military presence. There were a couple of guys with guns walking around a large lorry that had been pulled over. 


I cycled steadily and went through the same process again, placing the pouch as far from the window as possible. But this time I took extra precautions. As well as turning the music up a wee bit, I put my finger into the pouch every now and again to let the kitten play with it. A couple of times it dug sharply into my fingers, but I tried not to flinch. It wasn’t easy. Its little teeth were like needles and they really stung. 


This guard was a lot more attentive. He held the photo ID section up and looked at me. He stroked his chin as if to indicate my beard was a lot thicker than it was in my passport photo. I nodded and smiled. He didn’t speak any English, so I wrapped my arms around myself as if to indicate it kept me warm. He just nodded. 


The sound of his stamp punching into my passport was the most wonderful thing I’d heard that day. I climbed on the bike and pushed off past the barrier and down the road, feeling like the weight of the world had been lifted off me. I was ready to celebrate and get the kitten out of the pouch. But as I was about to pull over, I turned a bend to discover – to my horror – there was another checkpoint. This was one was smaller and less intimidating. But it still might catch me out. I approached it slowly, praying that I wasn’t going to be third time unlucky. 


Don’t do anything stupid, Dean. 


I was about to bring the bike to a stop again when a guard emerged from a small booth. He was on his phone and seemed preoccupied. He simply waved me through, barely offering me a second glance while he talked away. I gave the guy a nod and a thumbs up, then pushed on. 


I was tempted to put on a sprint, but thought better of it. I didn’t want him to think I was some kind of felon, rushing away from a crime scene, even though – technically speaking – that’s precisely what I was. 
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Second Chances 
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A few miles on from the border, I came to a stretch of open countryside where some major roadworks were under way. The construction team had obviously taken the day off; there was no sign of anyone, and the diggers and tractors were parked up. I pulled off the road. My knee was complaining after the long climb. I also needed a breather, to calm my nerves and weigh things up after the morning’s dramas. 


I sat down on the tracks of one of the diggers and let the kitten explore. It was soon dashing around, getting excited about a patch of grass here and a pile of concrete kerbstones there. It didn’t know what it was looking for, nor did it much care. The poor thing was having fun; it was certainly overdue some. 


I took a couple of pictures of the cat then spent a few minutes on my phone, scrolling through a website that had a list of vets in Montenegro. The best one seemed to be in the coastal town of Budva, a few hours down the road. It was touch and go whether I’d get there in time tonight, but I decided it was worth a try. 


Before hitting the road again, I decided to have something to eat, spreading some more pesto out for the kitten at the same time. For a few minutes I sat there, soaking up the winter sun, but also mulling over what had happened today so far. It had been an adrenalin rush, that was for sure. 


I was distracted by the sound of a car engine. I turned and saw a battered, old silver Volkswagen Golf emerging on to the main road from a small lane that led to some fields. There was a young lad at the wheel. He couldn’t have been more than eighteen or nineteen years old. He had a mate with him, and loud music was booming out of the window. They were laughing and waving and shouted something at me. As they disappeared down the road, I smiled to myself. It was as if I was watching a scene from my past. My dad used to have that exact same car, and my journey to this place may well have begun at the wheel of it, on a long and eventful night four years earlier. 


It was the sort of stupid stunt that had been typical of my life for the past decade or so. Alongside me in the car that night, as was often the case when I was up to no good, was my long-time friend Ricky. We’d been partners in crime – lovable rogues, we liked to call ourselves – for ten years or so, since my early twenties. We regularly hung out, usually smoking weed and getting up to mischief. Ricky and I shared the same taste in music, had a similar outlook on life. We were both party animals – free spirits, I guess you might say. We didn’t do things by the book. 


That was certainly the case that night. We borrowed my dad’s car without telling him our plans. We then drove about an hour and a half from Dunbar up to a field in Kinross, more than sixty miles away. But it wasn’t any old field. It was going to host the big T in the Park music festival in a week or so. We went most years. It was one of the highlights of our summer, a long, sunny weekend watching some of the biggest bands around while smoking and drinking to our hearts’ content. 


Our crazy plan was that this year we’d bury some weed at a little spot of open land that we’d be able to recognise when we wandered into the festival later. We’d dig up our secret, personal stash and – hey presto – we’d be sorted for the three days of the festival. We thought we were geniuses. Except we weren’t, of course; far from it. 


We’d driven in the middle of the night to make extra sure we weren’t spotted. The organisers hadn’t started building the site yet, but we knew from experience where the perimeter fence and stage was likely to be. Having found the right place for our burial in the torchlight, we headed straight back down the motorway. As the only insured driver, I’d driven up and back again but had been working all day, so by the time we were half an hour or so from Dunbar, I was nearly falling asleep. 


I remember closing one eye. The next thing I knew, we veered off the road and hit one of those raised platforms where police cars sometimes watch the traffic. The impact shot us into the road, where we hit the central barrier then started flipping over and over. We tumbled down a thirty-foot hill into a farmer’s field. Everything seemed to happen in slow motion, as if we were in a movie. I can still recall how the airbags came up and hit us in the face, and being tossed around as if we were in a tumble dryer. Most of all, I remember us coming to a halt and Ricky and me sitting there upside down, with the roof of the car caved in to within centimetres of our faces. We hugged each other and then sat there, dazed, smeared in blood from a few small cuts. Shaking but, incredibly, otherwise unharmed and so glad to be alive. 


Surviving a serious car crash is a life-altering experience. You feel like you’ve cheated death, been given a second chance at life. It was certainly a big turning point for me; it changed my perspective. It gave me a real motivation to do more, to experience more. I kept telling myself not to waste a single day. So when, early in 2018, Ricky first floated the idea of us doing some travelling, my ears pricked up straight away. 


We were sitting out in the open air, doing what we did far too often – smoking weed. For some reason, Ricky started talking about touring around South America. It appealed to me on more than one level. A couple of years earlier, I’d been to Thailand with a girlfriend. I’d been fascinated, but also frustrated, as we passed through places on buses and in taxis. I wanted to know more. Who lived there? What was their life like? After returning home, I felt a need to experience the world up close and personal, not as a tourist. 


There was another, much more personal reason for wanting to travel. I’d begun to realise that I had to get away from my life in Dunbar. The car accident may have been a catalyst, but it only added to a feeling that had been brewing for years. 


People often wonder whether cycling around the world is a sign that I’m running away from something. There might be some truth in that. It wasn’t that I needed to get away from my family. We had our ups and downs, but my mum, dad, sister and I were close and I still lived at home with them and my gran. I wasn’t bursting to set up a new home on the other side of the world, either. Again, I enjoyed the town and community where I’d grown up; Dunbar was a great place, filled with great people. No, if I was trying to break free, to run away from anything, it was my old self. And the meaningless, routine life that I’d boxed myself into. 


I was a good person at heart, I knew it, but I had always been mischievous, the eternal class clown. There had been times when it had got me into hot water, especially when I had too much to drink, which was fairly often back then. I’d been fined by the police a couple of times and had got into the odd fight here and there. I was normally laid back, but I could get fiery when I had too much booze. Drink could be the devil in that way. As I headed towards my thirtieth birthday, I sensed it was time to do something different. It wasn’t that I felt I was going in the wrong direction; it was more like I was going round in circles. 


My parents and sister were all in the caring professions. My mum was a charge nurse in the NHS, while my dad had worked in mental health and was now a foster carer. But ever the rebel, I’d pushed against all that. It didn’t appeal. At school, probably encouraged by my grandad, who’d served in the army, I fancied enlisting and started basic training with the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers. But after a few months I decided against that too and dropped out. Afterwards I had a couple of long-term manual jobs around Dunbar, working as a handyman on a farm and then as a welder at a fish-food factory. 


I had always been good at fixing and building stuff, but I hadn’t built much of a life for myself. While some of my school friends had settled into careers, bought houses and started families, I hadn’t settled down at all. I felt that by hitting the road and spending time in another part of the world, I might somehow find myself. Or, at least, find a way of being myself. Someone said to me once that I hit the road to find a road. That seemed about right. 


In the weeks that followed that first conversation with Ricky, I became more and more excited about the idea. I was a keen cyclist, as was Ricky. I had the idea that we should cycle to South America the long way round, via Europe and Asia. I felt it was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for us, something that would feel like an achievement when we looked back on it years later.


‘Imagine telling your grandkids that you cycled around the world when you were younger,’ I said to Ricky, trying to sell him on the idea one night in the pub. 


He’d not taken much persuasion. 


I was a little worried about telling my parents, but to my surprise, they seemed glad that I’d decided to do something with my life. The truth was, they’d been even more concerned than I was that I’d been heading down the wrong road. They both thought an adventure would be good for me. My dad’s view was that it would be ‘character building’. Their approval gave me the extra encouragement I needed. 


Both Ricky and I knew we’d need money to make the trip happen, so we agreed to save up. Neither of us were afraid of hard work, so we grafted for six months. While Ricky worked in a cement factory, I got a job building a railway line in a theme park in Glasgow. We took on extra jobs as well, working in bars and doing bits of manual labour. At one point we had five jobs between us and were working an average of eighty-two hours a week. By the autumn of 2018, we’d put a few thousand pounds each to one side. We’d also started mapping out a route, first to mainland Europe, then down through France, Switzerland and Italy to the Balkans, and on to Greece. I’d started putting my gear together as well. 


I was determined to get myself the best possible bike and splashed out on a top-of-the-range, off-white, Trek 920 tourer with drop handlebars and specialist, mountain bike wheels. It cost me nearly two thousand pounds, but the minute I got it out of the box, I knew it was worth every penny. I particularly liked the fact it was a lightweight model and weighed under 13kgs, or 28 pounds, without any extra baggage on board. 


After a test ride or two, I decided to make a couple of modifications, adding some bigger, stronger pedals and a new saddle. We were planning to cycle a long way, after all. 


I’d soon fallen in love with the bike. I would come back from a ride and park it in my parents’ yard and sometimes stare at it in wonder. It was a thing of sheer beauty. I was so smitten, I even gave it a name: Eilidh, the Gaelic version of Helen, meaning ‘sun’ or ‘radiant one’. 


As I started gathering the rest of the kit I’d need for the trip, I also bought a one-wheeled trailer that I could fix to the back for extra storage.


Ricky, by contrast, was content with my old bike, a mud-spattered old Trek tourer that I’d ridden to death over the past few years. It was a good bike and Ricky was determined to ignore all those who told him to get a new one like me. ‘If it can travel one mile, it can travel twenty thousand miles,’ he argued. 


He did it up with new tyres, a fancy new ‘Brooks’ saddle, and other bits and pieces. It seemed to run well and survived our regular practice rides without any problems, even making it to the top of the 600-feet-high North Berwick Law, a steep mountain climb about an hour away. We spent a night up there in preparation for the months and maybe years of wild camping that lay ahead. 


And so it was that – in September 2018 – we set off with a very rough plan. 


It fell apart almost instantly. 


We got off to the worst possible start, mainly because we behaved like the same pair of idiots that we’d been back in Scotland. We’d planned to sail from Newcastle across to Amsterdam after cycling down the north-east coast of the UK from Scotland into England. But we had such a big party on the night before we left that we didn’t manage to set off until 5 p.m. the following day. We’d still been drunk; it set the tone. From then on, we treated the entire trip down as a glorified pub crawl. It should have been no surprise when we quickly found ourselves behind schedule for the ship on which we were booked to sail. 


The chickens came home to roost when Ricky somehow managed to lose a tooth and we had to go to an emergency dentist in the little town of Alnwick, about thirty miles from Newcastle. I was sitting in the waiting room going through our paperwork. I thought our ship was sailing the following evening. Except it wasn’t. It was that night. In fact, it was now five o’clock in the afternoon and it was leaving in an hour and a half, at six-thirty. There was no way on earth we’d make that journey. We’d missed it. We were stranded for days. 


When the ferry company managed to squeeze us on to a boat, my mum and dad came down to wave us off. There weren’t too many tears; we all knew I was doing the right thing, but my dad did give me a little memento to remember them by. He is from Newcastle and a passionate Newcastle United football fan and had bought me a small pin badge with the club’s famous crest of seahorses and black-and-white stripes for luck. I clipped it to my rucksack then headed for the boat. 


Sailing across to Amsterdam, Ricky and I pledged to take things more seriously, but nothing changed. We were soon back to our bad old ways. The first thing we did on arrival in Holland was to go to a weekend-long rave. 


Every now and again we’d give each other a pep talk. ‘We can’t carry on like this,’ we’d say to each other. But we couldn’t stop ourselves. We were such a bad influence on each other. 


The more we travelled, the more obvious it became that we also wanted different things. We passed through Belgium and into France, heading into Paris, which wasn’t the plan I had in my head at all. I wasn’t a fan of big cities. I wanted to see open roads and countryside, experience different wild environments and meet interesting people – not eat overpriced food and battle with tourists to walk a hundred yards down a boulevard. Ricky, meanwhile, wanted to be with his girlfriend back in Scotland, rather than with me. In hindsight, it was a flawed plan from the beginning. 


Our time together wasn’t without its fun moments. It was full of them, truth be told. Heading through Switzerland, we took the mountain road in the Furka Pass past the famous old Hotel Belvédère, best remembered from the James Bond movie Goldfinger. It was abandoned and boarded up, but we found a broken window at the back and let ourselves in. We had a suite each to ourselves. 


But I also got a glimpse of what it might be like riding solo, when Ricky broke off to see his girlfriend and I cycled through part of France on my own. I loved being on the open road, wild camping wherever and whenever the mood took me. 


Once we’d been reunited and hit Italy, there was all sorts of new trouble. At one point I had my passport stolen and had to head back to Glasgow for a new one. At another, Ricky had his bike stolen. Miraculously he got it back, but minus its panniers containing a lot of his stuff. After that, his mood turned more downbeat. It wasn’t helped by the fact that he was running out of money. Everything came to a head when we cut through Croatia and down into Bosnia, reaching the town of Mostar. 


Ricky had been invited to a stag party up in Hungary, in Budapest. He was cycling up to the party – and calling it a day after that. He wanted me to go with him. I would then be free to cycle back down and carry on my journey alone. But I was not keen on the idea. The weather forecast was terrible and I had my eyes set on heading south to Montenegro and Albania, and after that Greece. I said no. 


We didn’t have an exchange of words; we simply decided to head in different directions. At the end of our final day together, I stayed in a hostel in Mostar while he set off back towards Budapest. That was that. No hug, no handshake, no goodbye. 


For a while I was upset. The original plan hadn’t worked out. I felt as if I’d screwed up my big chance. Maybe my last chance. But slowly I began to see that it had been the right thing to do. The only thing, if I was honest with myself. If I was going to make this adventure work, I’d have to do it in my own way, and in my own time. 


Sitting on the roadside in Montenegro almost a fortnight later, the decision to go our separate ways seemed wiser than ever. This morning’s adventure proved the point perfectly. Would we even have noticed the kitten? Would we have taken it on board with us? If we had, would we have made it through the border with it? I could never know, of course, but I had my doubts. 


None of this reflected badly on Ricky. The opposite, in fact. I realised that I owed Ricky a massive debt; he’d shown me exactly how not to tackle this journey. I could now see a path ahead. 


The kitten scampered back into my lap and snapped me out of my thoughts. It curled up alongside me, breathing a little erratically as if it was out of puff. It was probably exhausted after its time being exposed and alone on the mountain. I gave it a reassuring stroke and it pressed itself closer to me. It felt good to know it was out of danger, that it seemed to feel safe and secure in my company. 


Above all, I was pleased that I’d been able to give it a second chance. I had no idea what lay in store for us, but maybe my scrawny new companion would help me make the most of mine as well. 
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By mid-afternoon, the weather had taken a turn for the worse. The clear, blue winter skies of earlier had been replaced by iron-grey clouds that were threatening heavy rain. Where the road was most exposed, I had to lean into stiff headwinds that made cycling tough. They slowed me down and my plan now was to reach Budva by early evening; too late to see the vet today, but before the heavens opened. 


My passenger was still coiled snugly around my neck, more comfortable than ever. The kitten was no longer sleeping; I could feel its head twitching from side to side. Maybe it was enjoying the view, which would have been understandable. Even in the worsening light, the Montenegrin coast was a spectacular landscape of mountains and lakes, ancient churches, and pretty villages with red-tiled roofs. 


I still couldn’t believe that I’d got away with smuggling the little creature across the border. Deep down, I was still half expecting to be flagged down by the police or some other local authorities at any moment. I felt sure that anyone watching me closely would have guessed I was up to no good. I might as well have ‘International Cat Smuggler’ emblazoned on my T-shirt.


In late afternoon we reached the car ferry that crosses the lake at the beautiful town of Kotor. Approaching the boarding ramp, I saw a uniformed ticket inspector walking along the lines of cars, talking to the drivers of each as he went. I panicked. Without really thinking, I squeezed the kitten back into the pouch. Its meows of protest were drowned out by the heavy chugging of the ferryboat’s motors. The inspector barely registered me as I handed him the right money and collected my ticket. 


It was only when we were halfway across the lake crossing that it struck me. What the hell was I worrying about? Why would a ferry inspector care about a kitten? Why would anyone on the boat care, in fact? 


Sure enough, when I let the kitten clamber back on my shoulders, people were charmed by it. One little boy began jumping up and down excitably inside his dad’s car, pointing at us. Other drivers and passengers nodded and smiled. I felt slightly self-conscious at first, but when I thought about it, I couldn’t blame them for staring. We were an unusual sight; a big, bearded tattooed bloke on a bike, with a kitten sitting on his shoulder like Long John Silver’s parrot. We were going to draw attention. But, more importantly, their reaction was proof that I didn’t need to keep worrying. As far as the world was concerned, the kitten and I were travelling companions. We may have been an odd couple, but we were a couple, nevertheless. 


By the time Budva loomed into view, the sun had disappeared over the mountains to the west and the light was fading fast. It was a relief to reach my destination; I’d been cycling for almost seven hours in all and had racked up nearly sixty miles. My injured knee was beginning to scream for mercy. So I was relieved to find a small campsite set in some gardens near the town’s beach. While I quickly rigged up my tent, I left the kitten to run free and explore its new surroundings. It was still cautious and didn’t stray far. If there was a sudden noise or it found something unexpected, it came scampering back to me. It had obviously started to place its trust in me, which made me smile. I could feel the bond between us growing. 
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