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Dedicated to my mom


I would like to dedicate this book to the memory of my mom, Bev McGown, who was a beautiful lady inside and out.


You were an incredible mother and role model, putting your children first before anything.
I thank you for the privileged life you gave me, filled with the unconditional giving of love, warmth and an amazing family environment, far beyond what any money can buy.
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PART ONE



Abduction










CHAPTER ONE



Adam
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The First Mujahideen, Friday, 25 November 2011


I wasn’t the first to see him – Tilly was. I was sitting at a table with the Dutch mother hen of our recently formed clutch of travellers, her husband Sjaak, and a German guy called Martin, on the porch of our Timbuktu auberge, when Adam walked in.


We weren’t supposed to be staying there. The previous night, as we rolled into town from Douentza, our ragtag crew of bikers and overlanders got lost in the dusty warren of streets that make up the outskirts of Timbuktu. We couldn’t find the backpackers we’d planned to stay at, and decided the Alafia would do.


Designed for shade, security and livestock, the run-down auberge was a typical compound-style, rectangular building with high walls and a central dirt courtyard. There was an entrance onto the street, a shaded patio along one side of the ground-level rooms, and a staircase that took you upstairs to the roof and a view of the Sahara. The big steel gates, which closed the compound up at night, were open.


I was sitting with my back to the street. Next to me, on my left, was Sjaak. Across the table was Tilly, with Martin on her right. Both Tilly and Martin were facing the street. The only other person around was Johan, one of two Swedish bikers. He had returned with us from that morning’s excursion to town, but while we hung out on the patio he had gone inside for a nap.


In the way that overland tourists share information, form loose alliances and part ways again, we were discussing what our next moves would be after Timbuktu. Everyone had different regions, countries and sights they wanted to see. I had my head down, updating my notes from the last few days of travel from Bamako to Timbuktu on my Samsung Mini. Tilly was flipping through a guidebook.


I wanted to see the famous Dogon cliff dwellings of Bandiagara and spend time along the mighty Niger River before leaving Mali and making my way south into Burkina Faso. Sjaak and Tilly were still weighing up their options. Martin didn’t say much. Every few minutes Tilly would make a suggestion, but save for the odd polite response no one was particularly engaged. We were all feeling lethargic after lunch, and the heat left us flattened.


It was an absolute scorcher. After a few weeks riding down to Mali from London, I was growing more comfortable with living on and off my motorbike, but I still had the pink, easily-sunburned pallor of a UK office worker, and I was feeling the temperature that day. Timbuktu seemed to have slowed right down to handle the heat. Save for the odd stray, the streets were deserted as everyone attended 2pm prayers. Even the security guard who was normally at the gate had buggered off – and anyway, I doubt a skinny guy with a stick could have done anything with what fate dished up next.


When Tilly screamed, I turned to follow her line of sight over my shoulder and saw a man at the entrance gate. Later, I would come to know him as Adam, a fisherman from Nouakchott, the capital of Mauritania. He didn’t look like a mujahid, which I suspect was the point. He wore dark jeans, a golf shirt and white sneakers. He had short hair and was clean-shaven, which in a region that prizes facial hair was a little unusual. In fact, he had a proper baby face. He looked off, because in a dusty, desert town, not many people look that polished. That and the fact that he had a pistol, which he was holding up in the air, his arm bent at the elbow, like he was in a buddy cop movie. We were just 12 metres from him, but he was not looking at us.


It’s funny how your brain tries to make sense of a situation. Here was a clean-cut guy who looked like he should have been running a disco, except that he had a gun. Who carries guns and wears civilian clothes? Undercover policemen. Therefore, he must be a cop and he must be looking for a criminal in the compound. Right?


Wrong.


For some reason, probably to make sense of the nonsensical, I looked at my watch. It was 3pm. Adam walked in the gate, went left and scanned down the side of the building. By this stage I had almost convinced myself he was a cop. I was watching his every move but starting to relax just a little. That all changed seconds later when two gunmen came through the entrance armed with AK-47s. Wrapped in full Arab gear from their matching suruwal kameez (trouser and tunic combo) to their imamah (turban), they were completely covered except for one little slit for their eyes. One of the gunmen stood guard at the gate while the other came to stand in the middle of the courtyard. His gun was pointed directly at us. These were not cops.


One at the gate, Adam in the middle and one in the courtyard – all with guns. The four of us at the table. Johan inside. The gunman at the gate appeared a little nervous, but Adam looked calm. Satisfied that he had scoped out the compound sufficiently, he started walking directly towards us. Tilly screamed, ‘Get under the table! Get under the table!’


I couldn’t make sense of it. Why? What the hell were we going to do under the table? I could understand putting our hands in the air – Hollywood has taught us how to surrender to bad guys with guns. Still in all this chaos, it was the only bit of direction coming from anywhere that we could understand, so we all climbed under the table. It was dirty down there, a cement floor coated with dust and sand. I lay on my stomach, head to head with Tilly, trying not to look at Adam’s approaching sneakers.


Adam started shouting and dragging Sjaak from under the table by one foot. Sjaak groaned as he put up resistance and tried to grab hold of the table legs, so Adam took his belt off and started beating Sjaak. Eventually Sjaak gave up and stood up, his body stiff as a rod. Over my shoulder I saw him get pushed out towards the street. I was doing a lot of looking, backwards and forwards from Tilly, who was less than a metre from my face, to Sjaak who was being bundled off outside. It was bizarre to see this incredibly tall guy in a tank top, shorts and flip-flops, who looked like he had just walked off the beach, getting marched away at gunpoint. Tilly was making all sorts of panicked sounds. She had a look of absolute horror on her face as she said under her breath, ‘They are taking Sjaak. They are taking my husband.’ It was almost like she was thinking out loud.


As we watched Sjaak getting dragged out into the street, I remember my own running commentary, midway between apology and explanation, ‘But what can I do? What can I do? I can’t do anything. These guys have got guns. We’re lying under the table here. These guys are taking him out.’


The next thought I had, which in retrospect is quite embarrassing, was, ‘Shit, I hope they don’t come back, because if they come back they’re going to take the rest of us.’ For quite some time afterwards I thought about how selfish that was. What happens when your life is on the line does not follow your pre-imagined script.


They were gone for maybe 20 seconds, and in that time I lay there, mind racing, looking for a way out. The front gate was blocked by a guy with a gun, as was the yard. I thought about running and jumping over the wall of the compound and disappearing into the dirty streets of Timbuktu. Maybe I could make it up the stairs and jump off the roof, but it was a six or seven-metre drop; I’d probably break my leg and they would likely catch me in the street. All I knew was that I had to get away from these people. But while I was running through all the variables, only seconds had passed. Adam walked back into the yard and came up to the table. It was my turn.


He pulled me out by my left leg. Once he had dragged me out on my stomach, I stood up without a fight. He had my left flip-flop in his hand and was hitting me with it to get me to move. I put my hands in the air and everything seemed to go into slow motion as I began walking.


Action movies give you a false sense of what real-life situations are like. It’s always binary – fight or flight, bravery or cowardice. There’s no grey area, no description of the paralysis of panic. When you’ve got people shouting at you, pointing guns at you, dragging, pushing and pulling you, it’s fucking terrifying. How you react is beyond your control.


I remember walking. Every movement was very deliberate. I could feel each muscle moving, my foot placed where it was supposed to be placed as my knee lifted up my other leg for the next step. My body awash with adrenaline, it felt like I was wearing a heavily padded jacket and there was this tiny version of me right in the middle. I was aware of everything, from Adam hitting me with the flip-flop to the contrast of the shade and the sun as I walked out into the street, but I didn’t truly feel it. The jacket muted all sounds and sensations. My visual memory of what I saw in those moments is not a high-definition single-take video, but a slideshow of skits. The Table Skit. The March to the Street Skit. The Being Bundled into the Land Cruiser Skit.


The initial shock overwhelms you. There is so much new data rushing at your brain and your body; from the guys with guns to escape options, to the whereabouts of the others, the warp speed of what had just happened to our baking-hot Friday afternoon as tourists in Timbuktu, and even thoughts about the afterlife. It was as if I had been hacked by a supercomputer, spitting out the unbelievable questions that I did not have the mental capacity to process and to which there were no answers anyway.


Where are they taking me? What will they do with me? What do they want with me? How will my family find out? Am I going to die? Will I feel pain? Will I hear the gun? What happens then? Where do I go? At this stage, heaven and hell become quite real considerations.


We all know we are going to die, but most of us are pretty confident it is not going to happen today. We envisage it as some future point, with ever-shifting goalposts the older we get. If it’s something out of our control, like getting hit by a car, well, that’s just really bad luck, but at least that kind of thing will happen quickly. Standing there with a gun against me and a guy screaming at me in a language I did not understand was like getting the spoiler for how a film ends.


I thought: this gun could go off in 10 seconds. Maybe that’s all I’ve got. A countdown of 10. Nine, eight, seven, I’ve got seven seconds of life left. It’s like running a 100-metre race. You spend all your life charging into the wind with all your might, but now there’s a finish line coming up on you very quickly. That final line is zero. When you cross it, it’s all over, lights out.


Six, five, four seconds of life.


We walked out into the street. On the left was a beige Toyota Land Cruiser, idling. The tailgate was down and the gunmen were putting Sjaak, now handcuffed, in the back, lying down next to the spare wheels. I was waiting in the street as if in a queue, with my hands up, looking confused. Once they had Sjaak how they wanted him, they handcuffed me. This was even more terrifying. I had never been handcuffed before and these things took on their own personality; the metal deliberate and uncompromising, their intent submission and control. I climbed onto the back of the vehicle and lay down immediately behind Sjaak. I felt more vulnerable and at the mercy of fate than ever before. Instead of lying from front to back across the bed of the truck, they had made Sjaak lie from left to right in front of the wheel arch. I was lying awkwardly squeezed between the two wheel arches. Then they brought out Johan.


When Johan heard Tilly screaming he came out to investigate. He left his bedroom, walked down the passage, turned the corner to the patio, and came face-first into the business end of a Kalashnikov. Like Sjaak and me he was marched out, down the stairs, across the sand and out to the Land Cruiser. He was handcuffed and forced to lie down in the back of the vehicle. There was some jostling for feet position – to fit between those wheel arches you would need to be four foot tall, and I had nowhere to put my feet. Both Johan and Sjaak were lying on their left side facing the cab, but I was lying more on my back, looking upwards at the sky. I could not see the compound at that angle, but out of the corner of my eye I could see part of the street. By now I had figured out there were three gunmen and one driver.


Three seconds. Two seconds.


The next thing I saw were gunmen dragging Martin out of the Alafia. Martin was completely out of control. Three mujahideen were pulling at him and he was fighting them every step of the way, hitting their hands off him, pushing them away and walking backwards. He wasn’t saying anything but he was making a lot of grunting sounds. The mujahideen were grappling with him while trying to control their AK-47s, which were slung over their shoulders. I could see they were getting irritated because their guns, swinging around like unruly handbags, were getting in the way of their attempts to control Martin, who by now was about three metres from me. He was up against the side wall of the compound when I saw him stumble backwards into the street and disappear just below the tailgate flap of the truck. I lost sight of him, but he was right there, almost within touching distance.


One second.


At the exact moment Martin fell, the tallest of the three, whose name I later learnt was Ghanda Hari, had had enough. As the two other gunmen stepped forward as if to pick Martin up, Ghanda Hari simply stopped fighting the momentum of the AK-47’s sling, allowed the gun to swing up into his hands and fired three shots.


Zero.


I couldn’t see what they saw, but the finality with which all three mujahideen turned and walked to the vehicle told me that Martin was dead. One of them gave the ‘A-okay’ sign to the driver. The expression on Ghanda Hari’s face was one of mild irritation, like when you hit the enter key on your keyboard and it doesn’t register or you find your stapler is empty. A slight inconvenience. He didn’t look like he had just killed somebody.


I said to Johan and Sjaak, who were facing the other way, ‘Shit, I think they’ve killed Martin.’


I could hear Tilly on the patio screaming and shouting.


I felt a blanket and then a cargo net being dropped over us and secured. I lost the light.


The driver revved the engine and the vehicle started to move.


I didn’t know it, but the longest journey of my life had just begun.










CHAPTER TWO



Steve McGown
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‘We’ve all been raised on television to believe that one day we’d all be millionaires, and movie gods, and rock stars. But we won’t. And we’re slowly learning that fact. And we’re very, very pissed off’ – Chuck Palahniuk, Fight Club





I often think about a DMC (deep and meaningful conversation) I had with my sister Leigh-Anne, sitting on top of a sandstone mountain on the cherry farm my family used to own in the Free State.


I loved that farm. It was about 16 kilometres from the Lesotho border, at the foothills of the Maloti Mountains. It was an amazing piece of land with rolling hills and koppies to climb and a big dam down the middle shaped like a bird in flight. It was a place of big skies, psychedelic sunsets and clean, cool air. In the spring the cherries would blossom en masse in a burst of colour. When I say it was heaven, it’s literally how I imagined the afterlife would look.


Leigh and I had been running around there since we were just out of nappies, so even though Johannesburg was home, going to the farm was a huge part of our upbringing. As I got older it became even more important. Whenever I could, I’d escape Johannesburg and the strictures and rules of city life to bomb around on the farm on my grandfather’s 125cc motorbike, go fishing or hang out with friends who came down with me from the city.


On this occasion, my sister and I had climbed the mountain to catch the sunset. She was talking about how sometimes in life you really have to mull things over; really think deeply and analyse stuff in order to find a way through the tough times. I was in my late teens at the time and I remember finding the concept so strange. What was there to think about? Life was straightforward and easy. It was about friends, good times, good conversations and laughter.


That was roughly 17 years ago and at least three lifetimes away. While we share the exact same DNA, the Steve McGown I was then was basically another guy. Up to that point, I’d had a very easy ride. Wherever I looked, doors opened. Everything seemed possible and within my reach.


When you live a charmed life, you don’t realise it. I was popular at St John’s College in Johannesburg. I can actually say that, because against the odds and despite a heavy stutter that runs through my family, I was narrowly elected to be head of one of the boarding houses, Nash. It wasn’t the result the housemaster was expecting – there was another much more suitable candidate, a top sportsman, and obvious leader. Surprised at the outcome, the housemaster requested a second vote and again, the democratic process spat out the same result and I won. It was also a surprise to me, and not an altogether welcome one. For starters, I would have to board, which would be expensive. Then there was the issue of public speaking and my stutter. My dad stuttered, my cousins stuttered, there seemed to be something in the bloodline. Even my wife Cath stutters, and became a speech therapist. It’s just something connected to the McGown clan.


So, when it came to the question of being head of house, the housemaster asked me if I wanted the role. I said, ‘If I have to read in chapel, you can keep it. Thank you but no thank you.’ Fortunately, he pointed out that as head of house you are technically in charge so you can actually delegate readings. I was voted in because I enjoyed people and vice versa, so I took the position.


Aside from the stutter, my life was carefree. While there was always financial strain on the family, I had amazing parents and the warmest family environment you could imagine. I’ve always been drawn to the outdoors, so whenever I could I went to the farm, to help my dad, Malcolm (aka Magoo), and my grandfather, Peter.


Peter was a World War II POW and mechanic who loved motorcycles. He was incredibly handy. He basically built the farm up, planting the cherry trees, getting the irrigation sorted. The farm balanced my life. There would be the craziness of Johannesburg, and then I’d have the farm environment, where I could run around and be knee-deep in mud.


By the time I got my driver’s licence, I was organising regular trips down with my mates. On a Friday afternoon there would be five cars leaving Johannesburg in convoy, zigzagging down the highway. We’d lie on mattresses under the poplar trees by the dam drinking beers with a barbecue on the go, playing board games and talking about our plans for the future. Years later we all still reminisce about that golden period.


That’s why I couldn’t understand what Leigh was saying about complexity. I had not experienced that. Then, I got a job in banking and I started to become someone else.


It was never my dream to go into banking. I enjoyed the outdoors, so I thought of becoming a game ranger or getting into farming – not that I understood the nitty-gritty of what it takes to run a farm. I applied to the University of Pietermaritzburg to do a BSc in agri-management with a view to helping my dad in his business in some way. Then one morning my dad sat me down to say that farming was a tough game and that it would be difficult for us to sustain two households on what it earned. Bottom line: consider doing something else, son. I ended up getting a BCom Honours in risk, finance and marketing.


I’m not sure if anyone goes into banking for the right reasons, but I most definitely did not. I went into banking because I thought it would be lucrative, that I would look like somebody who is happening, someone who has the right credit cards stashed in his designer wallet, someone who has all the cash in the world, someone who people look up to.


In 1998 I got my first real job at a financial services company called Gensec.


Initially, there was a thrill to this new world. I was excited to become a big swinging dick banker, one of Tom Wolfe’s Masters of the Universe. The starting salary was more than I’d ever earned before. I could buy rounds of drinks for my friends at bars in Sandton. It was just a matter of time till I made it to the top.


The gloss rapidly wore off. I found the job utterly demoralising – it was soul-destroying, menial work that would see me at the office till 9pm each night. In a matter of months, the ‘glory’ of becoming the big hotshot had completely vanished. I was selling my soul to the devil at a discount.


Everything that defined me as a youngster – that enjoyment of the outdoors, positive people, flexibility, freedom of movement – was evaporating in real time. I was stuck in a negative environment, behind a computer. I was always indoors, like a pale, blind fish at the bottom of a lake in a cave. This was not what I wanted.


My father always told me, ‘If you want something in life, you have to push through. You can’t quit.’ I’ve spent a lot of time – too much you could argue – poring over the finer details of my life, and I think my reading of what my father was trying to say was the start of big problems for me. Instead of focusing on the part about wanting something in life, I hung on to ‘you can’t give up’. So every day I would grit my teeth and push on, sacrificing more and more of the person I was at the altar of pride and perseverance. After four years at Gensec and another two at Investec, I’d become a shell of who I used to be.


My mom had also been battling depression. I remember sitting at the kitchen table with her, both of us in tears. I said to her, ‘I’ve completely lost myself. I don’t know who I am, there’s no colour in sunrises and sunsets now. If this is what I’m supposed to be, then I’m gone.’


I knew I needed to get out of banking, but my dad’s words were on repeat in my mind. I could not shake that underlying message: if things get hard, you’ve just got to find that grit and push through.


I decided a change of scenery would make a difference.










CHAPTER THREE



North(ish)
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Guided by the belt of Al Jabbar


I was sure Martin was dead. I could feel one of the mujahideen climb up onto the vehicle as it moved into second gear. They had just finished trussing us up under a brown blanket and a cargo net that was cinched tightly to the hooks on the outside of the Land Cruiser’s carry bay. I still had my watch on, and even trussed up tight under the blanket I could just make out the time. It was 3:15pm.


I could not see much, so when the man spoke it seemed to be aimed at no one in particular, and everyone in earshot.


‘Do you know Al Qaeda? We are Al Qaeda!’


As he said it, he must have lifted his AK-47, because a volley of shots went off centimetres from our heads. It was the flourish of a showman, an exclamation point not just for the final syllable that left his mouth, but for the entire operation this four-man crew had successfully pulled off. It was also a middle finger, as if to say to the authorities and to the people of the sleepy streets of Timbuktu: we came, we saw, we took these kuffar (non-believers) and we conquered.


We are Al Qaeda.


My body was already awash with shock and adrenaline; now my stomach fell even further, a whirlpool of acid panic bobbing with mines made of terror. Oh fuck. Not these guys.


As I lay there in the back of the vehicle, unable to see anything, I tried to let my body feel its way through the streets like a finger reading Braille. In my semi-delusional, panicked state I felt that my life depended on me keeping track of our direction. My starting point was all I knew for certain. I paid acute attention to every turn that the vehicle took.


We drove west down the road in front of the Alafia, turned right and began to head north, or at least that was the feeling I got. I was lying under the blanket, trying to get a peek as to what was going on. There was no space for our faces and Sjaak, who it turned out had an on-going nasal problem, began to hyperventilate. He had to beg our guard for a small space to stick his head out so he could get air.


Squished half onto my back between the two wheel hubs, all I could see was the sky above our heads, so I tried to make sense of our direction from the way the vehicle moved. I could feel when we left the road and hit the desert, because the car started snaking around on the thick sand. It felt as though the driver was treating the Land Cruiser like an untamed horse, giving the vehicle its head a little, letting it navigate its own course through the sand to a destination that at least three of the seven passengers had never been to before.


The only ally I had was the sun. It was winter so even though the sun was sufficiently low that I could not quite see the edge of the Land Cruiser from where I was lying, I could at least get an idea as to which side was brighter. It wasn’t much, but I knew the sun rises in the east and sets in the west; if I could tell which side of the sky the sun was on, I could identify where west was. Once I did that, I could tell we were heading north, fast. The driver was gunning the engine, trying to put distance between us and Timbuktu. After about 20 minutes, we turned sharply towards the east. By now we were bouncing around less, just sort of slithering our way through the sand.


About 40 minutes after we left Timbuktu, we stopped and I could hear another car nearby. There was a pattern to the way we stopped that I would come to learn; just before we came to a complete standstill, the driver would drive in a circle so when we stopped we would have created a corral in the sand and would be facing back the same way we came. This played havoc with my ability to keep track of direction.


I could hear voices as people from the two cars spoke to each other in what I assumed was Arabic. Their voices were calm and collected. There may have been a third car, it was hard to tell at this stage, because the engine of our vehicle was still running and, with my body wedged against the chassis, I was struggling to differentiate between sounds. There was a pause, they appeared to be waiting for something, but after a few minutes we were moving again, in what felt to me like the same direction we had just come from.


I hadn’t really studied the map of northern Mali, because I’d had no intention of going north of Timbuktu and into the desert. Now I really regretted not having spent hours mulling over the Malian Sahara, because I had no idea about the area we were heading for. I had no idea about distances, where the towns were, or where the borders of Mauritania, Niger and Algeria were. For a long time to come, all I had as a point of reference was Timbuktu, a town that, for the rest of the world, is synonymous with the end of the road, the farthest place you could possibly go to. We were going much, much further than that.


Save for one rest break, we literally spent the next 15 hours and what I estimate was about 500 kilometres, going north-northeast. The reason I say 500 kilometres is because I actually tried to do the maths both in the car and later with Sjaak and Johan, who is a mathematician. Being able to quantify something is to create order, to understand the scope of problem. I was desperate for something to hang on to, and if I knew how far we were from Timbuktu, I would at the very least have an end point to this dark horizon, a light at the end of the proverbial tunnel. Without vision and desperate to keep a grip on what was happening to us, I kept trying to track every slight change in our movements, hoping that if I escaped I might be able to reverse-engineer our route.


North, then a push to the right for ten minutes, and then straight north. As the adrenaline wore off and the gravity of who these guys were sank in, all the energy just drained out of me.


Northeast, north, northeast, north, northeast.


Jammed against the two wheel wells, I attempted to put my cuffed hand under my head to protect it from constantly bashing and bumping against the steel bed of the Land Cruiser. As the hours went by, there were times when the desert felt incredibly flat and we went at great speed. At other times we went much slower, navigating mounds and humps, corrugations and divots I could not see. It always felt a little out of control, like it was a race that our driver had to win, but we were willing him to lose. I could hear the vehicle’s engine fighting against the sand and the continual changing of gears. You could sense the urgency from the driver and feel the tension – our captors were trying to get us as far away from civilisation as quickly as possible. That meant they were expecting people to find us.


I had no idea what the protocol would be, whether there were surveillance planes and choppers on standby or if a platoon of Foreign Legionnaires would pop up around the next sand dune. Praying and hoping somewhat naively for the cavalry in the form of Western intervention, technology, planes, choppers, Terminator, ANYTHING to ride out and rescue us, I might as well have had a nap. As for local government forces, they were poorly equipped with inferior hardware, underpaid and less committed than our captors. At that stage, when it came to government authorities both in the region and around the world, either nobody knew where we were, had any reach, cared to give chase or gave two shits.


I found out years later that the Malian Army arrived at the scene of our abduction an hour after it happened. They got in their vehicles, drove to the edge of the road where the sand started and then, because they were not equipped for long-range desert pursuit, turned back. That was the extent of their efforts to try to find us. There’s a French expression, ‘tant pis’, that would encapsulate Francophone/Sahellian attitudes to our predicament for years to come. It means ‘the situation is regrettable but now beyond retrieval.’ Essentially, ‘Oh well.’


North, northeast, north, northeast. I watched the sun go down and the sky get dark and I imagined us, a small boat tacking into a sea of sand, our pursuers so far behind on the map that they had effectively not even left port.


It was winter, so it soon got bloody freezing on the back of that vehicle, even under a blanket. We lay there shivering, trying to find a place for our feet. We bounced all over the hard, steel base of the Land Cruiser, expelling little ‘oofs’ of breath when we landed on our ribs and had the air squeezed out of us. I fought to stay conscious despite the nightmare of what being awake meant. Irrational thoughts did sloppy lengths in the pool of panic that was my brain. I was consumed with the timing of what had happened. I thought, ‘Cath has given me six months to do this trip. I can’t take longer than that.’ I remember thinking that I’d cut my hair about four days prior and shaved the previous day, so at least I wouldn’t have to worry about having to do those things. In retrospect, it is laughable that the grooming habits of the person I had been, a suit-and-tie-wearing city banker, were still something that mattered.


At the auberge, when Tilly screamed at us to take cover from Adam, I left everything that wasn’t in my pockets on top of the table. At one stage I thought they might just steal my phone – that perhaps petty theft was what the gunmen had come for. For some reason they had not frisked us, so now my worldly possessions consisted of my wallet, my Suunto watch – bought for this trip because of all its nifty survival features, including a compass, which I couldn’t access now – and the clothes I was wearing. These were a pair of black quick-dry shorts and a grey quick-dry T-shirt, both from a shop on the high street in Putney, and a pair of flip-flops from a Walmart in Arizona. The only other thing was my wedding ring. That was it. Or so I thought. Around 8pm, while squirming to find a comfortable position, I felt a small rectangular shape in the pocket of my shorts. It was my British passport.


It took a split second for me to understand my situation. I felt the blood drain from my face and the last vestiges of hope began to spin away. I knew very little about Al Qaeda, except the main atrocities of the last decade, but one story I did know was about a guy called Edwin Dyer who was kidnapped by Al Qaeda in January 2009. A British national, he was taken just north of Timbuktu on his way back from a Tuareg music festival in eastern Mali. At first Al Qaeda demanded a multi-million pound ransom. Then they demanded the release of Abu Qatada, a Jordanian cleric and associate of Osama Bin Laden. When the deadline expired for the British government to act, they beheaded Dyer. Although I was proud to be naturalised British and to have dual nationality, I was born in South Africa and was heading home. But I now realised that if Al Qaeda found the little book in my pocket it would say otherwise. Judging by what happened with Dyer, the British government does not negotiate. My British passport was going to be the death of me.


From the imprisonment of their leaders like Abu Qatada, to bombs flying through the air, to boots on the ground in Iraq and Afghanistan – they would not care who I really was. The place I called home, the colours of my flag, the nuances of my accent, the fact that the years I spent in the UK were just a detour for a young South African looking for adventure ... none of that mattered. To them I would simply represent the sins of the British Empire, both past and present. I had to get rid of the passport.


Watching over us, sitting on the spare wheel behind the cab, his face still hidden behind his imamah, was the mujahid who had announced that they were Al Qaeda. As we left Timbuktu, he had told us to stay quiet, and whenever we’d tried to talk under the roar of the motor he had threatened us again. With what happened to Martin fresh in our minds we obeyed, but I realised I had to do something.


I leant over to Johan and said, ‘Fuck, my passport is in my pocket.’


He said, ‘Give it to me, I’ll throw it out the back of the vehicle.’


The problem was, it was now night-time. We were being followed closely by one other car, maybe even two, and because it was pitch-black, their dim lights lit up the back of our Land Cruiser like a faded yellow spotlight. I couldn’t see much, but whenever we changed direction, they changed direction and their lights would pan across the back of the vehicle and light us up again. British passports at that time were burgundy-coloured. Unless there’s a giant Saharan moth of that colour out there, seeing that drop from the car would look odd, even if I managed to free up my hands enough to get the passport out of my pocket, over to Johan and off the back of the vehicle without getting noticed by our guard. The odds were that the second car would stop to pick it up. They would know immediately that I was technically British. It would make me look guilty, and their hatred for me would only increase.


My next idea was to eat it. Seriously. I thought maybe I could tear the passport apart, chew it into a manageable cud and swallow it. Again, there was a problem. To combat counterfeiters and partygoers alike, modern passports are incredibly hardy, with stiff reinforced covers, electronic chips, holographic overlays and untearable, waterproof vinyl pages. So, if you fall in the sea after an all-night bender in Ibiza, the Foreign Office has you covered; your passport will still get you home to Essex with a hangover. Where they do not have you covered is if you are stuck in the back of a terrorist vehicle driving deep into the desert and you want to eat all evidence of your identity.


I decided that my next best shot would come when the vehicle stopped. I figured it had to stop at some stage, either to refuel or for a toilet break. Even Al Qaeda must need to pee. My plan was that if we were allowed to go to the toilet, I would try get a few metres off into the dark, drop the passport, force it into the sand, kick more sand on it and then pee on top of it.


As my brain spun out with plans and panic, I tried to focus on what I knew. The sun had been down for hours now and the stars were out. I watched Orion’s Belt rise up in the east. It gave me a sense of comfort, because it was something I could relate to. One year, our family went to the Kruger Park, and I remember being given a stargazing book. It wasn’t too technical on the astronomy front, but I enjoyed learning about all the different constellations. I hadn’t thought about that book in years, but in a way having a rudimentary understanding of the night skies had become part of what I knew. It was a great technique for picking up women at varsity parties. I would dance with someone, ask them if they wanted to go chat outside and then say, ‘When’s your birthday, what’s your star sign?’ and identify their stars in the sky. I know … smooth operator.


Orion and his belt are very much a southern hemisphere constellation. It’s a summer constellation, and at basically every barbecue I had ever been to in my life in summer, you would have a beer in your hand, a chop on the barbecue and Orion over your head, a constant companion.


As we drove further and further into the desert, bouncing around, getting battered, I used Orion to give me a sense of direction. I would come to learn that in Arabic, Orion is known as Al Jabbar, which means ‘giant’ or ‘the almighty’, and is also one of the 99 names of God. I already knew Orion as the hunter from Greek mythology, and that he stood in a north-south direction. His belt and his sword started to create the most vivid image in my mind, an arrow pointing towards his head, which points north. So as we swivelled and swerved, Orion moved towards the front of the vehicle, which meant we were now driving northeast. As Orion moved towards the back of the vehicle, we were driving northwest. When Orion was directly in front of my feet, we were driving directly north. North, northeast, northwest. Away from Timbuktu. Away from South Africa. Away from home. Away from Cath. Away from my comfort zone, away from my norm.


At 10pm, we did stop. Not because we had run out of fuel – I soon learned that Al Qaeda’s vehicles had long-range fuel tanks for massive drives across the desert – but because Sjaak’s phone began to beep. Just as I had a passport I did not want Al Qaeda to find, he had his old Nokia on him. The battery was getting tired, so the thing gave off a few plaintive beeps. The guard on the back heard it and banged on the roof to get the driver to stop.


We were in the middle of nowhere, it was pitch-black and amid much shouting everyone climbed out, unhooking the cargo net and pulling us from the vehicle. The second vehicle parked behind us, with only its orange parking lights on, rather than bright halogen lamps. They cast this yellow light for five, six metres and then the sand just disappeared into the darkness. Pulled from the vehicle, we were forced to stand while they did what they should have done in Timbuktu and frisked us. On Sjaak, they found his Land Cruiser car keys, his phone and his wallet, one of those old Velcro jobs with the neon colours we all had when we were kids.


They started interrogating us. ‘Who are you? Where are you from?’


We mumbled back our answers in a blend of English and French until something registered. Holland, Hollandaise and Pays-Bas for Sjaak. Sweden and Suédois for Johan. South Africa, Afrika Zuid and Afrique du Sud for me. My answer was met with blank stares as if I had said something that did not make sense, like saying I am from ‘Asia North’ or ‘the United States of Brazil’.


As they frisked me, they came across my body wallet. In it was €1,500 and $2,000, money that was meant to pay for accommodation, fuel and sundries on my way home. They took the wallet away and squatted down a few metres away in a little circle. I could hear them getting excited as they took the cash out and started counting it. While that group counted the cash, another guy was still patting me down. He came across the zip pocket on my shorts, found that small burgundy booklet, opened it up and walked over to the others, who were sitting in the light. As I watched them thumb through a booklet that would reveal an identity and destroy the last vestiges I had of safety and control, it felt like I stopped breathing. I became dizzy. My world was spinning out of control.


I could see that initially they could not figure out the lettering. One guy snatched it and looked at it, then somebody else snatched it from him. Everybody thought they could read better than the other person. It probably took them a minute to figure out what they had, and then I heard a word that was to plague me for years to come.


‘Britannia!’


All hell broke loose. Everyone started shouting, ‘Allah hu Akbar!’ and the mujahideen started dropping to the ground on their knees, one to my left, another to my right and more a few metres in front of me.


They were hitting the sand in prayer, to give thanks to Allah for a gift he had bestowed on them.


Me.










CHAPTER FOUR



London calling


[image: illustration]




‘And I envy you. You have the one thing that matters. You have all your discoveries before you’ – John Fowles, The Magus





Some kids wanted to open the batting for the Proteas or sail across the Atlantic or sleep with Charlize Theron. From the age of about 15, I had bored the living daylights out of my family and friends with my constant repetition of two big goals: I wanted to ride my motorcycle through Africa, and I wanted to travel and see as much of the world as possible.


On the latter I must have been getting a reputation for being all talk no action, because after studying and going into banking, I had gone nowhere and done nothing. I began to develop a fear of the consequences of finally going travelling. Would I be throwing my career away? Would I end up poor, destitute, unemployable? Would I be seen as a failure? I was only 25 years old and already consumed with stress and fear. It all sounds laughable now, but all of this kind of shit used to keep me up at night, and during the day it would weigh me down and cloud my thoughts.


Life, as my sister foretold on that mountain, was now complex.


Leigh-Anne was living in the UK working as a vet, and I thought I would go there too. It was common for young South Africans to move to the UK, get decent-paying jobs and maybe even dual citizenship; you could return to South Africa with some solid global experience, having made some money and travelled around Europe for a few years. Or, if you liked life in the UK, you could stay there and live relatively stress-free, with low crime and a strong currency.


South Africans had a pretty good reputation in the job market as being hard workers, so I was confident I could find a job. Still, it took me a while to get the courage to make the move, and to get permission from the British government. Finally I got a visa that would allow me to work in my industry, banking. I moved to the UK, and within two weeks I had a job in London working for JP Morgan.


For a while, things were exciting again. I had an incredible Canadian boss and I worked in a cosmopolitan team with a Nigerian, an Iraqi, an Australian, a Kiwi and an Indian. It really felt like the United Nations, and with more money involved I even started enjoying banking.


I went through a few ups and downs, as you do when you’re trying to find your feet in a new country. I’d moved over with a girlfriend, who soon became an ex. I went through a stage when I would live off one single Tesco pie per day. Gradually, I started to grow up, get fit, save a little money and get in with my own crowd. That was when London became amazing. I stayed in various flat shares with Armenians, Poles, Israelis, Germans and Brits, the kinds of places that had moss growing in the shower. I was looking for a new place to live when I met Cath.


My sister attended a church in Southfields called St Michael’s that had a large South African contingent. I wasn’t particularly religious, but I started going there to anchor myself in the UK and develop my friendship group. At the same time I found this ad on Gumtree for a house share, one guy and two girls looking for a fourth. I phoned and asked if I could come for an interview. The person on the other end of the line, asking me if I was a weirdo or a murderer, was Cath, a fellow South African in London. I mentioned that I went to St Michael’s, she said she also went there and I got the nod to come see the place. When I went there Cath wasn’t around, but the other two housemates thought I was okay, so they said I could move in.


The funny thing is, a week before I even phoned about the house, Cath had been ‘checking out some guy’ at St Michael’s; it turned out that guy was me. In due course, she spoke to her housemates and connected the dots that the guy she was eyeing out as he went up for communion was in fact that brother of Leigh-Anne, the tall blonde girl she knew from church, and also the guy who wanted to move into the house.


I moved in and in no time Cath and I hit it off. It was fantastic. We had a lot in common, and a lot of fun. We used to hang out together, sitting up till the early hours of the morning just talking – proper conversations, which was something I really missed from those carefree days on the farm. After staying up half the night, I’d go to work completely out of it from lack of sleep, and sit behind the computer with red eyes, wondering why am I staying up all night talking to this girl? She rapidly became my best friend in London.


About two months after I moved in, Cath made her move. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘I’ve got feelings for you, so think about that. I’m just putting it out there.’ The next day, she left for Switzerland on a skiing trip, so there was a bit of long-distance back-and-forth while she was gone. Then, as she got back, I was leaving on a skiing trip to France with some mates. When we were both back in residence she gave me what in retrospect seems like a slightly unreasonable ultimatum. She said, ‘I’ve got feelings for you. If you don’t feel the same way, you’ve got to get out, because this is my house, and I’ve been living here for a few years. You’ve created a very strange dynamic in the house and I can’t live like this.’


In short: you can date me and stay, otherwise bugger off.


This ultimatum threw me, because in all honesty I wasn’t quite ready for the next step. The breakup with my ex had been bad so I was in a bit of a weird space. I was still down about being in banking, and a little raw from having lived in scaffy places surviving off pies. Now, I had finally shaped a life that made a little sense – church, home, friends and a new best friend. I figured, if I do date Cath, I could screw it up, but if I don’t date her, then it is screwed up already and I’ll lose my best friend. Either way, I’ve got problems.


In the game show of my life, I chose to see what was behind the curtain. Decision made! Elation! Adrenaline! Love is in the air! And then Cath played her next move.


She said, ‘Well now that we’re dating, you’ve got to get out anyway, because this is a Christian house.’


Love is blind in more ways than one, because for a relatively strategic guy, I had been completely outmanoeuvred.


We met in December 2005, started dating in January 2006, and by April Cath dropped a prophetic bombshell on me. We were walking around London holding hands, and she said to me, ‘I think we’re going to be married within the year.’


I burst out laughing, because that wasn’t even on my radar. I was running the numbers, overanalysing things and creating unnecessary pressure on myself, but Cath was more at peace with the world. She just has this way of saying how things are going to be and, more often than not, that’s how they turn out.


We got engaged on Christmas Eve in Norway and on 31 March 2007, almost a year to the day that she first brought it up, we got married.


We settled into life together in the UK really well. I had a motorbike, a red and blue Honda CBR, and I got a second helmet for Cath. This was our mode of transport. We would travel all over the country on that motorbike, in summers and in freezing winters. I would strap down a small tent to the back of the bike, which had these little pannier bags, so we had to pack light. I had a saying at the time: ‘If you can’t fit it into a rucksack, you shouldn’t have it.’ It was an attitude both for the way we travelled and how I wanted us to be in the world: to live simply and without extraneous baggage.


At times it felt like the luck that had been part of my youth was back. As the years passed, I worked a number of banking jobs in the UK, from JP Morgan to Royal Bank of Scotland to Bank of America. Whenever I needed a new job, I always got one, even when other applicants had much better qualifications. My ability to talk to and connect with people was what made the difference.


Somehow I even came out fine when the 2008 credit crunch decimated the banking sector. As the crunch hit, the project I was working on for Royal Bank of Scotland ended, so without being laid off like so many others I was still out of a job at a very bad time. With time on my hands I would meet up with Lloyd Robinson, another South African mate of mine, in Richmond Park. We’d do a couple of laps of the park on our bicycles each morning to try to stay busy and to have a routine. It was hard to be positive in that climate of doom and gloom. We lamented our luck, saying that our lives were probably ruined and we would never get another job. My UK visa was based on work; without a job I would have to go back to South Africa long before I was ready to. As we rode round and round that first week our conversation was always the same. ‘You know, we’ve got troubles, what are we gonna do? What are we gonna do?’


I went for an interview with Bank of America, and the next day I was back with Lloyd going around in circles. One day later, Bank of America came back to me to say I had the job. I remember thinking, ‘You know what, you’re a jackass. You wasted your time worrying while you could have been out enjoying the summer.’


It was a major lesson for me – not to waste time worrying about what may not happen. There’s always good stuff you can take from tough times, and life can change in a second.


As we closed the front door each workday morning, Cath and I would part ways on the pavement. She would head off in one direction to her speech therapy job; my work was in the other direction. At night, we would come back to our place, have dinner, and at around 8pm we’d go for a walk around Putney. That was our daily quality time together. Those cool winter evenings were beautiful, quiet and dark. Walking around Putney at night, holding hands, talking about our day and discussing our future plans and dreams was incredibly special to us.


Going back to South Africa was something both of us were ready for. Cath had been in the UK for 11 years, I’d been there for seven. We’d made a bit of money, travelled and gained enough experience in our respective careers to make a living when we got home. I still disliked banking with every bone in my body, but I had picked up some incredible skills and experience that would help me in the future. The plan was to go back home and go into business with my dad, who had just passed retirement age. ‘You created this thing but you’re going to retire soon,’ I told him. ‘I want to come back and get involved.’


Magoo was on board with the idea. In fact, towards the end of my time in the UK, my father was actually giving me flak for taking so long. He was ready to take it easy.


As our homecoming crept closer, there was a definite countdown element and a lot of excitement among our loved ones. Cath and I were coming home, to be near family and friends, for me to have a career change, for us to have a fresh start in life and to have kids. Starting a family was a big part of the plan for our future.


The only thing stopping us from coming home sooner was that we were so close to securing our British passports. It’s one of those things thousands of young South Africans who do a stint in the UK try to do. You move to the UK, spend years working your way up the food chain and finally, with sufficient years on the clock, you qualify for a British passport. When I first moved there it was not really my intention but, by the time we started to plan our trip back to South Africa, both Cath and I had been there so long we were now eligible.


I was blown away by the amount of time, effort and money it took me to get the passport. If only I had known what its real cost would be.
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