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STORIES THAT MAKE OUR HEARTS GROW












Foreword by Levison Wood













Over almost 20 years of travelling I've been lucky. I've been lucky to survive near misses; I've been lucky to escape danger; I've been lucky to come back in one piece. But I've also been lucky to make a great number of lifelong friends in the process from all around the world. Many of these friendships came about as a result of serendipity; chance encounters in random places. Conversations struck up on buses and in airports, over a drink in a bar or simply bumping into someone in the street. Even more, however, were formed when I was at my most vulnerable; when I was hitch-hiking, or sick, or in need of a bed for the night or a meal in my belly. People everywhere have come to my rescue when it was least expected.




  One day when I was 22, I found myself hitch-hiking along the ancient Silk Road from England to India. I'd made it as far as the North Caucasus in Russia but found myself in a bit of a tight spot. My travelling companion had disappeared back home to London and there I was, alone, dealing with the aftermath of the second Chechen war. I'd managed to get detained by the Russian secret police more times than I could remember and all I wanted to do was go home myself. I'd been told I couldn't travel over the mountains for security reasons and that the only way to get to the south was on a boat across the Black Sea.




  I'd stamped out of Russia in the port of Sochi, where an ill-tempered border guard had warned me, 'The Georgians are terrible people.' Her words echoed in my mind as I made my way to the stern of the little ferry to bid farewell to Russia through the haze. I was glad to have got out OK, but to be honest I was wary of the country ahead. 




  It wasn't long, however, before I was approached by some fellow passengers heading to the Georgian city of Poti. One of them stood out from the rest. Lasha was a tall, red-haired man, about the same age as me, who spoke broken English. He asked where I was going.




  I told him I was on a journey to India, which left him looking rather blank.




  'But are you looking forward to Georgia?' he asked me excitedly. 




  I didn't want to tell him that I wasn't too sure actually. In Russia I'd been arrested and questioned on suspicion of being a Chechen terrorist on numerous occasions and I was feeling on edge. Besides, if you believed everything on the news then the region was ablaze: Islamic insurgents hiding on every hill, bombs going off in the cities and bandits galore causing trouble in the villages. It made me think twice about talking to strangers.




  'Of course,' I told him, deciding to keep my preconceptions to myself.




  At that he gave me a beaming smile and slapped me on the back like an old friend. 'Then you will be my honoured guest and you must stay in my home. You will love it there and you will be my good friend.'




  Swept up in his warm demeanour and his genuine offer of friendship, I relished the thought of getting to know him and of staying in a family home. Georgia had not left me lonely for long. We disembarked from the boat and walked through Poti as Lasha told me about his family. 'After the Cold War we had to flee our homes and now my family are divided. Some of them are stuck in Russia – who knows if they're dead or alive. And we are now here, refugees in someone else's city.' Poti was crumbling, and piles of garbage covered the pavements.




  I was welcomed into Lasha's home with open arms and though I could see that life was tough in Poti – no one I met had electricity or running water – everywhere I went I was lavished with coffee, home brew and cakes. That evening Lasha's cousin played beautifully on the piano and we sang and danced late into the night and they showered me with gifts of chocolate and sweets. That night I lay on Lasha's living-room floor listening to the rain, grateful to him that I wasn't sleeping rough that night as I had done a lot on my journey. Life here was simple but I hadn't heard anyone complain. They smiled widely and their hospitality was boundless. The families stuck together and looked after not only each other, but anyone passing through who happened to be in need.




  Lasha had changed many of my presumptions about his homeland. A place that I'd thought of as faraway and different, yet what I discovered were people not too different from my own; I'd feared Georgia might be hostile, but it turned out to be home to one of the kindest families I'd met. I thought back to the border guard's xenophobic caution and wondered how fear and prejudice could bore so deep into a person's beliefs. I've travelled in all sorts of guises – backpacker, photographer, explorer, writer, and as a soldier. In the army you're trained to be cautious and suspicious – analysing the potential threat that any stranger might have. But for me, travel was my first love and I like to think it gave me a grounding in being open. Very few people are really out to cause harm and the news reports only tell one side of the story.




  When walking or hitch-hiking you're forced to interact and play the part of the guest. I've learned that you are at the mercy of the kindness of strangers the whole time. A traveller must rely on other people, trusting in the advice and hospitality of locals. Of course one must use common sense and instincts to stay safe, but in my experience the times I'd shown most vulnerability, I'd been met with nothing but respect and kindness. When you open up your mind and your soul, then and only then can you find common ground. For me travel has always been about breaking down boundaries and looking for what unites us. This book is a celebration of those people who challenge the prevailing myths, stereotypes and lazy narratives we so often see in the media. These stories show that the world is indeed a decent place and more things bring us together than set us apart.




  In the end I spent a week with Lasha and his family. They fed me like a prince, even though they were struggling to make ends meet. Everything was shared. I left with a rucksack full of food, a decent bottle of wine and a bus fare to my next destination – they'd insisted on nothing less.














INTRODUCTION










Fearghal O'Nuallain













I ran, on the outskirts of Tabriz, a cold evening in early December 2009.



  'Follow me,' said the man with the frown. 'Is too cold for outside tonight.' 




  Without a thought I was chasing the dim red tail lights of a Peugeot 306 along a dark country road on my bike. 




  The man was dressed in a fancy suit and must have been on his way to an important gathering. A small boy, also dressed in a shiny suit, had pointed from the passenger's seat as I studied my map by the light of the petrol station. It was below freezing and I had really hoped I wouldn't have to camp in my two-season sleeping bag. 




  I followed the car for almost an hour, him stopping every few minutes for me to catch up, then driving off with a belch of smoke and a rattling exhaust. Eventually we arrived at an empty warehouse. The man lit the stove, and the boy fetched water for tea and made a bed in the guard house. Then they disappeared in a hurry. The man returned later with kebabs, water, biscuits and a crisp 100,000 rial note. 'Khomeini… for luck…' he said with a wink before patting my shoulder and disappearing into the night. I warmed my hands and dried my wet clothes on the stove and admired the note. It had an imposing picture of Ayatollah Khomeini on the front and something written in elegant Farsi penmanship. On the reverse was a sketch of an impressive mausoleum backed by fir trees. Next to it I was surprised to find a line written in English: 'Human beings are members of a whole. In creation of one essence and soul.' As I drifted to sleep next to the warm stove I chewed on the sentiment in my head like a toffee; one essence and soul… members of a whole… 




  The fire had gone out when I awoke shivering at dawn. I packed hastily and rolled my bike out onto the quiet icy road. The man hadn't told me his name, he had just given me a hot meal and somewhere warm to sleep.




  A few months ago I found the note tucked into a journal. I googled the quote. It was from a poem by Saadi, an Iranian poet who lived in the thirteenth century. It was from his masterpiece, 'Gulistan', or 'The Rose Garden', Wikipedia told me. Gulistan is 'poetry of ideas with mathematical concision', it said, possibly the most influential piece of Persian literature ever written. I read on and came across the following lines:




 



If one member is afflicted with pain, other members uneasy will remain. If you have no sympathy for human pain, the name of human you cannot retain.




 


That's the essence of The Kindness of Strangers. This is a book for humans – for people who cannot sit easily when others are afflicted. People who recognise that irrespective of the colour of our passport, the language we speak or the god we pray to, we are members of something bigger than our immediate tribe.




  Our organisation, Kindness of Strangers, has a simple aim: use the power of storytelling to build empathy with people from other places. We aim to tell stories that make your heart grow. It was co-founded by Dan Martin, Rayleen Hillman and me in September 2015. Both Dan and I had been to visit the camp in Calais, known as the 'Jungle'. We found a shanty like the ones we'd encountered in Asia, Africa and South America, and it was full of people. Spirited people who'd travelled long distances and endured unimaginable hardships. We were ashamed that they were being subjected to such squalid living conditions in what we considered our part of the world. Around the world, Europe is held as a shining beacon of civilisation and fairness, and yet here were vulnerable people being left to rot. Having received such kindness when we were cold and hungry, we felt guilty that we were not doing something to help. 




  Winter was coming, so we asked the adventure community to help. Adventure is in the Kindness of Strangers' DNA. Adventurous travel takes us places and connects us to people we wouldn't otherwise meet; the mix of risk, challenge and uncertainty is an experience that changes people for the better. So we knew they wouldn't let us down. Two weeks later we had standing-room only at our first storytelling event, and collected enough gear to fill a transit van. Dan drove the van to Calais that night and then ended up spending the next two years working in refugee camps across Europe. 




  They say that travel broadens the mind, but travel also opens the heart. It's impossible to experience the world and not come home with greater empathy and concern for it. These are stories told by people who have undertaken amazing journeys and achieved impressive feats, but the tales in these pages are not of their achievements; they are stories of the charity they received, grateful elegies to the simple acts of the kindness that made their journeys possible. Our brave adventurers were aided on their quests by kind strangers who were uneasy seeing others in distress and discomfort. 




  This is a book for people with heart; people who recognise that kindness is the human trait that connects us with the rest of the world, and understand that it transcends the sometimes nasty narratives of history and politics. The stories in this book show that its force is strong in all corners of the world, and that it can be called upon in jungles, deserts, mountains, slums and the green fields of England. This book is an antidote to the darkness and ignorance of our times. It is a book for those of an open mind and heart, and an adventurous spirit. 




  This book, published in England in 2018, echoes the words written 700 years ago by an Iranian poet and printed today on the back of 100,000 rial notes. Words that we should not forget.




 


Human beings are members of a whole, in creation of one essence and soul.
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LET US DRINK TEA










Good people, kind people, funny people, mad and sad and one or two bad people



Alastair Humphreys














'I wonder how many people I've looked at all my life and never seen.' 


John Steinbeck, The Winter of Discontent


 



The people I meet are a highlight of the journey. I meet good people, kind people, funny people, mad and sad and one or two bad people. But mostly it is a random selection of good people. Many invite me to their homes for chai, for food or to spend the night.




  One day a stylish man stops his motorbike to chat for a few minutes. His hair is swept back; he has a big bushy beard and a smear of red paste on his forehead. He wears three gold rings and a chunky gold necklace. His pretty wife and daughter are perched on the back of the bike. They are sharing the headphones of an iPod Shuffle. He tells me he works in a bank. He hands me his business card.




  'Come and drink tea when you reach my town!' he calls as the family hoot, wave and roar away.




  I take up the invitation. The bank is the first air-conditioned building I have been into in India. I am aware of how dirty I am. I find my new friend at a computer, data-entering a pile of cheques. My shoes stink. He smiles in welcome, shakes my hand and slaps me on the shoulder.




  'Let us drink tea.'




  I want to ask some of the questions I've been unable to answer walking through areas where nobody spoke much English. About rural poverty and India's rising power, about the caste system, inequality and water wars. But he is not interested in any of that. He only wants to know about England. It's good to be reminded that my normal life, my normal home and normal country are as interesting as anywhere else when seen with fresh and open eyes. The barrage of questions is charmingly frank.




  'Are you having love marriages or arranged marriages? If your father does not like your girl will he ban you from his home? Are you circumcised? How many castes are there in England? Are you Christian? Are English villages like Indian villages? Do villages have water and electricity as well as the towns? Does it really rain every day?'




  I still have not seen an angry person. Indians seem to share the same mild characteristics as their revered cows. But one day I see an Indian cry. The sight jolts me. A middle-aged man, his spectacles askew, a friend's arm round his shoulder, pushes through the market crowd. His eyes are shiny and numb with grief. Surrounded by the noise and rush of so many strangers it is easy to forget that each has an individual story.




  Most of my memories of people are from the briefest of connections. Moments that flash through the gulfs between our lives and simply connect on a human level. A woman, about my age, is running down the road towards me. She is wearing a red and orange sari. It is rare to see Indians running, particularly women. I like the way her gold bracelets jangle and the self-conscious look on her face as she runs. I smile. She catches my smile, grins back at me, but keeps running. Two people on the same road at the same time. Our lives meet, but in opposite directions, and then we pass out of each other's lives for ever.
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STOP GIVING AND START TAKING










The importance of taking tea in the Calais 'Jungle'



Amelia Burr















'Iwas an epidemiologist in Sudan,' said Dr Hammady casually in the Sunday sunshine. We sat outside his wooden shack on white plastic patio chairs in the dust of the Calais Jungle. I had taken food parcels to his community every week for months but this was the first time I'd stopped for tea. In the mania of delivering basic food rations to thousands of people, these moments took me by surprise. Load the van, drop off food, reload the van and repeat without appearing to be in a callous rush. Go, go, go. And then stop. A few words stopped me in my tracks and hit me with a stark reality. 




  It's not surprising that a refugee would be a doctor or a professor, although this is not the image of 'victim' we are sold in the media. In that moment, though, I was struck by the sheer waste of life in that place. This man had saved countless lives in his work. With his knowledge and skill he had prevented thousands upon thousands of deaths and here he was, waiting for me to arrive with a delivery of kidney beans and rice. His beaming smile and boundless good cheer compounded my awareness of the injustice which was alive and kicking in my act of giving. As I handed boxes down to him out of the back of the van, I thought, This man is not my equal – he is my superior. I'd never demonstrated the courage and aptitude needed to make the journey he had, but most of all, he had used the gift of his mind to make the world a tangibly better place. What a ludicrous situation that this brilliant doctor should be dependent on me for such simple offerings. 




  Every time I saw Dr Hammady he was gracious and grateful for our work. 'Sometimes I imagine you are angels coming from the sky to lend a hand to us,' he said with his hands cast to the heavens. Smartly turned out in what appeared to be a crisply ironed Tesco employee shirt, he thanked God for the volunteers, prayed for us and even offered to go on camera to visiting journalists to help raise money to support our efforts. Like so many Sudanese in the camp, being able to cook and eat together in his community made a huge difference to him because sharing food is a cornerstone of his culture. When a Sudanese man stole from a kitchen providing free food in the Jungle, the community he lived with punished him by making him eat alone for two weeks. 




  Food is a simple thing to give because everybody needs it. My friend Tina Brocklebank and I set up a system where we would visit every dwelling in the camp once a week with a stamped Post-it note food ticket for every home marked with the number of people who lived there, which could be exchanged for a week's worth of food rations and firewood at the various vans parked nearby. We didn't have to agonise over who 'deserved' our help the most, because everyone needs to eat. Those days walking around the maze-like shanty town in the sunshine, wind and rain seem like a distant dream now. With the frenzy of raising enough money to feed 10,000 people going on 'backstage' at the warehouse, this was the live performance. Driving off the motorway of an industrial port town in northern France, we would go through a checkpoint manned by the bulldogs of the French police – the CRS. Then the jigsaw Jungle came into view, a mosaic of the unwanted huddled around fires, playing cricket in the road, shouting welcomes in different languages with outstretched arms and wide smiles. At every turn down the makeshift roads, lined with shacks covered in different-coloured tarpaulin, we would meet another joker. They would stand in front of the van and fold their arms, reclining on the bonnet before shooting us a cheeky smile and coming to the window for a chat. We were engulfed in the life force of this world within a world. We stepped inside people's homes to give them their food ticket. Blankets stapled to the walls for warmth and beauty, flags and photographs on display, 10,000 offers of tea and food. We were let in. We were shown kindness. This way of doing things was a big step up from the line distributions out of the back of a van which preceded it, encouraging hundreds of the most able-bodied camp residents to enter a dehumanising scrum for a measly bag of tinned food. But it still held within it the power of giving because we had to ascertain how many people lived in each shelter to give the appropriate amount of food. This number was usually a lot less than that given by the occupants. A typical interaction would be a cheerful hello in Arabic or Pashto, a comedic attempt at small talk in said language, and then the question 'How many people live here?' Let the games begin! Afghan tents with three beds inside would shout 'Pinzalas' in cheeky unison – that's 15 in Pashto. Sudanese tents with ten beds inside would say 'Hamsa wa ishreen' – 25 in Arabic. Laughing and lightly joking all the way, we would tactfully negotiate down to a more realistic number. They knew and we knew they were exaggerating the numbers but we also knew the amount of food we gave would not realistically last a week, so usually we met somewhere in the middle. But we had the final say and there lay the power. The only power they had was to refuse our ticket altogether, which some did in dramatic fashion, but for many this wasn't an option because they needed the food and wood. Receiving help, especially when you have little option to refuse it, is a powerless and humiliating position to be in. What can, to the untrained eye, seem like an uncomplicated act of kindness – to go to a refugee camp on a proverbial white horse and GIVE – can be received in a variety of different ways. Some people, like Dr Hammady, were truly grateful, seeing the desired intention – to offer a little independence and a glimmer of humanity in the forgotten darkness.




  Some proud men refused our help with disdain, the humiliation of the handout not deemed worth the 'prize' on offer. Others were indifferent, or took the opportunity to milk everything they could from 'bleeding heart' volunteers – an offer of a food parcel could easily turn into a shopping list: 'I need a phone, size forty-two shoes, some tarpaulin and do you have any moong beans?'




  The majority of people I met in the Jungle were either embarrassingly grateful or indifferent. The only violent reaction we experienced was borne out of the humiliation inherent in the act of giving and showed me how our 'kindness' could be perceived. 




  After finishing one round of food distribution we were driving out of the Jungle to go and reload the van for round two. It would often take quite a while to get out of the camp as one person after another would stop the van just to chat or to ask for something. We had already been half an hour bunny-hopping down the 'high street' when we stopped outside Khan's caravan. 




  This thoroughfare was the hub of the Jungle, a bustling row of makeshift shops and restaurants with the smell of fresh bread and Jungle delicacies, such as Afghan spicy eggs, wafting out of doorways. Men huddled round phone charging points, drinking tea and watching Bollywood films on big TV screens. Mountains of cigarettes wrapped up in tinfoil cylinders of ten for one euro and the latest in Afghan Jungle fashion hanging from the windows. At night this place transformed into the 'black market' – not somewhere to go alone. If you had your phone stolen, this was where your friends in the camp would go to see if they could buy it back. Shoes from our warehouse were big business on the black market – a depressing sight for new volunteers, who earnestly believed that that man really did desperately need those trainers, but most became philosophical in the end about the Jungle economy. As long as the people who desperately need shoes have them, who cares what systems evolve to swap one thing for another? That was a 'free market economy' if ever I saw one. 




  Khan was a businessman in the Jungle. Who knows what brought him there, but he stayed to make money. He ran a restaurant and had his fingers in multiple pies. On six days out of seven he was as sweet as the milk tea he made for us, but he could snap when the largely ignored power dynamic between camp residents and volunteers became visible through disagreements or decisions made by volunteers which would affect camp residents. Most volunteers in Calais were young, white, British women. Around 95 per cent of camp residents were men, from Sudan, Afghanistan, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Iraq, Iran and Syria. For an older Afghan man, the very idea of receiving help from a younger white woman was humiliating in and of itself. 




  Khan had threatened to smash up our van a few times with a confusing array of accusations about not taking him food or not going to his home at the right time. We'd tried to resolve the situation, but this was all just a dance around the real issue – the helping. There is no right way to help a man who feels belittled by the very intention. As we began to chat to someone out of the window of our van, he suddenly flew out of his caravan with a hammer and started smashing the windscreen. Glass was coming in at us on the front seat as he kept hammering and shouting. After a few minutes he stopped and we left unharmed, but his uncontrollable anger left its mark. In 14 months of being in the Jungle nearly every day, that was the only time I felt unsafe. We were always surrounded by people who took pride in looking after us. I was shown more kindness in the camp than in any other place I have ever been. But that day I realised what our 'kindness' meant to some people. It made them feel small and, let's face it, emasculated. 




  For our part we did what we could to minimise the indignity of giving through the ticket system, but what made the most difference was making time to be the receiver. Taking tea in someone's home or letting them cook you dinner created an all-important exchange. Those times when I received kindness from strangers were truly the most powerful, soul-filling moments of my life. To be lavished with generosity by people who had next to nothing was humbling for me and made my hosts grow two inches taller. It allowed friendship to blossom on an even plane. There were pockets of sanctuary dotted all over the Jungle – the places I could go for five minutes out of the madness, for peace, a kind word, a cup of tea and a breath of air, for the 'me' behind my smile. I have cried on a friend in his humble home by a rat-infested river and I have received his tears when his two sisters in Sudan both died of cancer within a month. I have danced in the night rain at my thirty-fifth birthday party surrounded by music played by talented musicians, serenaded with poetry written for me, enveloped in love from my fellow humans. I've been given a pair of new boots when my old ones were falling off my feet and I have enjoyed the best hot dinners of all my days. 




  Because we received we were allowed to give in a way that would be taken as a favour from one friend to another. Before the camp was demolished I realised that the food was just a ruse, a way for us to come to the table with something. Infinitely more valuable was what our hosts then put on the table for us, with a sense of dignity and pride. Our greatest gift was to receive kindness from strangers. 




  To receive is vital to the act of giving. Otherwise, you are, in fact, taking something away. 
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THE WEICHMAN SISTERS










When an attempt to out-cycle a blizzard doesn’t quite go to plan



Anna McNuff















The cold October day I met the Weichman family was the worst I'd had in three months on the road. A relentless South Dakotan crosswind had nudged me back and forth for 80 miles, and in the midst of an attempt to out-cycle a blizzard which was tracking its way across the USA, I'd been riding for almost two weeks without a break. By the time I rolled into the tiny town of Bison, population 342, I was in a real slump. 


  Pedalling into town, my mind was focused on two things, and two things alone: sleep and food. For the past three months I'd spent most nights in my tent. Today I'd decided that I would really push the boat out and treat myself to a night at the motel in town. I mean that literally – it really was the only motel in town. The plan was to get a good night's kip, and an early start the following day. 




  Bison wasn't much larger in real life than the dot on the map. Two large cylindrical metal grain stores poked up from the landscape, and were surrounded by modest one-storey farm buildings – a sight that had become familiar in the American Midwest. I was just preparing to turn right down the 'main street' when a rusty grey estate car appeared alongside me. I'd only been passed by two cars that day and so this in itself was a monumental event. At first I kept my gaze fixed forward, waiting for the car to pass, but it seemed to be moving unusually slowly. Turning my head to the left, I looked into the car. In the driver's seat was a young girl, and she was waving – waving so enthusiastically that I feared her whole right arm might just detach and fly off into the windscreen. 




  I looked back to the road ahead, thinking perhaps I had imagined it, and then I looked left again. There she was – still waving, still smiling, and madly. And so I, being the dignified lady I am, responded with a wave of equal magnitude, coupled with a gigantic grin. The grin 'n' wave combo must have had an impact on the girl because a little further on in the centre of town she pulled off the road into a gravel car park and leaped swiftly from the car. 




  When I entered the car park myself, she was still breathless from her speedy car exit and panted excitedly: 'Where… are… you from?!' 




  I squeezed on the brakes and ground to a halt, dismounted my beautiful pink touring bicycle and kicked out the stand. 'Oh! I'm, um, from England,' I replied, upping my BBC British accent a little more than usual. 




  She clasped her hands together under her chin, balled them into a fist, smiled broadly and squealed. The kind of highpitched squeal that only dogs might be able to hear. 'Ooook! I've never met anyone from England!' she exclaimed, her eyes ablaze. 'We don't get many visitors here. What are you doing in Bison?!'




  And so we proceeded to indulge in a mutual exchange of whos, whys, whens and wheres. Her excitement was infectious, and so both of our voices became increasingly high-pitched. Imagine two overexcited puppies meeting in a park, minus the butt sniffing. During the exchange I learned that the sweet girl standing in front of me was 21-year-old Katie Weichman. She had mousy brown hair tied in a high, loose ponytail and hazel eyes, and was dressed in grey tracksuit bottoms and a pink hoodie. Katie was a shot glass full of sunshine, and the energy she exuded transfused itself into my weary veins. 




  'Well, you've just gotta come back to our farm. It's just up the road,' said Katie in an accent that resembled those I'd only ever heard in Fargo. 'You know that blizzard is due, and we'd love to have you visit with us for a few days. My sister would just love to meet you! And Auntie – oh, Auntie would adore you!' She stared at me and blinked. Her soft voice had all the innocence of a child, and her eyes were wide, like a Disney princess.




  I was a little taken aback by her offer. I hadn't expected to meet anyone today, let alone be invited home for tea. Today was set to be a crap, 'get it done' kind of a day. 




  'Oh, that's so kind… um… Where's your farm?' I asked, thinking that 'just up the road' didn't sound like too far to cycle.




  'Eleven miles back that-a-way.' She grinned and pointed over her shoulder and back in the direction I'd come from. And then she stared and blinked at me again with those eyes. 




  Eleven miles back? This girl was sweet, but I was really tired. I didn't fancy an extra 22-mile cycle to her home and back to here in the morning. I really needed to get some decent sleep and just get on my way. 




  'Oh, thank you, thanks so much, but it's OK. I'll just stay here in town. I've got to be on the road early tomorrow.'




  Her expression shifted from bright and breezy to confused, and her mouth drooped a little. 'But, but – there's a blizzard coming?' 




  'Yeah, yeah – I'm going to try to, err… out-pedal it…' I could hear how ridiculous it sounded as the words left my mouth, but I couldn't take them back. 




  I could see that Katie was just about to protest some more, when a truck pulled into the car park. 'Oook, look! My brother!' she squealed. 'Come meet his kids!' 




  I went over and chatted for a few minutes with some of the other Weichman family, but as everyone was engaged in conversation, I took this as a chance to make a polite exit. I told Katie that it was lovely to meet her, and pedalled off down the road, following the original plan and heading for the motel. 
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