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      For Robert and Sarah –

      
      I’m still alive, and it’s all your fault.

      




      
      

      
      ‘What you probably don’t yet realise about Paul Carr is that he is a pathological fantasist with full-blown Narcissistic Personality
         Disorder. He is extremely charming, smart, disarming, but he is also a chronic liar who has carved a swathe of misery and
         confusion through a small corner of the UK New Media world.’
      

      
      Email received by the publisher,
prior to publication of the author’s previous book

      
      The following is a true story.

      




      
      
      Prologue

      
      I don’t notice the man in the grey suit taking my bag.

      
      I mean, I do notice him – but in his smart grey Savile Row suit and his patent leather shoes, he looks just like any other
         hotel guest. I’m dimly aware of him gliding past me as I’m signing the guest register but, by the time I turn around, he’s
         gone. And, with him, my bag.
      

      
      A professional.

      
      I smile.

      
      The receptionist hands me back my debit card, having preauthorised it for any incidentals I might incur during my stay. In
         other hotels they take as much as two or three hundred pounds. But the Lanesborough – the most expensive hotel in London –
         has just swiped a grand from my current account, just in case.
      

      
      Given the cost of a room at the hotel, the pre-authorisation wasn’t too outrageous. The standard – or ‘rack’ – rate for my
         suite is a little over £800 a night. I do the mental maths. £6000 a week. £312,000 a year. Plus tax and gratuities, of course.
         No wonder the Lanesborough is one of the few hotels in the world where they don’t charge you extra for the in-room pornography.
      

      
      Another thing they don’t charge for is your butler. Mine is called Marcus and he’s entirely at my disposal during my stay.
         If I need a copy of The Times or a pot of tea, Marcus will fetch it. If I should suddenly desire a Dalmatian puppy, painted green, Marcus will paint it.
         Marcus will do anything I ask him to do, providing it’s legal. He’ll also do lots of things that I haven’t asked him to; hence
         my disappearing bag.
      

      
      Room 237. I slide my key into the electronic lock, and once the hotel’s elaborate security system is satisfied that I’m me – tick, tick, beep – the door swings open. I smile again. In the
         few minutes it took for the receptionist to electronically cut me a spare room key – it’s cheesy as hell, but girls love being
         given their own key – Marcus has been hard at work.
      

      
      My clothes are hanging in the walk-in wardrobe, except for a creased shirt that he’s taken to be pressed, ahead of tonight’s
         party. My razor and toothbrush have been removed from my overnight bag and placed on a little folded towel next to the sink.
         The book that was stuffed into the back pocket of my laptop bag is now on the table next to the gigantic bed with a bookmark
         placed where I’d folded down the corner of the page. My laptop is on the desk in the living room.
      

      
      The living room. On the table sits an ice bucket and two half-bottles of champagne, compliments of the manager. Perfect. There’s
         an unexpected touch, too: a dark chocolate cake with a message piped in thick white icing.
      

      
      ‘Happy 30th Birthday.’

      
      Aww. Sweet.

      
      I sit down in one of the two leather armchairs and tear open the envelope that had been waiting for me at reception, but,
         before I can remove the card inside, there’s a knock at the door.
      

      
      I know it isn’t Marcus – I’d been careful to flip the Do Not Disturb switch as I walked through the door. After ten hours
         on a plane I need to get some sleep. In a few hours I’m heading to Adam Street – my club, just off the Strand – for my birthday
         party. It’s going to be a long night; especially if the girl I’ve invited to fly in from Italy shows up. She better had, given
         all the trouble Marcus is taking to press my shirt. That’s going to cost me a twenty-quid tip.
      

      
      Another knock.

      
      ‘What?’ I shout through the door.

      
      ‘Open the fucking door, you twat.’

      
      I do – and before it’s even fully open I’m grabbed by two enormous arms and pulled into a crushing bear hug.

      
      
      ‘Happy birthday, darling!’

      
      ‘Robert! Thank you so much,’ I gasp. ‘Broken ribs. Really, you shouldn’t have.’ I force myself out of his grip. ‘How did you
         know which room I was in?’
      

      
      ‘Your butler sent me up – but I wrote down your room number wrong. I just nearly barged in on some Arab guy and what looked
         suspiciously like a hooker.’ He paused. ‘More importantly – you have a fucking butler.’ Another pause. ‘Congratulations. Your
         life is officially ridiculous.’
      

      
      Robert Loch knows all about ridiculous. This is, after all, the man who the Financial Times – of all papers – once called ‘the Hugh Hefner of London’ after he rented a penthouse in Leicester Square and spent a whole
         year sitting in his rooftop hot tub, seducing Brazilian models and Russian ballerinas while building his latest online business.
      

      
      And yet, right now, as he looks around my room, at the antique furniture and the fully stocked bar and the television – full
         of free porn – rising from the top of the bureau at the touch of a button, there is no mistaking the look in Robert’s eyes.
      

      
      Envy.

      
      Envy for me – a loser who, less than two years earlier, had lost everything: my business, the love of my life and my home.
         Me, who has been fired from every job I’ve ever had, including two where I was technically my own boss. Me, whose only marketable
         skill is an ability to humiliate myself in ever more creative and entertaining ways.
      

      
      And now here I am. My weekly outgoings aren’t any more than they were two years ago – probably less, adjusted for inflation
         – and yet now I have my pick of fully-staffed accommodation in every major city on earth, a fleet of luxury cars at my disposal
         night and day and year-round access to a villa in the Spanish mountains, with more of the same across most of Europe.
      

      
      I arrived at the Lanesborough in a limousine from Heathrow, after flying in from San Francisco. The previous evening I’d been
         out on a date with a pretty blonde journalist called Charlotte who wanted to profile me for some magazine or other. After dinner and drinks, we’d ended up back at my hotel with a girl we’d
         met in the bar. My real birthday celebration, though, is tonight at Adam Street, surrounded by nearly a hundred of my closest
         friends.
      

      
      Then, tomorrow morning, while those same friends drag themselves bleary-eyed back to their desks and the forty-hour week that
         allows them to afford their exorbitant London rents, I’ll hop on the Eurostar to Paris where I plan to complete my entire
         week’s work in less than two hours, sitting in a café on the Champs-Elysées, eating foie gras and watching pretty French girls
         go by.
      

      
      For me, this isn’t a break from the pressures of my normal, everyday life – a nice birthday treat before returning to the
         rat race. This is my normal, everyday life. And it’s all because of my membership of a very unusual club. A club with no joining
         fees and where anyone is welcome – even losers like me. All I had to do was to make one simple, life-changing decision.
      

      
      What follows is the story of how I made that decision. It’s a story of fast cars and Hollywood actresses; of Icelandic rock
         stars and six-thousand-mile booty calls. It’s a story of eight hundred female hairdressers dressed only in bedsheets. It’s
         a story of nights spent in prison cells; of jumping out of cars being driven by Spanish drug dealers and of trying to have
         sex with a girl knowing there’s a dead woman in my wardrobe. And, more than anything else, it’s a story of booze.
      

      
      Lots and lots and lots of delicious booze.

   



      
      
      Chapter 100

      
      Walk Softly and Carry the US Pacific Fleet

      
      ‘Eight fucking quid for a rum and Coke.’

      
      A little less than two years earlier and my life was not going exactly according to plan.

      
      It was a few days into 2008 and Robert and I were sitting in a dark corner of Jewel, a bar just off Piccadilly Circus. Robert
         was listening, somewhat patiently, as I railed against the cost of killing myself with booze in London. I’d just turned twenty-eight.
      

      
      Following a spectacularly unsuccessful attempt to start a dot com business with my ex-girlfriend – so unsuccessful that I’d
         ended up writing a Schadenfreude-packed book called Bringing Nothing to the Party* about how I’d lost them both forever – I had been forced back into freelance writing to pay the rent on my tiny London flat.
         Fortunately the latest instalment of the advance from the book just about covered the cost of drinking myself into a coma
         every night of the week to numb the pain of failure. Just about.
      

      
      ‘I wouldn’t mind but it’s not even good rum.’

      
      Jewel is that most vexing of things: an overpriced dive bar. A place where you go if you’re a visitor in town and you think
         you’re too good for the Cheers theme bar across the street. It’s also something of a magnet for American girls, which was the sole reason I had insisted
         we move on there after spending most of the evening in a pub in Soho. My most recent ex-girlfriend was American (as was the
         previous one) and there was still something about the accent that made me fall instantly – and temporarily – in love whenever
         I heard it.
      

      
      
      ‘Seriously, Robert, everything – absolutely everything – in my life is shit.’

      
      ‘If you say so. What happened to life being great now that you’ve decided what you really want?’

      
      Robert might as well have put the words ‘great’ and ‘really’ in airquotes. Like all of my friends, he was bored of hearing
         me complain. Even though my book wouldn’t be published for almost six months, he’d read a preview of the Epilogue in which
         I bragged about finally realising that all I wanted to do was be a writer rather than some rich and famous entrepreneur. He
         knew I’d been paid a decent amount of money to write a book about being a loser. He knew that thanks to the book my freelance
         earnings were up as commissioning editors asked me to write stories about genuine dot com millionaires. And he knew that I
         was slowly but surely getting over my ex-girlfriend,* even if I was doing it by picking up a succession of almost identical American girls in dives like Jewel.
      

      
      ‘Yeah, it’s great – objectively,’ I explained, draining my glass as the Eastern European waitress approached with another
         overpriced round. God, even I was tired of listening to myself. ‘But I’m just bored. This time last year, all these ridiculous
         things were happening – I was writing a book, crazy American girls were setting up websites about my being shit in bed,† I was being fired from yet another company, I was being thrown in jail!’
      

      
      ‘But you were miserable.’

      
      ‘I know. But at least I wasn’t bored. In less than two years I’ll be thirty. That’s the age when you’re supposed to put away
         ridiculous things and start being responsible. But I’m twenty-eight – I’ve fallen into my rut two years early. Nothing ridiculous
         happens to me any more.’
      

      
      And with that – exactly as would happen in a film, if there were a film shit enough to be filmed in the Jewel bar – something
         ridiculous happened.
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      Had the man who had just walked in been dressed normally, the first thing Robert and I would have noticed was his size. He
         was fucking enormous. But he wasn’t dressed normally; he was wearing full US Navy dress uniform complete with a chest full
         of medals and a white hat pinned under his arm. He swaggered – that’s really the only word for it – up to the bar, laid down
         his hat and ordered a drink. Turns out if you want to get served straight away in a crowded London bar, you should arrive
         wearing full US Navy dress uniform.
      

      
      ‘Jesus. Look at that cunt,’ I half slurred, pointing my rum and Coke towards the sailor. There was no doubt in my mind, of
         course, that he was a cunt. Only a cunt would walk into the Jewel bar wearing full naval dress uniform. Hell, only a cunt
         would walk into the Jewel bar. Robert and I were cunts, but at least we weren’t in fancy dress.
      

      
      He was also clearly not a real sailor. American naval officers tend not to hang around in Piccadilly Circus dive bars on their
         own, especially not wearing medals and with gleaming white hats under their arm. No, I’d read about his type: pick-up artists
         who prowl bars dressed in attention-seeking costumes, picking up vulnerable divorcees or drunk girls from the provinces who
         would buy their ‘sailor-on-shore-leave’ crap, despite the fact that they were 120 miles from the nearest US naval base. I
         had to give this guy style points, though – most fraudsters just slip on a dog tag from Camden Market and knock up a fake
         ID – they don’t bother renting the full costume, complete with medals. Kudos, fraudster. Kudos.
      

      
      Ah well, at least it would be good for ten minutes of fun. I knocked back my drink and marched over to the bar. Robert, reluctantly,
         followed close behind – all the better to drag me away for my own safety once the fists inevitably started to fly. He’d spent
         enough time around me drunk to know how this would end. I just couldn’t help myself.
      

      
      
      ‘I’m Paul,’ I said, extending my hand to the costumed giant, ‘who are you?’

      
      ‘I’m Mark,’ replied the man, taking my outstretched hand in a vice-grip and shaking it just once. His accent was unmistakably
         American and, oddly, he didn’t seem fazed by the fact that he was shaking hands with an angry looking drunk stranger.
      

      
      ‘Mark what?’ I demanded, refusing to let go of his hand. With his free hand he reached into the pocket of his trousers and
         pulled out a business card. It looked like it had been produced on one of those vending machines you get in motorway service
         stations. Minus one style point.
      

      
      ‘Mark Kenny.’

      
      That proved it. Never trust a man with two first names.

‘Oh please,’ I said.

      
      ‘What’s the problem, sir?’ he asked, his face a picture of innocence. The cocky bastard.

      
      ‘Oh come on.’ I said. ‘Look at you, dressed like that in the fucking Jewel bar. We both know you’re not really –’ I squinted
         to read the job title on his card as the last rum took its grip. ‘The US Navy Commander for the Center for Submarine Counter-Terrorism.
         Ha! Does that job even exist?’
      

      
      ‘I hope so, otherwise I’ve wasted a lot of training,’ he lied.

      
      ‘He’s good,’ I said, turning to Robert, ‘I’ll give him that.’ Robert was tapping away on his phone, presumably looking up
         the name ‘Mark Kenny’ on Google – or Wikipedia, or something – to prove that the guy was lying. Without looking up from the
         screen, he asked the question that would clearly prove to be the undoing of this ‘Mark Kenny’.
      

      
      ‘What do you think about Rudy Giuliani?’

      
      Bit of a left-field question to open with, I thought. To the best of my knowledge the former mayor of New York wasn’t a naval
         man. And I couldn’t see what this guy’s opinion about American politics was going to prove either way. Still, I had every
         confidence that Robert knew what he was doing.
      

      
      
      ‘He’s a good man,’ replied ‘Mark’. ‘I’ve spent a little time with him.’

      
      ‘Interesting,’ replied Robert, his eyes still fixed on his phone.

      
      ‘Oh, come on, Robert, you’re not really buying this shit? I mean – just look at this business card and what the hell are these
         medals supposed to be?’ I turned back to ‘Mark’ and yanked at one of the half-dozen or so fancy-dress shop props pasted to
         his chest. It was pretty well fastened. Plus one style point.
      

      
      ‘What did you say your job was?’ Robert butted in again, making eye contact with ‘Mark’ for the first time.

      
      ‘I didn’t,’ he replied, ‘but your friend has it on my card. I’m with the Center for Submarine CT Operations.’

      
      ‘Yeah, um, Paul …’ But I didn’t let Robert finish his sentence. There was no need. This had gone far enough. It was one thing
         this charlatan lying to gullible women, but now he was lying to me. And I was very drunk.
      

      
      ‘OK, seriously … you expect us to believe you’re in charge of submarine counter-terrorism for the US Navy and yet rather than
         being – I don’t know – on your ship …’
      

      
      ‘Boat …’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Boat,’ he repeated, ‘a submarine is a boat.’

      
      ‘Fine – rather than being on your fucking boat, you’re in the Jewel bar in Piccadilly fucking Circus. Let me guess, al-Qaeda
         are planning to smuggle suicide swans into St James’s fucking Park to break the Queen’s neck with their fucking wings.’
      

      
      ‘Um, Paul …’

      
      ‘Wait a minute, Robert. I mean, you’re honestly saying that the US Navy gives out business cards like this and that its captains
         wander around foreign countries in dress uniform …’
      

      
      ‘Actually, I’m not a captain I’m …’

      
      ‘No, I know you’re not a fucking captain, you’re …’

      
      ‘PAUL.’

      
      There was something about Robert’s tone – perhaps the fact that he was shouting it right into my ear, with his hand pressing firmly down on my shoulder – that made me pause.
      

      
      ‘WHAT?’

      
      ‘He’s right. He’s not a fucking captain, he’s a fucking rear admiral.’

      
      ‘Rear Admiral Mark Kenny,’ said Rear Admiral Mark Kenny, Commander of the Center for Submarine Counter-Terrorism Operations,
         former commanding officer of the USS Birmingham and close personal friend of Rudolph Giuliani, extending his hand again. ‘You know, you could have just asked to see my passport.’
      

      
      He reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out his diplomatic passport.

      
      Oh.

      
      Shit.

      
      Plus one thousand style points, Admiral.

      
      I sobered up immediately, and started to – kind of – whimper.

      
      ‘Um … I’m really sorry about the medals, man.’ I assumed an American would like being called ‘man’. ‘Err … you could probably
         have me killed, right?’
      

      
      ‘Probably,’ he said, with a shrug. ‘Or I could just throw you to the suicide swans.’

      
      Robert’s hands were on both my shoulders now, steering me towards the door. ‘Shall we go, mate?’ he asked, through his tears
         of laughter.
      

      
      Yeah. I think that’s probably a good idea.
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      ‘HA!’

      
      I woke up the next morning with a laugh. Had I really accused a rear admiral of being a conman last night? Yes and – Jesus
         Christ – I’d even tried to tear off one of his medals. He could have snapped my neck, and then just walked away, claiming
         diplomatic immunity. I’ve seen Lethal Weapon 2; I know what goes on.
      

      
      
      But, still, what a rush, eh? The first ridiculous – ridiculously stupid – thing I’d done in months. It was just like old times.
         Perhaps things weren’t so bad after all.
      

      
      I grabbed a slice of cold pizza from the night before,* and scooped up the mail from my doormat. A whole load of bills, of course – council tax, phone bill, broadband – but also
         a big brown envelope from my landlord. The lease on my flat was up in February and this would, presumably, be the contract
         to renew for another year. Another year in overpriced, dirty London. Memories of ex-girlfriends on every corner, and cold pizza
         for breakfast. The idea hardly filled me with joy.
      

      
      But, no, it wasn’t a contract, it was a letter. Due to the looming ‘credit crunch’ my landlord had decided that the ‘generous’
         £900 a month rent I was paying for my tiny one-bedroom flat in East Dulwich wasn’t enough. I had a choice: either accept a
         20 per cent hike, effective immediately, or I’d have thirty days to find somewhere else to live.
      

      
      A piece of cold pineapple stuck in my throat. First the girl, then the business, and now my flat – it was like watching a
         Slinky spring fall from grace.
      

      
      Thlink …

      
      … thlink …

      
      … thlink.†

      
      I threw the envelope on to the sofa and took the two steps across the room to my desk. There was no way I was going to be
         bullied into paying nearly £1100 a month rent for such a tiny flat – and not least because I couldn’t afford it. I was earning
         less than £2000 a month – before tax – from freelance gigs and, on top of my £900 rent, I was paying about £75 a month in
         council tax, £30 for phone and internet, a tenner for a TV licence, £80 for a cleaner, almost £100 for a Travelcard just to
         get into the centre of town – nearly £1200 a month before I even left the house. Given the cost of living in London, paying £1100 in rent alone was out of the question, unless I wanted my next address to be a debtors’ prison.
      

      
      I opened up my laptop and fired up Google. There really is nothing more useful than Google at times like this. No matter what
         major life decision you need to make, you can rely on it to deliver site after site of utterly irrelevant trivia to distract
         you from it.
      

      
      On this occasion, the major life decision I needed to be distracted from was which cheaper, scummier part of London I should
         move to at the end of the month – and Google didn’t disappoint.
      

      
      ‘London is too expensive.’ I typed the words into the search box and hit the submit button. I wasn’t really expecting an answer
         to the problem; I just wanted to vent my frustration.
      

      
      On the first pages of results there was a site showing the real cost of living in every major city in the world. From that
         I was able to see – in stark bar-chart form – that, after Moscow and Tokyo, London was the third most expensive place to live
         on planet earth; 30 per cent more costly, on average, than New York City. Alarming stuff, but, given that I’d paid £8 for
         a rum and Coke the previous night, hardly surprising.
      

      
      Click.

      
      More cost of living trivia, this time from a site that was trying to encourage me to buy a flat in Europe. Did I know that
         moving to Frankfurt or Madrid would save me a staggering 80 per cent in rent and 40 per cent in general cost of living? No,
         I did not, Google, thanks very much for rubbing that in.
      

      
      Anyway, Madrid might be fine for a weekend break – or at most a few weeks over the summer – but I wouldn’t want to live there.
         I only speak about two words of Spanish, for a start; also I have no beef with bulls.
      

      
      But then again, maybe a holiday wouldn’t be such a bad idea. I didn’t have to make the housing decision straight away, after
         all. If the cost of living was really so much less elsewhere, I could afford to put my furniture in storage and take a month
         out. Visit another city, check into a hotel for a month and decide on my options. Perhaps not Madrid, but maybe New York –
         I had lots of friends there, and I knew from experience that at this time of year I could negotiate a decent room in Manhattan for $100 a night
         if I stayed more than a week. At the current exchange rate – almost exactly two dollars to the pound – that was £50 a night.
         £1,400 for the whole of February.
      

      
      The amount was a nice coincidence, actually. £1400 was exactly the same as I’d be paying in total if I agreed on the rent
         hike in London, when council tax, phone line rental and all that stuff were factored in. Stuff that I wouldn’t have to worry
         about in a hotel. And, of course, by being out of London for a month, my cost of living would be hugely reduced – so I might
         actually have a better quality of life, for less money.
      

      
      The more I thought about it, the more it seemed like a good plan. But why stop at a month? Under the US Visa Waiver Program
         – which allows Brits* to enter the US without applying for a formal visa – I could stay in America for up to ninety days. Maybe I could see a bit
         of the country – outside Manhattan, hotels would probably be even cheaper.
      

      
      And after that – well, what was the rush to find a new place? There were bound to be hotels in Europe, or even in parts of
         the UK, where I could stay for less than £50 a night. Really I could travel for as long as I liked: one of the perks of being
         a freelance writer is that I can pretty much work from anywhere there’s a desk and a decent wifi connection.†

      
      It was at that exact point, as I took another bite of cold pizza, that somewhere deep inside my brain a synapse fired. Tzzziz.

      
      A whole minute passed, although it seemed longer. I just sat, staring at my laptop, paralysed by the idea. It seemed so obvious,
         but at the same time so … what was the word …? Ridiculous.
      

      
      A ridiculous adventure.

      
      That settled it.
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      I’ve always loved hotels. I love drinking in their bars, I love eating in their restaurants and above all I love staying in
         their rooms. Which is lucky as, for much of my childhood, that’s how I lived.
      

      
      My parents have been hoteliers for their entire career – some eighty years, combined. The day after I was born, they carried
         me, in a little basket, back to their suite at the King Malcolm Hotel, where my dad was the manager. I spent my first Christmas
         in a hotel, I ate my first solid food in a hotel restaurant and I drank my first Diet Coke (not entirely legally, I suspect)
         in a hotel bar. Before speaking my first word, I dialled nine for an outside line.
      

      
      When I was three, my dad’s job took our family to Luton in Bedfordshire, where we lived for two years in the penthouse of
         the Strathmore Hotel. I did my first piece of homework on a hotel dining table and, while other kids’ parents rented McDonald’s
         restaurants for their birthday parties, my parties were held in the hotel’s ballroom. In the absence of a back garden, I learned
         to ride my first bike on the hotel’s flat roof, a mere ten storeys above street level.
      

      
      Even during the few years when we actually lived in a proper house, my dad’s long working hours meant that almost every significant
         occasion – Christmases, New Years, Easters, birthdays – found us celebrating in a hotel restaurant, surrounded by hundreds
         of paying guests. It’s perhaps unsurprising, then, that I’ve always felt more comfortable in hotels than I do living in a
         house.
      

      
      It’s also perhaps unsurprising that, when I found myself nearing thirty, feeling stuck in a rut and craving one last burst
         of youthful irresponsibility, my first thought was to run back to the world of hotels.
      

      
      Specifically, the idea I had – as I took that bite of cold pizza – was to give up my flat, pack a few possessions into a suitcase
         and embark on a year-long experiment. Rather than renewing my lease for another year, I’d spend that year on the road – exploring
         whether it was possible to live in nice hotels in other cities for the same cost as surviving on cold pizza in my shitty flat in London.
      

      
      The idea isn’t entirely without precedent. Lots of travelling salesmen live in hotels for extended periods: spending most
         of the year shuttling from Holiday Inn to Hilton, surviving on room service and takeaways and missing their (ex-)wife and
         kids. But they live that way out of necessity, rather than choice.
      

      
      My theory was that, if you do it through choice, on your own terms, living in hotels – as a kind of high-class nomad – could
         actually be a practical, and luxurious, alternative to home. And history agrees with me …
      

      
      America in the mid-1800s was growing rapidly, with hundreds of new towns and cities springing up every year. As each new town
         was founded, one of the first buildings to be erected was usually a hotel, to provide essential accommodation for new inhabitants.
         What started out as a temporary housing solution soon became established as a permanent way to live for many of those early
         city-dwellers. It made sense: even for the relatively well off, the cost of buying a family home and employing servants to
         run it was prohibitive. A good hotel provided all the comforts of a luxury home – complete with porters, cooks and maids –
         at a far more affordable cost. Why not make that hotel your home?
      

      
      The idea took off, and, by 1844, a Chicago census found that one in six of the city’s residents was living permanently in
         hotels. In New York the number was even higher – according to A. K. Sandoval-Strausz’s book Hotel: An American History, in 1856 nearly three-quarters of the city’s middle and upper classes gave a hotel as their primary address.
      

      
      As hotel living became more popular, wealthier occupants began to demand more and more homey facilities – private kitchens
         so they could hire their own cooks, for example – while those less well off tried to cut costs by turning their backs on daily
         housekeeping and catered meals. These demands soon led canny developers to create a new hybrid living space: centrally located
         properties with many of the communal facilities offered by hotels, but with all of the comforts of a private house. And so the modern apartment building was born.
      

      
      If history was on my side, then so was my own experience. Through seeing my parents at work, I know how hotels operate. A
         hotel bedroom is a highly perishable commodity – if it hasn’t been sold by the end of the day, it’s gone forever. I know the
         times of the year when rooms are hardest to sell and, as a result, when bargain rates are there for the taking. In most cities,
         the first couple of months of the year are slow so I knew I’d find some good deals on rooms in New York as long as I didn’t
         stay much beyond the middle of March. After that I could head to second-tier cities, or even small towns, where cheaper rooms
         are available all year round.
      

      
      I also know that the longer you stay in a hotel, the better the deals get. Hotels love long-staying guests: not only are those
         guests filling a room for a month or longer, but they’re also very likely to use other hotel services like laundry and room
         service and the bar. For all these reasons, there isn’t a hotel on the planet that won’t give you a decent discount for a
         long stay. You don’t even have to haggle: just ask. One little-known, but extraordinarily useful, fact is that in most cities
         you don’t pay local tax (10–15 per cent in most US cities) on stays over thirty nights. In the UK, stays over twenty-eight
         nights are VAT-free.
      

      
      Armed with just this basic information – and a willingness to learn more as I travelled – I was confident that living in hotels
         was a perfectly feasible way to spend a year. By the end of April I’d have to leave America so I didn’t overstay the visa
         waiver, but then I could travel around Europe for a bit before heading back to the US once a decent amount of time had elapsed.
         Friends had told me that, as long as you leave a couple of months between visits, you can pretty much travel back and forth
         on the visa waiver indefinitely.
      

      
      Then, by December, I’d head back to London for Christmas and start house hunting in time for January. That would still give
         me an entire year to figure out what I was going to do with my life before I turned thirty.
      

      
      
      And if living in hotels didn’t work out? Well, then I’d just come home early.
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      There’s one more thing you need to know about living in hotels for a year.

      
      It’s fucking brilliant.

      
      It is also ‘living the fucking dream’. These are all things you learn when you start telling your male friends that you’re
         thinking about doing it.
      

      
      ‘That’s a fucking brilliant idea,’ said Robert when I told him my plan. ‘Anyone can live in a hotel for a month. That’s just
         a long holiday. But living in them for a whole year. That’s living the fucking dream.’
      

      
      I could see his point. It’s hard to see a downside in spending twelve months in a place where a woman dressed as a maid comes
         to your room every morning, delivers fresh towels, recovers the remote control from behind the bed, replenishes the fridge
         with beer and tiny tubes of Pringles and leaves a mint on your pillow. A place with a bar and restaurant downstairs, and a
         uniformed man whose whole purpose is to get you things that you ask for, and to call you ‘sir’. Oh, and an entire television
         channel dedicated to porn.
      

      
      The fact that you can have all of these things at home, if you pay enough money, that no one has left a mint on a hotel room
         pillow since 1972 and that the Internet has all but destroyed the hotel room porn industry does little to alter the perception,
         for most of my male friends, that living in a hotel is as good as it gets.
      

      
      For most of my female friends: not so much.

      
      ‘A year? That sounds like an unmitigated living hell,’ enthused my friend Kate when I explained my plan.

      
      Girls, explained Kate as their spokesperson, like to live in their own places, surrounded by familiar things. They like having
         their own shelves and cupboards and wardrobes to house those things. They like having their own kitchens to cook their own food. Girls like owning cushions. To live in a hotel, they would have
         to leave their cushions behind: bringing your own cushions to a hotel is like bringing your own salt to a restaurant.
      

      
      To make things even more interesting, and probably partly to send Kate further into meltdown, I’d decided that my cushions
         wouldn’t be the only thing I was leaving behind in London.
      

      
      My original plan had been to pack as much of my life as possible into a suitcase, and then to put all of my other possessions
         into storage for a year. I may not have been as attached to my stuff as Kate was to hers, but I still wasn’t entirely certain
         I wanted to get rid of it for ever. Keeping at least my furniture in storage meant I could pick up my life from where I left
         off when I got back.
      

      
      Another hour of Internet research, though, showed me that even the cheapest storage company in London wanted £100 a month
         in rental fees – $200 straight off my hotel budget, to rent a tiny little metal flat for all of my possessions to live in
         while I was away.*

      
      It was at that point I determined that, if a ridiculous adventure is worth doing, it’s worth doing properly.

      
      Heading back to the Internet – honestly, what did we do without it?† – I fired up the East Dulwich Forum, a site where people in London SE22 can sell their unwanted possessions. With my laptop
         balanced on one arm, I walked around my flat listing everything in sight: my bed, my DVD collection, my sofa, my plates, even
         the contents of my kitchen drawers. ‘Spatula – hardly used – quick sale essential – no reasonable offer refused.’
      

      
      On hearing this, as I’d hoped, Kate lost her mind. ‘You can’t sell all of your stuff!’ she screeched. ‘What about all of your
         books? And you’ve got those lovely brown suede cushions. You can’t sell them!’
      

      
      ‘I’m going to give the books to a charity shop,’ I replied. ‘You can have the cushions if you like.’

      
      
      ‘Really? OK!’

      
      Girls really like owning cushions.

In the days that followed, half of East Dulwich came to my flat. They came in cars, and
         camper vans and even bicycles. My sofa went to a man called Peter who had been kicked out by his wife and was starting again
         from scratch. ‘I’ll be needing a sturdy sofa for all the women I’m going to be bringing back,’ he said, in no way creepily.
      

      
      My DVD collection – about a hundred discs that I never watched – went to a woman from some kind of local youth group who was
         hoping they’d ‘keep the kids out of trouble’, in the way that only A Clockwork Orange and If …. really can.
      

      
      It doesn’t matter how unattached you are to ‘stuff’, watching strangers coming and going, each visit leaving your flat slightly
         more bare than before, is a freaky experience. Like being burgled in slow motion, in exchange for money.
      

      
      Less than a week after posting my first ad, all I had left was a sleeping bag, a couple of pillows, my clothes, a small pile
         of personal bits and pieces that I was planning on taking with me, a flatscreen television and my guitar.
      

      
      The guitar and the television were the last – and the most heart-warming – things to go. During my first year at university
         I’d decided that I was going to learn to play the guitar in order to impress girls. I chose the most expensive guitar I could
         afford – a Fender Stratocaster – on the flawed justification that, having spent so much money on the damned thing, I’d have
         to learn to play it. Of course I never did. Instead, I carried it from house to house for almost a decade, never once so much
         as connecting it to the amplifier. It was the most expensive hatstand I’ve ever owned; not least because I don’t own a single
         hat.*

      
      And then, less than a week before I was due to move out, a fifteen-year-old kid called Stuart turned up at my flat. He’d brought
         his mum with him because – it soon became clear – he couldn’t understand why some guy would sell a Fender Stratocaster guitar
         and amp for fifty quid, and so assumed the advert was a trap.
      

      
      Still, after listening to my ridiculous explanation of why I had to get rid of everything I owned by the end of the month,
         Stuart seemed satisfied that I wasn’t planning to rape and murder him. He picked up the guitar, handling it like a doctor
         might pick up a donated kidney – confidently but respectfully. Five minutes of tweaking and plucking and tuning later, he
         cranked up the volume on the amp, paused for some dramatic effect … and then … blaaaaaaaaaang … the first chord that my hatstand
         had ever played. I don’t know anything about music, but I know when I hear someone playing the shit out of a guitar. And Stuart
         played the shit out of the guitar. ‘Wow,’ I said when he was finished. ‘I didn’t know it could do that. Maybe I’ll hold on
         to it after all.’
      

      
      Stuart looked horrified. It was a trap!
      

      
      ‘I’m kidding – I’m just glad someone is going to get some use out of it finally. Hey, you don’t by any chance want a free
         flatscreen television do you?’
      

      
      ‘What – for nothing?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Help yourself, it’s by the door.’

      
      I’m not sure if Stuart learned anything that day about the value of money, but I certainly did. After waving him and his mum
         off with the last of my possessions, I went to the kitchen drawer where I’d been keeping the proceeds. I slid the drawer from
         its runners, tipped the contents – a small pile of notes and a few coins – on to the worktop and started counting.
      

      
      Ten seconds later, I finished counting. My entire life was worth £540. I laughed. I laughed partly because it was such a tragically
         small amount of money for almost everything that I’d spent nearly three decades acquiring. But I also laughed because £540
         was precisely the cost – including tax and booking fees – of my plane ticket to New York.
      

      
      Fate had given my plan its stamp of approval. It was time to go.

   



      
      
      Chapter 200

      Naked Brunch

      
      Wednesday 20 February 2008. Virgin Atlantic flight VS045 from Heathrow to JFK. I remember it vividly.

      
      I arrived at the airport with less than an hour to spare, dropped off the suitcase containing my entire life, and headed towards
         security. I’ve never understood the ‘arrive two hours before your flight’ thing, especially if you’ve checked in online –
         but even so, given that my flight was due to take off at 2 p.m. and it was now half past one, I was cutting it a little fine.
      

      
      Luckily there was only the merest hint of a line at security and, after the usual twatting around with shoes and belts and
         laptops, I was walking – maybe jogging slightly – down the jetway on to the plane.
      

      
      ‘Paul!’

      
      I almost never turn around when I hear my name shouted in public. The odds just aren’t in favour of reacting; nine times out
         of ten, you end up waving, through reflex, to a total stranger. But then came a jab from behind; right in the spine. I reacted
         to that. It was my friend Zoe, out of breath, having clearly made it to the airport even later than I had.
      

      
      ‘Hey! What are you doing here?’ I asked idiotically, given that we were on a jetway, a few feet from the door of a plane,
         and Zoe was also dragging a suitcase. ‘Well, obviously you’re flying to New York. But why?’
      

      
      ‘Oh, just some interviews, publisher meeting – they’ve arranged a reading, I think; usual bullshit. You?’

      
      ‘Long story. Sort of an extended working holiday.’

      
      ‘Really?’ asked Zoe. ‘You got the I or the O?’

      
      
      For some reason, my friends love to talk about visas – partly, I think, because they can never quite believe any country has
         been stupid enough to give them one. Zoe was travelling under the I Visa – granting ‘representatives of the foreign media’
         access to America for anything up to five years. For reasons that probably have nothing to do with freedom of the press, journalists
         are the only people not eligible to enter the US for professional reasons under the Visa Waiver Program. Many have tried,
         hoping they could just lie their way through immigration; most succeed but several have ended up in handcuffs, a holding cell
         and then back on the next plane home. If I was planning to do any reporting while in the US, I probably should have had an
         I Visa.
      

      
      The O Visa, on the other hand, is for ‘aliens of extraordinary ability’. Rock stars, actors, E.T. – people like that. I most
         definitely should not have had an O Visa.
      

      
      ‘Nah, I’m just on the waiver. I’m not really going for work – more of a holiday. During which I might do some writing. For
         which I might get paid. But I’ll just blag it at immigration; pretend I’m not really a journalist. Which won’t be difficult,
         given that I’m not.’
      

      
      Zoe isn’t really a journalist either. But she’s definitely a writer, and a successful one. A year or so earlier, her blog
         – a candid diary of her sex life – had been turned into a book: Girl with a One Track Mind. The UK edition had sold a zillion copies and now the US edition was doing well too. As befits Zoe’s status as a hugely successful
         author, the words ‘Premium Economy’ were printed on her boarding card, while I’d be sitting in economy. The memoirist feudal
         system, as illustrated by airline seating. As we boarded the plane I glanced to the left, half expecting to see Dave Eggers
         enjoying a glass of champagne in Business Class.*

      
      Realising that Zoe was on my flight gave me a momentary twinge. The same twinge that I suppose minor celebrities have when
         they find they’re on the same plane as Bono or George Clooney. The realisation that when – inevitably – the plane plunges
         into the sea or plummets nose-first into a field in Pennsylvania, they’ll just be a footnote in the coverage. Does it work the same way
         for writers, I wondered. If we skid off the runway on landing and burst into flames, would The Bookseller magazine mourn Zoe’s death and forget about me?*
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      As it turned out, we didn’t crash, giving me the full seven-hour flight to go over my plans, and to become increasingly excited
         about them. From the airport I’d take a cab to Manhattan, and the Pod Hotel on East 51st Street. I really like staying at
         the Pod: not only is it centrally located but it’s inexpensive in the off-season and has flatscreen TVs, iPod docks, rainhead
         showers and free wifi. And for all of those reasons it’s incredibly popular with young foreign travellers, making the place
         one giant pick-up joint.
      

      
      With just a couple of emails to their reservations department, I’d managed to negotiate a double room for $89 a night – less
         than £45.
      

      
      I’d decided to set my accommodation budget at £50–$100 – per night: about equal to the amount I’d be paying to stay in London
         if I’d accepted the increase in rent. I’d also agreed with myself that savings could be carried over, day to day, month to
         month, so each night I stayed at the Pod I was saving £5 that I could use for wherever I went next.
      

      
      After my month at the Pod, I planned to head south. Although I’d visited America a dozen times or more, I’d only ever been
         to the coastal states – New York, California, Florida: the usual. Like an overgrown back-packer, I wanted to see the ‘real
         America’ so, like that same back-packer, I’d bought a book at the airport bookshop called USA by Rail with the intention of plotting a journey that would take me to all of the places I’d seen in films but never visited. Places
         like Utah, which I’ve always imagined is like a safari park filled with Mormons.
      

      
      
      Flipping through USA by Rail, I was sucked straight into the dream. In the UK, travelling by train has lost all its romance – no one will write a love
         song about taking the 6.15p.m. from Nottingham to London St Pancras but in America the love affair lives on: the book listed
         routes with names like Texas Eagle, California Zephyr and Empire Builder.
      

      
      My plan was to take the two-day Crescent service from New York Penn Station down to New Orleans, arriving in time for Mardi Gras at the beginning of March. I feel
         horrible admitting this, but at the back of my mind I figured that after Hurricane Katrina the city’s hotel prices had probably
         gone down a bit.
      

      
      After New Orleans, I’d hop on the SunsetLimited service and head west to Los Angeles. March was off-season on the railways too, so I’d booked a one-month rail pass for $470
         which would allow me unlimited travel throughout the whole of the US, and some of Canada, for thirty days. I’d only have to
         spend five nights on the train rather than in a hotel before the pass paid for itself.
      

      
      In fact, I’d become so intoxicated by the idea of seeing America by rail that, by the time I landed in New York, I’d planned
         a journey that lasted for the whole month of March. A huge circular route that would take me from Los Angeles to San Francisco
         to Salt Lake City (Mormons!) to Denver to Chicago to Pittsburgh to Washington, DC, and back to New York. Almost half that
         time would be spent on the train: a travelling hotel for less than $30 a night.
      

      
      As we began our descent into JFK, passing low over Long Island and the tightly packed houses with backyard swimming pools
         that seem to cluster on the approach to every airport in America, I remember feeling happy, and strangely organised. Like
         a schoolboy beginning a fresh exercise book, I had neatly copied my two-month travel and accommodation plan on to the first
         page of a brand new Moleskine notebook. As the year progressed, I was planning to use the book to plan each successive stage
         and to track how well I was keeping to my £50-a-day accommodation budget for the year.
      

      
      
      The numbers looked good: assuming I didn’t stray too far from my plan, February and March were going to come in well under
         budget, giving me plenty of flexibility for accommodation costs in April, May and into the peak season. Which was good, as
         I was past the point of no return: the last thing I’d done before going through to departures was to drop the key to my flat
         in the post to my (former) landlady along with a letter, politely but firmly telling her where to stick her rent hike. Now
         I had no ties, no fixed abode, and no responsibilities beyond a nightly hotel budget and the travel plan scribbled in my little
         black notebook.
      

      
      The final plan I’d made, in the cab to the hotel, was to cut down on drinking for a while. London had given my liver a thrashing.
         I’d read online that one of the signs of liver failure was a yellowing of the eyeballs and horizontal white lines across the
         fingernails. The fact that I’d looked up those symptoms in the first place, let alone that I was now checking for them every
         morning, suggested a month on the wagon might not be a bad thing. Instead of boozing, I’d drink orange juice and eat salads
         and go for long walks around the city. I’d get healthy again.
      

      
      Oh yes, I remember that all very clearly. The airport, the flight, the planning, the cab, the plan to stop drinking.

      
      I remember checking into the hotel and putting my bag in my room. I remember having a shower and changing my shirt. I remember
         deciding to head out for a walk to orientate myself – to get a feel for where the local dry-cleaners and restaurants and bars
         could be found. I remember – ah, here we go, yes – I remember finding an Irish pub that looked friendly, Something O’Something’s
         – there was a plastic leprechaun, I definitely remember that – and I remember noticing the pretty brunette with the ponytail,
         wearing a CUNY sweatshirt and sitting on her own. She was reading Down and Out in Paris and London which I remember I’d used as my opening line. ‘I’ve always found the Rough Guides to be more reliable than Orwell …’
      

      
      I shook my head, hoping it would hasten the return, if not of my memory then at least of the rest of my vision. I had a dim
         recollection of a bottle of wine and a conversation about how she was studying Contemporary World Literature. I’m sure I found a way –
         after we’d drunk, I think, shots of sambuca – to mention that I was a soon-to-be-published author, but at the same time to
         shrug it off like it was no big deal. I’m pretty sure we left the Irish bar and went to another place down the street where
         her friends were celebrating – what? – something. There was a bottle of champagne. But after that – nothing. I can’t remember
         how I got back to the Pod. And I have absolutely no idea what possible set of circumstances led to my being slumped on the
         floor, head leaning against the closed door of my room.
      

      
      I shook my head again and slowly I started to focus on how long my hotel room was. And narrow. Weird.

      
      And that’s when I realised the first of my two problems. I was slumped against my hotel room – I had that right – but, rather than being inside the room, I was outside, in the corridor.
         The second of my problems – and certainly the most pressing – was that I was stark bollock naked.
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      Think, think, think … how the hell had I got there? Were my clothes inside my room? And, if so, had I made it into the room,
         undressed, and for some reason walked outside again? And if not – oh God – had I walked naked through the hotel?
      

      
      My brain simply wasn’t capable of processing all of these questions. All I knew is that I had to get back into my room before
         anyone saw me.
      

      
      I tried the door. Locked, obviously. I gave it a half-hearted shove with my shoulder and immediately fell back down to the
         floor, still drunk. ‘Hmm,’ I thought, ‘maybe that explains the slumping.’
      

      
      I had no other option: I’d have to go down to the lobby and ask someone to let me in. I looked up and down the corridor. When
         this happens in movies, there’s always some appropriately-comedic piece of bric-a-brac that can be pressed into service as a covering: a moose’s head, a vase, something like that. Not in real
         life. The corridors in the Pod don’t have windows; there weren’t even any curtains.
      

      
      No windows also meant I had no way of figuring out what time it was. What if I’d been slumped there for hours? What if it
         was 10 a.m. and a nice family with young children was checking in and the first thing they saw was a naked Brit emerging drunkenly
         from the elevator into the lobby, not-so-proudly cupping his genitals in his hands? That’s no way to start a holiday. It is,
         however, a great way to start a lawsuit.
      

      
      My only lucky break was that I’d been given a room right opposite the elevators. I pressed the call button and the door opened
         straight away, which was good – it meant less time in the corridor – but also potentially bad as it meant someone had arrived
         at my floor not long before. I prayed that person had been me.
      

      
      As the car made its way downwards I caught a glimpse of my pathetic reflection in the elevator’s mirrored walls. ‘Dear God,
         Paul, you’re a mess’ I thought out loud.
      

      
      Finally, the doors opened and I peered out into the lobby, trying my best to keep the rest of my body out of sight. All was
         calm and still, thank God; the clock behind the reception desk said 4.25 a.m. The only witness to my humiliation would be
         a solitary night porter sitting behind the reception desk, reading a magazine.
      

      
      ‘¡Ay Dios mío! ’
      

      
      And a tiny Hispanic cleaner, mopping the floor right next to the elevator. I hadn’t noticed her.

      
      ‘Lo siento,’ I said. My two words of Spanish.
      

      
      ‘Don’t worry, Maria, I’ll go.’ said the night porter, looking up boredly from his magazine. It was an interesting choice of
         words, ‘I’ll go’, as if this kind of thing – naked men walking out of the elevators at four in the morning – happened at the
         Pod every night. He picked up a master key from behind the desk and ambled towards the elevator.
      

      
      Even though I was still shit-faced drunk, the next thirty seconds – which took the form of about three and a half years – were the most embarrassing of my life. I stood at one side
         of the elevator, still naked, arse pressed against the wall, genitals still cupped in my hands, while the tall night porter
         – I think he was Russian – stood as far on the other side as possible.
      

      
      ‘Sorry about this,’ I said.

      
      He didn’t say a word.
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      A few hours later – 11a.m. – I woke up in my hotel bed and, for a few blissful minutes, I completely forgot about my naked
         elevator adventure. I don’t normally get headaches with hangovers, but this morning was different. My skull felt like it was
         full of burning sand – burning sand that was leaking down my throat. Stupid sambuca. I stood up and walked to the bathroom.
         Must drink water. Lots of water.
      

      
      I turned on the tap above the sink and put my face in the bowl, letting the stream of water run over the back of my head and
         down the sides of my face. Then I tilted my head upwards and started lapping from the tap. Forget Evian or Perrier: there
         is no more delicious water than hangover water. After gulping down about half my body weight of the stuff, I shut off the
         tap and stood back up, gripping the sides of the sink for support, water dripping from my hair down the rest of my body. That’s
         when I caught a glimpse of my naked self in the mirror.
      

      
      And that’s when the first flashback came.

      
      ‘Oh fuuuuucccccckkkkkk.’

      
      There was no other mature course of action; I had to get out of there. There was simply no way I could face another thirty
         nights in the same hotel, with the same Russian night manager and the same small Hispanic cleaner. I was still drunk and I
         already felt sick with embarrassment. God knows how I’d feel when I sobered up.
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      A significant advantage of hotel stays over apartment rental contracts is that they’re easy to renegotiate or cancel. Most
         hotels insist that you give twenty-four – or occasionally forty-eight – hours’ notice if you decide to leave early. If you
         can’t give notice – say, because you hadn’t planned on waking up naked in a corridor – then you’re still free to leave early
         but they’ll usually charge you for the notice period. But that’s all they’ll make you pay. Some will try to insist on a small
         ‘early check-out’ penalty but the trick to getting rid of those is to be extremely apologetic, and to make it clear that you’re
         looking forward to coming back to the hotel in future.
      

      
      The only way you can find yourself trapped – financially at least – is if you’ve paid for the room up front – which some online
         booking sites force you to do to get their best rates. Paying up front can actually be a great idea if you’re only staying
         for a couple of days and you’re paying with a debit card. When a hotel preauthorises your debit card for incidentals at check-in,
         the amount is immediately taken (or ‘held’) from your current account. For short stays, the hold might be more than the total
         cost of the room, and it can take as long as a week for it to be released and your money returned. By paying for the room
         in advance you can legitimately refuse to hand over your card for pre-authorisation at check-in as long as you’re not planning
         to raid the minibar. The worst they can do is ask for a cash deposit, which they’ll hand you back on departure.
      

      
      In most other cases, though, paying up front is a terrible idea. You just never know when you’ll need to escape.

      
      I finally found my jeans thrown on a shelf – interesting – along with one of my shoes. The second shoe, it turned out, was hiding in the shower, along with my shirt and coat. I took
         some comfort from this as, firstly, it meant I’d obviously arrived back at the hotel fully clothed, and, secondly, because
         I was only travelling with one pair of shoes.
      

      
      
      I quickly pulled on the jeans and shoes – my socks were apparently lost for ever – and swapped the shirt for a clean one from
         my suitcase. I hadn’t even unpacked.
      

      
      There was also no way I was going to go to reception to check out: the night porter would certainly have told the morning
         shift about the naked man from room 625. Instead, I grabbed my suitcase, took the elevator to the lobby – another juddering
         flashback – and, just before the doors opened, began talking into my mobile phone as if I was in the middle of a very important
         call. No one stops you when you’re on the phone.
      

      
      I walked straight through the lobby, past the reception desk and out on to the street, inhaling the exhaust fumes and food
         smells of freedom.
      

      
      I didn’t stop walking until I was three blocks from the hotel, where I found another Irish pub, this one with a wooden board
         outside boasting free wifi Internet access. I stood in the doorway for a moment and looked around – trying to remember if
         it was the same bar I’d been in the night before. No plastic leprechaun – good. I ordered half a beer – hair of the dog, that’s
         all – and found a table in the corner. Opening my laptop I started to write an email …
      

         From: Paul Carr

         To: The Pod Hotel (Reservations)

      
      
         Dear Sir,

         I am currently checked into room 625 for a one-month stay. Unfortunately I have had to leave early on urgent business and
            so will no longer need the room. Please debit my card for the cost of my stay to date. I understand you have a 24-hour cancellation
            policy, so please feel free to charge me for one additional night.
         

         Please accept my sincere apologies for any inconvenience, and I look forward to returning to the Pod soon.

         Paul Carr

      

      
      
      That last part was a lie, obviously – I could never set foot in the place again – but by acting like a potential future guest
         I knew there was less chance they’d try to charge me for the cancelled nights. Sure enough, when I checked my online bank
         statement a few weeks later, I found they hadn’t even charged me for the extra twenty-four hours.
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      The email having been sent, all I had to do was find a new hotel, something that the Internet has made ridiculously easy,
         but also annoyingly absorbing. It’s far too easy to spend hours comparing features and reviews and rates, when in fact the
         only questions that need to be answered are:
      

      
      Are the rooms nice?

      
      Is it near to where I need to be?

      
      Does it have decent Internet access, not just in the public areas but in the actual rooms?

      
      Are the online reviews from other guests favourable, particularly when it comes to the service?

      
      Some people like a gym too.*

      
      I took another drag from my beer to steady my hand for the task ahead. I could feel my hangover catching up with me – the
         last of the previous night’s alcohol was leaving my system and I knew I’d either have to order a second beer or surrender
         to the worsening sickness.
      

      
      Just one more.

      
      I fired up Trip Advisor† – my go-to hotel review site, and ran a quick search for the highest rated hotels in Manhattan. I never look at the mid-range
         chain hotels – the four-star Marriotts, the Hiltons, the Sheratons – they’re usually very nice, but they’re also exactly the same in every city on earth. Since my parents moved from managing chain hotels to owning an independent one, my loyalties
         have moved the same way. I’ve got as tired of cookie-cutter experiences as they have.*

      
      Unless I already have a favorite hotel in a city, or a personal recommendation from someone I trust, Trip Advisor is indispensable.
         The site lists about half a million hotels, with more than thirty million reviews written by actual guests. Hotel sites generally
         use their own arbitrary ratings systems rather than anything official or internationally recognised, but anything with an
         average rating of less than four out of five on Trip Advisor is likely to be a dump in any language.
      

      
      After the first batch of results came up, it was time to filter them based on price. Trip Advisor doesn’t sell rooms itself;
         it just links to the major price-comparison sites. Some people swear by sites like Priceline which promise deep discounts
         on upscale hotels, as long as you don’t mind them picking the hotel for you. It’s only after you’ve confirmed the room – and
         agreed to pay for it – that you actually find out where you’re staying. That idea has never appealed to me: not only are there
         too many unknowns but you have to pay up front.
      

      
      I clicked on a few links.

      
      With my budget of $100 a night, I ignored anywhere that was advertising a rate less than $75. With this hangover, I deserved
         better than a budget hotel in a shitty part of town. Had I been staying less than a couple of weeks I would also have ignored
         anywhere over $150 a night – but I still had twenty-seven days left in New York so I at least had a shot at some deep discounting.
         I eventually settled on a shortlist of three likely places – a process that would normally take me about ten minutes, but
         with my monstrous hangover took me the best part of forty-five. And one and a half beers.
      

      
      
      Then it was time to make some calls.

      
      When my friends ask me for advice on scoring cheap hotel rooms, I always tell them that, once they have their shortlist, the
         first thing to do is call the hotel’s reservations department. I coach them to explain that a friend has recommended the hotel
         as the best place in town but that they’re travelling on a budget and were wondering if anything can be done with the rate
         advertised online? Hotel booking sites act much like travel agents – with hotels paying anything up to 15 per cent commission
         on any booking you make through them. If they can get you to book directly then they can afford to knock almost all of that
         commission off the price of the room and still come out ahead. The phone operators in big chain hotels don’t usually have
         the leeway to make those decisions, but most independent places do. And they gladly will; people who book direct rather than
         through agencies are much more likely to become repeat guests.
      

      
      The trick is to emphasise that you don’t mind a bad room. Every hotel has rooms that are tough to sell: rooms that are smaller
         than the others, rooms with just a shower and no bath, rooms right at the top of the building, only accessible by stairs.
         These are the ones that usually end up on the anonymous hotel sites like Priceline, and these are the rooms that – particularly
         in independent hotels – are easiest to get discounts on.
      

      
      Another bonus is that, in almost every case, the person taking your booking is not going to be the person you see at check-in.
         If the hotel is nice and the price is right, it makes sense to take whatever room you’re offered and then, on check-in, if
         you’re not happy with the room just stroll down to reception and complain. Politely. Pick something that you couldn’t have
         known when you booked. The room looks out over the road and you’re a light sleeper. It only has a shower and you’re sure that
         on their website a bath was mentioned.* If one of the fixtures in the room – the shower, the sink, the bed – is broken, you’re golden. ‘Is there any chance of getting a different room? Sorry to be difficult …’ Nine
         times out of ten they’ll upgrade you on the spot, or at least give you a nicer room in the same class. It’s something every
         receptionist is empowered to do, no one has ever got fired for, and is far less hassle for them than arguing with you. And
         if you’re still not happy, you can always check out the next morning and go somewhere else.
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