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Prologue


The beaches were strewn with bodies. Washed up naked, dressed in rags ... intoxicated, drugged, punch-drunk. Westerners littered the white sands, giddy, high on Shangri-La. The Thai called them farang. Tourists. Casualties lay dotted all about, lifeless, their skin scorched by sun. Wrapped around dozens of legs were the weeping wounds of unlucky motorbike passengers, calves and ankles branded by the hot stack of an exhaust pipe touched accidentally in a whiff of burnt flesh. Others had fallen off the back altogether, picked themselves up with maps of road-rash strafed across their skin in serrated mazes. Soles had been accidentally slit open as people boogied barefoot on beaches mined with shards of their own broken glass and plastic bottles. First aiders buckled under the weight of too few medics for too many wounded, and on bamboo stretchers, patients writhed, their feet wrapped in white towels shifting quickly scarlet around bleeding feet. Cries of agony went lifting into the night, bottom lips warbled and concerned friends kept vigil. Iodine was washed yellow into wounds, oxygenated water stung with shrieks. Damn but it looked like the fucking Somme, Juno or Sword ... Wilfred Owen, Siegfried Sassoon ... all conscripted to Thailand and charged with having enough fun to make the free world feel free again.


In Sanksrit, Kanji, Aramaic and Chinese scripts, philosophies of life were printed with blue-green ink on white skin. Symbols professing heartfelt mantras were tattooed behind earlobes, at the tops of spines, along the twin tendons that ran from wrists into hands in a forlorn quest for originality. What was needed, what was really called for, was a new bit of anatomy coming on to the market: an update, a new limb into the gene pool, for too many identical bodies all had owners after the same thing. Entire boatfuls kept unloading. New fish were sure to arrive with the next dawn, and all would storm tropical beaches in this D-Day for a new age. They waged a war against anomie: rock-solid, dye-cast anomie. Born of a stale world in right angles of glass and steel, there they were, desperately seeking to carve out legend among Thailand's rougher edges. A local entrepreneur stirred a wooden paddle through a trough of drink: hard liquor and carbonated soda. He handed it over, selling it to the farang in sandcastle buckets with straws that, for just a handful of dollars, gave the option for those dispossessed, doomed youths to buy back a moment of childhood.


All along the shoreline petrol-soaked rags stood on the ends of charred sticks, from which flames shone and danced to the electronic beat of loudspeakers. Effluent and vomit flooded from makeshift toilets, running towards the sea, while all around lust beckoned and tongues looked for meaning in the mouths of strangers. Phones and cameras, extended at the end of each grasping reach, captured it all so that everyone photographed everything and looked at nothing. Overhead hung long, dense lines of telephone cables: wrapped like creepers, vines, they went entwined between concrete poles. Tied back towards the motherland, every last message of these new prophets was all set to make it out to a satellite, ensuring that none upon the beach ever felt too far from home. Roaring in from overhead, on the hot strip of the runway, the plane touched down.




PART I


PHUKET
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Gitano – Tuesday, dusk


Let's begin with Gitano, go from there. He picked us up at the airport, had even written our names on a small sign where he waited in the arrivals lounge, as if the whole thing were reputable.


‘Reinard sends his apologies, but he couldn’t be here to meet you. He had to find a translator for the project.’


‘We thought he had one already?’ Jake replied, concerned.


‘So did he.’


And with that, things started as they would go on.


Evening came down equator-quick, white lights blazing on the construction site of a Thai-Italian consortium sinking a tunnel under the Phuket highway. Gitano drove fast, Gitano drove dumb ... one of those guys who tells you he's a good driver with a clenched fist, follows up with ‘because I react very quick!’ He got up close, agitated on the accelerator. Tailgating every vehicle, he forced his way through gaps that weren’t there, then hit hard at the horn when they closed on him too fast. Dressed in a vest and jeans, he had a sharp face, darting, keen: eyes bright but everything else washed in resignation. Across his arms and chest I looked into the dashboard, where there were small drifts of sand along its dials. The petrol gauge was near flat, right down towards red, but you got the impression Gitano knew how far he could push it. A few of the other dials looked broken, but the kilometres ticked over, turning round so that 199,998 became 199,999 and then the top of that 2 and all those new zeros came up hesitantly like their own quantitative sunrise. I wondered how many of those 200,000 belonged to Gitano, where they’d taken him, who he’d met. ‘Where you from?’ I asked. Jake was in the back, taking in the world through the window, leaving the talking to me.


‘East Germany.’ He turned away from me, looked out the window with a solemnity that seemed almost disappointed or defiant about reunification.


‘Why d’you leave?’


‘It's changed. I was from Berlin, but now Berlin is different. Full of Turks.’


I smiled, ready for a moment of power, ready for the squirm. He deserved it, for that one.


‘I’m Turkish. Half-Turkish.’


Gitano looked across. The poor guy, you knew he had no luck left in him, I felt sorry to have done it. He guffawed, swallowed his foot, up to his knee.


‘The new generations are different. I have lots of ...’ He began again. ‘The older generations were more respectful. I have lots of Turkish friends, black friends’ — Gitano starts coming over all rainbow — ‘I have friends from all over the world!’


He raises his arm in the air, right out in front of him in a palm-down recognition of the Führer. You have to pity the Germans ... they really have to go above and beyond when it comes to convincing people they’re not racists.


Gitano let out a half-hearted salute, as if to make clear what he was not. ‘I’m not a Nazi... none of that bullshit.’


When the words I’m not a Nazi are exchanged in the first minutes of meeting a guy, that's when you know things are going badly. We changed the subject pretty quick. I let him off light.


‘How do you know Reinard? You friends?’


‘He's a very good man ... a good heart.’ And then Gitano got on with what was important, his preferred subject, himself.


‘Reinard always knew he could trust me. I was a performer.’ He smiled fondly for better times. ‘I was a juggler ... but not a regular juggler, a high-speed juggler, with lots of balls, going very high.’


We drove on: Jake still looking out the window, me not sure what to say, Gitano looking right at me, forgetting the road.


‘But I need to stop drinking so much.’ He sighed, waving his hand and letting it fall at his over-round stomach. ‘My juggling isn’t as good any more. I lost my focus. I need to get back into training, but I’m always driving, and in the evenings people want to go to the bar to get drunk together!’


He looked across, ‘I performed all over the world. I performed in Moscow, in Havana.’


‘Always juggling?’ I asked, checked that I was hearing right.


‘Yes! Always juggling!’ Gitano grew ever more uninterested in the road, as if it had been a long time since anyone had cared enough to listen. ‘I performed with very famous people ... with Rostropovich!’


Gitano lightened, forgot the present and remembered the good days, back when he was something special and it was all going to work out for him.


‘You know Rostropovich?’ he leaned in eagerly, ‘With me juggling and him on the cello.’ He kissed his fingers, scarcely able to believe the memory. ‘I was one of the most respected performers in the Soviet Union.’


I smiled, gave a nod, stopped babysitting the man and did as Jake – checked out of the conversation. Nothing was about to make Gitano feel any better about his present compared to his past. The palm trees passed over us. I still remembered Heathrow, the A4: six thousand miles and only a few hours’ sleep ago. It was a strange transition, quicker than I was used to. The sky went purple, orange at the horizon, like a bright ribbon wrapping a box full of dusk. And the palm trees passed over us, and over us. Horns fired, motor scooters with bags of rice over the saddle and their taillights trailing out behind, red streams scratched into night.


Gitano reclined in his seat, got on with the driving, one of those washed-up souls who were never at home no matter where you put them. A German stuck in the tropics. ‘This country!—he threw his hands up in the air, hitting the brakes as a slender space between a car and the small van of a farmer shifted from narrow to impassable – This country needs to change.’


He didn’t realise it himself, but more change was the last thing Gitano needed ... he’d already seen too much of the stuff. Gitano's face betrayed how poorly things had gone for him since his juggling days. A face starved of smiles, his hair in a crew cut, all the values he had energy left for were the coloured bracelets and a few charitable rubber bands on his wrists. I suspected that Gitano needed the dysfunction of Thailand to satisfy his need to complain; one of those guys who is already turning, going bitter, by the time he leaves the developed world for the tropics, but times it right, so that everything he then finds there can be blamed on the place he arrived in and neither himself nor the place he left. A few years younger and I’d have been different, would have had more sympathy for a life not working out as it might have done, more interest in sharing his glory years, encouraging him to speak. These days I’ve less energy for it. Eventually you meet too many lost causes.




The Sage – night


Gitano left us outside a hotel in the town of Rawai, said he’d let Reinard know where we were and that he should come to meet us once he’d scoured for someone who could speak Thai, English and the native language of those remote islanders whose story we had been brought together for. With a wave from the car window, Gitano left us standing.


‘Not exactly to plan,’ said Jake mechanically, a little dazed.


I shook my head. ‘I guess when a random guy emails out of the blue and tells you he wants to make a documentary about indigenous wisdom, you’ve got to suspend normal expectations.’


Jake looked up and down the street, sat down on a hardened plastic case containing some of his equipment and then, as I was giving up on a response, he looked at me again, said simply, ‘Quite’.


We waited together in silence as motorbikes passed by. Across the road a few women in short skirts and heels shot pool in a bar, leaning low over their cues and making eyes at passing men. Jake sat bolt upright in a posture oddly perfect, large arms folded and held close to his body, the lights of the street reflecting in his glasses. I wondered if we were about to say anything to one another, begin a conversation, or if there was no need.


‘Did you sleep at all on the plane?’ I asked after a while.


‘No.’ He shot back, looking at me momentarily and then away again. I waited, wondering if he might return the question, or some other question.


‘I don’t like to sleep in public places.’


And with that, in silence, we went on sitting.


After a while, with no sight or word from the man we knew only from email, I made my excuses and said I was going for a walk. The town was quiet, a mixture of cheap-looking cocktail bars and attempts at British pubs; none of the hedonism that was wrapped along beaches further round the coast. Passing by the busier establishments, I came to a place with short wooden tables and chairs outside, where a plastic banner with photos of food was hanging between two trestles, and on top of which some planks of wood held the burners and large woks of a basic kitchen.


Groups of backpackers dominated most of the tables, poring over guidebooks and smartphones. Off to one side, at an almost empty table, a man sat silent and alone. Older than most of the crowd, he was nevertheless dressed in the same style: long shorts and a loose shirt opened low to the chest, with Buddhist symbols woven into its fabric. From his chin grew a large, wiry beard, with stripes of grey growing in it at either side of his mouth. He sat over a bowl of noodles, steam flushing his face, and as I pulled up one of the remaining stools, a little further down the table, two keen blue eyes stared at me. He leant closer.


‘I’m Andy the Philosopher,’ said a Northumberland accent as Andy pulled his seat in to the table and stuck out a hand. ‘Nice to meet you.’


He looked at me from over the bowl of noodles. There was a harmless but uncomfortable intensity to him. Tiny white dots of three cysts grew like small anthills from the wet, pink tissue on the cusp of one eyelid.


‘What brings you to Phuket?’ asked Andy.


‘Just work. You?’


‘I’m travelling,’ replied Andy, boldly delivering that single word, so functional and yet loaded with whatever meaning we wished to invest in it.


‘And you’re a philosopher?’


‘I help people understand their life; their mind, their body’


And at that, Andy stood up and, without warning, pulled down the waistband of his shorts. He pointed to his hip. Aside from having revealed the long cleft of his leg turning shadowy on its way into groin, and the hairy edge of his pubis, there was a large, dark brown scar. I looked at round circles where flesh had been pulled open and grown back in a wrinkling weave of cicatrised skin.


‘I’m healing,’ announced Andy.


I leant back, got comfortable, left the conversation to him; the words were queuing up in his mouth, hours end-to-end. The guy wanted to talk.


‘I was born with a bent skeleton,’ he said and lifted his shirt, showed more of the same torn and then stitched skin extending up his side. ‘The doctors inserted rods and bolts, they tightened the bolts to pull me straight. That was until I was eleven. From eleven to sixteen’ — Andy wound a two-handed corkscrew in the air — ‘I had to tighten them meself.’


Why Andy was sitting alone wasn’t much of a mystery. His eyes kept on straight at me, snagging with each blink as the lids brushed the cysts and surface of his eyeballs. I sat listening while around us rang the clatter of bowls being cleared from tables and washed in buckets in a small kitchen.


‘And now the man you see’ — he spread his arms — ‘is healthier than I ever expected to be.’


I smiled, happy for him. Scars to prove it, a bit forward, but no doubting it was too strange and oddly personal a confessional to be anything but truth.


‘That's a great thing.’


‘Thank you,’ he gave a small bow of acknowledgment. ‘Now I’m using that story to help people change their lives.’


‘How's that going?’


‘It's working.’ Andy puffed up. ‘I can hold people's attention in a way others can’t. Thousands of people. When I speak,’ he paused, closed softly, ‘people listen.’


He was losing me, my ears tuning out of their own accord.


‘What's your secret?’


‘It's just ... Me. The experiences I’ve had inside this body mean I can reach entire crowds with my words.’


His crowd of one wasn’t convinced, but I heard him out.


‘Things make sense to me in a way they don’t to other people. I can offer whole new understandings of the world.’ Ever so slightly, he checked himself. ‘I’m not a messiah.’


With that much I agreed.


‘But there's something, similar.’


I blew out a puff of air, vibrating on my lips. Losing patience.


‘You don’t think that maybe, even with the disabilities you’ve overcome, it's a bit arrogant to value your own experience of life so highly above everyone else's? I mean, everyone has their own story.’


Andy buckled slightly at the challenge, mine perhaps the first pushback he’d received from the New Age wanderers and assorted hedonists washing up all round South East Asia.


‘It's not that it's more valuable.’ He leant in, his bowl of noodles now only water with green and red chilli, slices of spring onion floating. ‘But it offers them an understanding that most people can’t have without meeting me.’


I looked up and down the beach for a get-out. Nothing doing. Andy pushed the bowl aside; just the two of us.


‘When people realise the way I’ve healed myself, it can change them.’


In his words were no hint of doubt, the man a missionary for his own order.


‘So why did you come to Thailand to change people? Why not at home, where you can talk to everyone, not just tourists?’


It was perhaps a little direct, but those were the terms he’d put us on.


‘What I’m doing,’ Andy swallowed hard, ‘has taken a real commitment.’


I backed out of confrontation then. In a moment, Andy's tone shifted; defensiveness sprung up and, regular as ever, ego proved only the most faithful marker of vulnerability. Whatever his bluster, the guy needed compassion.


‘I’m putting my faith in myself and in the world.’


‘In what way?’


‘Well, it's a big thing I’ve decided here ... cutting all my ties with Britain.’


‘Why have you done that?’


Andy looked straight at me. ‘I can’t live there. And I’m sorry, but I have to tell people I meet about the battle I had to fix my body, otherwise they think I’m fine.’


‘That's fair enough. I don’t mind you telling me about it.’


Andy gave a nod of thanks. ‘I need massages for my body. Almost every day, and here I can just about afford that, but at home I can’t ever manage the costs of enough physiotherapy.’


I shuffled in my seat as Andy got honest, went beyond his self-perception and instead just told me his real story, behind the legend, who he was.


‘My house ... I can’t afford to keep it warm, and if it's cold then my bones hurt too much.’ He shrugged. ‘So the climate here is easier.’


‘But you receive benefits to help?’


‘For another seven weeks,’ Andy looked at me, fragile but determined. ‘Then they stop.’


‘They weren’t enough to survive on? To heat your house?’


He shook his head.


‘My benefits were cut by the new government, by the Tories. They cut them because I can walk, and I can stand up’ — he spread his arms in evidence of his body — ‘but I’m not like you. I can’t work, because after a couple of hours it hurts. My body starts pulling itself apart, and after a couple of hours the pain is too much.’


His face glowered, defensive, as if he had to make the point again, and at the same time was tired of making it.


‘When they assess me on the phone, they ask if I can stand, and if I tell them that I can they say it's fine, I can work, and I should tell them about it when I can’t.’


That was quite the tragedy; turned out ‘first-world problems’ weren’t all so trivial after all. Despite his claim to the contrary, he didn’t seem so natural a storyteller; he misread his listener, was too ardent about himself when I was sceptical, turned self-conscious when I became sympathetic. There was an earnestness in him of someone who has spent a long time alone, and who carries a burden.


The sounds of washing-up mingled with cicadas. I interrupted our silence.


‘And what if it doesn’t work out here?’


He shook his head, defiantly resigned. ‘I’ve left my mum with an account that has enough money to fly me home from anywhere on the planet. Or I might make my way to India, if Thailand doesn’t go all right. The culture there will take care of me; I know that I can go and live with the monks, I can find a temple that will take me.’ He looked over, self-aware, momentarily. ‘As a white man and a cripple, I know that in India I’ll get a lot of respect.’


Damn. In that instant I heard the sound of Western society, like a boulder dropping slow but powerful, down through the deep sea, and finally nestling with a white puff of sand to hit rock bottom. Buddhist monks and Hindu hermits, prompted by white skin, were going to step in for the welfare state. Humanity in the Western world was a thing of the past, we could no longer afford it; taking care of the disabled was now a luxury, and small wonder the kids were all in Thailand so desperately seeking out oblivion. Andy interrupted my thoughts with a loud sigh.


‘And if that doesn’t work, and I go home’ — Andy straightened in his delivery, proudly Northern and dour as his voice reached up – ‘then I know a big bridge I can jump off.’ He clenched his fist in determination. ‘I’m not afraid to die by my own hand.’


‘Bloody hell, Andy!’ Our acquaintance only ten minutes old and Andy having shared both his groin and a suicide oath with me. ‘Don’t worry ... it's not going to come to that!’


I reached for his forearm, gave it a squeeze. We looked at one another. Andy just as intense, his small mouth shut tight and surrounded by its straggly beard. He had such an innocent face; those blue eyes, slightly afraid but resolute that he would give his utmost to being brave.


‘It won’t come to that,’ I repeated, giving a calmer smile. But what did I know?




Let's Go Shoot a Film! – night


It was late when I made my way back to where Jake still waited at Rawai Pier. As I walked I saw the flowers I’d once delivered to London offices, their stems cut and stuck in vases, but now growing wild at the roadside. Birds of paradise came screeching blue from out the beaks of their orange bud, heliconias burned in bright red torches from the undergrowth. A little pagoda stood at the edge of a promenade where the roof tiles, along with one of the supporting columns, had caved in and slipped down into the sea, so that mangled rebar burst out of the concrete and waved from the surface of the water like an industrial seaweed.


Jake and I nodded new greetings at one another, silent for a moment.


‘Any news?’ I asked.


‘I just got a message. He said five minutes.’


Ten passed before, at the entrance of the rundown village, a man appeared. It was only a silhouette that moved towards us, with his hand on his hip and seeming to clasp his forehead as the detail of the figure came clearer into view. He wore a short-sleeved shirt, shorts past his knees and sturdy sandals. He was long-legged, long-armed and with a gangly, European gait. It was him for sure, Reinard ... the Luxembourger. He emerged from out of the high gateposts of the village, lifting his arm in a languid wave. And we were under way.


‘Well, would you look at this.’ We all embraced in polite hugs. ‘Who’d have thought it was really going to happen?’


Let's get things straight from the outset: Reinard was a good guy. Gitano was right, the man had a good heart, the best of hearts ... that was part of the problem and probably how he came to drive me so spare, because deep down, I liked him all along. I wanted to help, felt responsible for doing what I could to make good on his harebrained dreams. It's harder to wash your hands of the good guys, to just stand aside and let them sink. Reinard folded his arms, stepping back as if to admire me and Jake, real specimens and the twin keys to his media destiny. That was one of the things that had always given away how modest the man was in his capabilities; the fact he thought me and Jake were big-time, were gonna bring it all together for him.


We looked one another up and down. Reinard couldn’t stop grinning ... his big white teeth reflected bright in the glow of the street lamps. His hair was fair, blue eyes but dark black eyelashes, proper Aryan, high cheekbones and a pointed chin. Jake stood next to me with ten thousand pounds of recording technology strapped to his back: built like a gorilla, a real silverback, Jake had spent hours of life holding heavy cameras at unnatural angles until his arms had grown Spartan. Reinard put his hands on his hips, down to business.


‘Now I don’t want you to panic...’


Thirty seconds in, standing on a derelict pier in Thailand, and already Reinard was talking panic: ‘But the translators from Bangkok can’t be here. I was at the sea gypsy village just now, trying to establish if someone else could help.’


He had that quirky accent, straight-laced Germanic, honest but with a slight quiver, a sing-song to his words, lots of affirmations. ‘Ja, you know?’, ‘Right-right... alles ist klar?’ were all interspersed periodically to check you were still aboard his train of thought. I would come to realise that Luxembourg, its bankers, suburbs and wealth per capita, was a large part of what had taken us there. Reinard was a refugee from capital; the man's spirit had compelled him to seek out the world's curiosities, sent him looking for some respite from the tidy land of modernity and finance that he’d known growing up in the Grand Duchy. We stood in the street listening to him talk. I suppose we must’ve said a few things in return, not much, it all turned dreamlike in the dim night and confusion of arrival.


‘It was OK with Gitano? The drive?’


‘Apart from his driving,’ said Jake.


‘Ahh, I’m sorry about that. He's a good person, I like to give him work when I can. He used to be a famous juggler, a high-speed juggler at the Kremlin, performed with Rostropovich ... but lately, he drinks too much.’


‘Yeah. He said he was getting back in training.’


‘He always says that.’


We made our way down the pier, walking beneath the occasional zip of a reel as a line was cast out by a fisherman. Boats bobbed in the shallows, others pulled right up on to the beach, a light attached to the rear end of each, above the outboard. Light flashed red, flashed green, flashed red. Reinard talked, talked incessantly as Jake interrupted, pointing back over to the collapsed pagoda.


‘What happened there? It looks pretty catastrophic, whatever it was.’


‘Ah, it was terrible.’ Reinard clasped his forehead. ‘A couple of tourists were smoking pot, getting high in a car somewhere out of town. They drove back into Rawai, paranoid, scared to death they were being followed. They saw headlights big in the mirror behind them and the guys thought they were destined for police and then, you know, a decade in a Thai jail. They sped down the end of the highway, and hit the pagoda.’


Reinard recreated the collision, hitting his fist with his palm. ‘They vaulted into the sea. The girl, she drowned. Her boyfriend, they got him out faster, so they got chance to pump his lungs dry in the hospital.’


He nodded in acknowledgment of the grim story, then waved his hands as if to clear that ominous memory, make space for the magnificent dream of his which we were all set to bring true.


‘But tonight, tonight it's a big night. Tonight we meet the crew. And tomorrow we get down to our business here. From tomorrow we are filmmakers, tomorrow we start making movies.’


No matter what happened, Reinard would never lose his appetite for making those announcements; a sense of the monumental was never far from his mind. That was one of the lessons I learned out there. Don’t trust filmmakers. If people are making a film, hear them out, but when someone tells you they’re a filmmaker, or making movies, you can never be sceptical enough.


The water swirled, clouded with mud, lapping at the footings of the pier.


‘I have confidence that whatever difficulties come our way, we’ll be more than a match for them.’


I didn’t like how much he was talking about difficulties. Difficulties and no-need-to-panic weren’t supposed to have been such early parts of the plan. I watched as Reinard made a phone call, the man exactly as he’d come across over the internet. He had a way about him that did not inspire confidence, but in it also an earnestness; there was a sense of certainty there, one that could carry you along with it, make it hard to say no when he invited you to join his plans by which he felt sure the world could be made a better place.


‘Yeah, Laurie. I got the guys, we’re ready for you. Thanks,’ he smiled. “Kapong-kap”!’


Reinard put the phone away, looked back at us with those sharp blue eyes. He clapped his hands together. ‘So, let's go shoot a film!’


A humming grew gradually louder as a dinghy bounced high and quick over the water. A white-haired man in a white T-shirt came into view, his hand on the tiller of the outboard as the boat skipped over the tops of waves and piloted in to us on an arc, a sickle of white spray foaming out behind and floating away into dark sea. The dinghy came closer, the outboard sputtered, so that eventually you heard the individual bursts of its engine coughing up sea. The man shouted over the noise of the wind and the dinghy rocked, danced up and down on breaking waves. A sharp voice, harsh but not angry, roared through the spray. ‘Careful on that pier. It's more slippery than a butcher's dick!’


And that was Laurie.


My rucksack pulled at my shoulders, left me top-heavy with its ballast, unsteady on my feet, water never really my environment before then.


‘You want me to load my bag in, or just jump?’ I asked.


Laurie shouted, perhaps not directly at me, but nonetheless he shouted, just like I soon learned he shouted at any situation in which people were hesitating and complicating matters. Shouting does not mean the same on a boat as it does on land.


‘Just get in the boat and sit down!’


We loaded in, four sets of hands grabbing with anxiety at Jake's rucksack, our reason for being here. There was stress in the air, feet slipping on the deck, the dinghy bouncing on the water against the pier. Laurie was trying to hold it away from the pier so that it didn’t puncture, trying to hold it to the pier so that it didn’t drift.


‘Jesus Christ! These fucking barnacles are like razors. They’ll cut the Zodiac to shreds. Reinard! This is a fucking nightmare!’


We all passed through a curtain of spray and into the boat. Laurie dropped the outboard back in the sea and we sped out towards the schooner that was waiting at anchor.


‘And this,’ announced Reinard grandly as we went, ‘this is our captain. Laurie here will take us aboard the Atlanta and out to the island of Surin. Laurie has sailed twice around the world, and with him, I promise you we are in the best hands.’


‘Good to meet you, Jake,’ said Laurie. ‘Good to meet you, Jules.’


Laurie was an older guy, direct and Australian; his entire life had been spent in and out of ports, and meeting new people was to Laurie a thing no more complicated than sticking out a hand for whomever was in front of him to shake. That first hello in the boat was as incidental as if it had taken place while passing anonymously in a street or across beers in a bar, and meeting Laurie did not at first give away any hint at the many treasures of the world he kept inside him. The stories and expertise he had amassed were at odds with the first impression he gave; he was as plain spoken as they come, but over the following days, one after the next, the tales emerged from him.


We motored out over the small waves, perhaps only a few hundred metres back to the boat, the launch stable in the water under the weight of our four bodies and baggage. Atlanta waited at anchor, framed perfectly by the Andaman, its high masts needling their silhouettes into a dark sky, criss-crossed by webs of rigging and furled sails strapped to their booms. A couple of portholes in the side of the boat shone like buttons of light, casting yellow puddles on to rippling waves that leapt up with a new wind coming through. The curved body of the schooner rocked calmly on the warm water, where the smell of salt had not yet grown familiar, and still came to me, new and thick.




Atlanta – night


The correspondence that had led me to standing there on the deck of Atlanta was, in retrospect, a good indicator of how that week would pan out. Short of money but back then certain a lucky break waited just up ahead, Reinard's introduction of himself, from out of the blue, fitted well enough with the career trajectory I was planning for myself. The logic was rudimentary, little more than a belief that at some point something had to happen that would allow me stop treading financial water. If someone had an interesting idea then I had ears for them ... If they were ready to pay me for it, I was theirs.


My involvement was to be blamed specifically on an article I’d written about the politics of an Italian banking crisis, which – typically outspoken, I suppose – had captured Reinard's imagination. Living out in Thailand, going slowly native, Reinard had found the piece and thought it magnificent: incendiary, passionate, exactly the sort of fire his own project needed. From then on, at least until he met me, I was the man for the job. Reinard's mind was made up: he wanted a writer. Whether or not he ever needed a writer was another matter, but that sort of consideration never stood in Reinard's way. In him was some half-baked idea, as tender as it was unformed and run-of-the-mill, that we were going to capture the wisdom of indigenous communities and bring back a filmic version of their message to help kill off capitalism and save modern society from itself. The man was even crazier than I was, had been too long out in the sun.


Over a year of contact, Reinard's plans had fluctuated wildly, his stories mostly so tall it was hard to get up close enough to see which parts might actually be true and where the leaps of faith began. One week a multibillion-dollar Swiss corporation would be all set to sponsor the voyage, the next he was detailing how his time with Cherokee Indians had given him vital experience engaging with remote communities. With Reinard it wasn’t deceit, there wasn’t a bit of dishonesty in him, but he was so sure of his visions that the endless brush-offs donors tried to give had all gone clear over his head. Every euphemism-laced lack of interest seemed to fill Reinard with a rich optimism. The man's emails read like a fraud scam that wanted to save the world but never requested your card details. One correspondence with me had told of his friend, a diver on offshore oil rigs, who had secured him a meeting with an oil executive keen to fund projects seen to be protecting the rights of indigenous peoples. Another message described a renewable energy investor who really means business on climate change and native tribes’ and would get behind the project.


As such, in not asking anything from me but seeming to move his ambitions forwards, Reinard had always, tantalisingly, remained just about believable. His funding tactic, he kept assuring me, was always to go in big. Every time, Reinard would ask for a million euros or risk being considered small-time and not taken seriously. I suppose that his determination finally proved contagious, snared me, matched my own conviction that in this life those who are quixotic enough to believe they can change the world are probably obliged to stick together.
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