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For Naomi and Rosie, and all my other sisters 














We have simply cheated ourselves the whole way down the line. We thought of life by analogy – as a journey or a pilgrimage – which had a serious purpose at the end. The thing was to get to that end, success, or whatever it is, or maybe Heaven after you are dead, but we missed the point along the whole way. It was a musical thing, and you were supposed to sing or dance while the music was being played. 


 


Alan Watts, The Tao of Philosophy 






[image: ]



CONTENTS 











Journey Maps 


Author's Note 


Intro 





 



Part One: Love and Death 


1 


2 


3 


4 


5 


6 


7 


8 


9 


10 


11 


12 





 



Part Two: The Midnight Sun 


13 


14 


15 


16 


17 


18 


19 


20 


21 


22 


 



Part Three: Paths of Freedom 


23 


24 


25 


26 


27 


28 


29 


30 


31 


32 


33 


 



Part Four: The Ribbons Are for Fearlessness 


34 


35 


36 


37 


38 


39 


40 


Outro 




 



Acknowledgements 


About the Author 








 [image: ]






[image: ]




 [image: ]


AUTHOR'S NOTE 









Before we start our journey I'd like to say a few words about truth. It is true that in the summer of 2005 I drove an old yellow van on to a ferry bound for Norway, with a one-way ticket and a cello, intending to busk my way to Nordkapp and see the midnight sun. It is true that someone I had known for most of my life had died the previous year and that is what inspired me to undertake this crazy mission. It is true that I had a broken heart, that I had been in love and had lost. It is true that I survived for a year and travelled alone in my yellow van, through playing my cello on hundreds of streets, from Norway to Portugal. It is true that I met a girl who wrapped me up in light and gave me two ribbons, for fearlessness. I still have them. These are facts. When I first tried to write this book I didn't understand the relationship between facts and stories. I came up with something as long as Ulysses and not half as readable, where the truth was lost down endless cul-de-sacs of confusion and boredom, just as it is in life. So I tried again. I realised that the relationship between facts and truth in a story is not always clear-cut. Stories have their own internal logic, by means of which the truth emerges, and to find this truth the facts have to be sculpted and whittled down like a sculptor whittles a piece of stone, in order to expose the form hidden within. So I got very clear about the truth of my journey, the truth that I had experienced out there on the road, and then I allowed the needs of the story to take over. I fashioned single characters out of a cast of half a dozen. Important encounters were transplanted from one place to another. Names were changed. The conclusion was imported from the future. In my opinion this poetic use of the facts is not only justifiable but necessary, as it serves to make the truth shine more brightly. 
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INTRO 









Since I got back and told the story of what happened, everyone keeps asking the same question; if I had known in advance how hard it was going to be, how many mountains I would have to climb, how many lonely roads I would have to drive, how many hours of music I would have to summon up from a part of myself I didn't even know existed, would I still have gone? 




  And perhaps I wouldn't. 




  It seemed daunting enough as it was. Busking my way to the midnight sun and back. With a cello. Which I had never played on the street. Or anywhere else, for that matter, apart from my bedroom. But I thought the whole thing would be over in a couple of months. I'd do it because I had to, for Andrew's sake, and then I'd carry on with my old life again. And nothing much would have changed, apart from Andrew, of course, and the fact that Jack would see I wasn't as pathetic as he thought I was and come back. 




  But that's not what happened. Everything changed. Because I met Hanna. 




  I tried to tell them about Hanna the day I returned, when we were finally all back at Broadsands, the backpackers' hostel near Land's End, in Cornwall, where I had lived and worked for several years before my great adventure. It was just like the old days. They took the piss. 




  'She sounds like a Bond girl.' 




  'I'd give her one.' 




  'Maybe if you gave her one you'd get ribbons, too.' 




  I've thought about it often. How easy it would have been not to have met her. If I had been an hour later, or an hour earlier. If the fog hadn't lifted. If I hadn't called Ben from that phone box in Tromsø. If I hadn't met Henrik. If I hadn't ever left in the first place. 




  I don't believe in destiny, but nowadays I do believe in fearlessness. 




  I believe that there are well-trodden paths through life, paths made familiar by habit, or ancestors, or television, that bring us into contact with the things and the people we already know. 




  Paths that lead to the pub, the sofa, the supermarket, the job we're sick of but don't have the guts to leave, the houses we hate, the politics that don't serve us. 




  But I know now that there are other paths too. Insane, impractical, ridiculous paths. Paths that are not familiar and do not feel safe, that have not been walked by celebrities, or friends, or anyone. And it's all too easy to ignore these paths, because to follow them requires a huge leap of faith, a fingers-in-your-ears, eyes-shut-to-the-consequences kind of fearlessness. 




  But if you do follow them, no matter how crazy they look to those on the outside, if you muster your courage and go, that's when you meet the people that change you. Like Hanna. 




  I never used to understand what fearlessness was. I thought that some lucky people, like Jack, were just born unafraid, and that was why they could surf huge waves and climb massive overhanging cliffs with no ropes. But real fearlessness has got nothing to do with being unafraid. It's about doing things anyway, getting on with it, living, whether you're afraid or not. And courage isn't about climbing huge cliffs with no ropes. Courage is about telling the story of who you are with your whole heart. Courage is about being who you are with your whole heart. 




  So I gave up trying to talk to them and instead I went to my van and got the ancient guitar that Francis Philippe had given me at Salagou, and I went back into the bar and I sat down and I started to play the chords from 'Bruca Maniguá', the song that will always remind me of Hanna and that night we drove through the wilderness together. And then I started to sing the words I had finally finished writing on the long journey home. And it certainly shut them up. They stared at me like I was a freak of nature, and I could hardly blame them. I used to die of shame if one of them accidentally heard me playing my cello through the thick walls of the bunkhouse, and now here I was singing in public. 




 



You said you wrapped me up in light that day, 


You said you'd show me how to find my way, 


You said these moments are all precious, 


And the ribbons are for fearlessness… 




 


It wasn't easy. I had to stop and take a big swig of Rattler, which is when I noticed they weren't taking the piss any more. 




  'What is that?' asked Ben. 'It's really familiar.' 




  'It's an old Cuban song. Ibrahim Ferrer did a cover. I used it loads busking. That girl I was trying to tell you about got me into it. In fact, this song is about her.' 




  'How can an old Cuban song be about some girl you met in Norway?' 


  'They're my words.' 


  Jack and Ben looked at each other. 


  'Start again from the beginning,' said Jack. 
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Part One: 









Love and Death 
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1 









Beginnings are hard to pin down, because they're always overlapping with endings, but I suppose you could say that this particular story started where it finished, at Broadsands. Dawn was just breaking one midsummer morning. I said goodbye to Ben, who was running the place while the owner was travelling the world on a vast inheritance, and drove my bright yellow van 500 miles up the coast to Newcastle. At least, the bits that weren't brown from rust were bright yellow. Not the kind of yellow you'd find in a van factory, either. More the kind of yellow you might end up with if you were trying to disguise a stolen vehicle in a hurry and one of your mates had a spare can of spray paint. 




  Which is probably why the policeman pulled me over. He sucked air through his teeth and kicked one tyre, then another. I stuck the heels of my hands in my eyes and tried to focus on looking normal. If only I was someone else: the kind of person with the kind of happy-go-lucky approach to life that I would have cut off my own arm for. And sold my left leg. But I am not that kind of person. I am a worrier. And I had not taken my rattling, ancient van on this fourteen-hour journey from Land's End to the Tyneside tunnel in order to spend twenty-four hours crossing the North Sea on a ferry bound for Norway because I was brave and fiercely independent, or because this was the type of thing I was in the habit of doing. I had done it for the same two reasons people have been doing everything for thousands of years: love and death. 




  I had only had the van for a couple of weeks. I had chosen it because it was all I could afford and because it was so old it had a tape player, so I would finally be able to listen to the six dusty tapes that were all the proof I had that Jack ever existed. It was a three-and-a-half-tonne Iveco Daily with a medium wheel base, six tyres and loads of horsepower. Frankly, it felt like driving a forty-tonne truck. Ben had got it cheap from his motorcross mates. It reeked of grease and old motorbikes. 




  Most people hadn't thought it would even manage this far, let alone what lay ahead. They raised their eyebrows and shook their heads and tried, not very successfully, to pretend they didn't think I was insane. It's true that it really didn't look like much. Apart from the rust and the spray paint it had a clutch that sounded like the noisy creaking of a coffin being opened by a vampire in the dead of night, a murderous sliding door that kept falling off and had already put nine stitches in my head, and two bald tyres. Which I would have been more concerned about if they weren't on the back, where there were two each side. Ben called it a twin axle. I called it safety in numbers. Until the policeman pulled me over. 




  I attempted to muster a smile and waved my ferry ticket in his face to let him know I was leaving the country. 




  'Routine safety check.' 




  My heart sank. 




  If only Jack were there. Golden-haired, broad-shouldered, rock-climbing, seductive, selfish Jack, who owned his selfishness with the pride of a religious convert. Jack didn't freak out every time he saw a police car. He didn't grip the steering wheel with sweating palms convinced he was about to be locked up for a crime he didn't even know he'd done. He gave policemen the finger and told them to their face they were pigs. But Jack was not there. Jack was about as far away as it was possible to be without actually being in space. 




 


The policeman asked me to open up the back. 




  I was sitting in the driver's seat. The back doors didn't open from the outside, because they were broken. The side door was held on with cable ties. One thing to knock myself out, quite another to knock out a policeman doing a routine safety check. The only option was to squeeze myself through a small hole in the bulkhead, a sheet of metal that separated the cab from the back. Things went from bad to worse. For a few horrible seconds I thought the policeman was going to have to call the fire brigade. Then there was a loud bang as I landed head first on the floor. 




  The policeman peered inside. He looked at me and peered inside again. It was an unusual sight. The bare metal sides and rusty floor had been hastily cladded with splintered tongue and groove from the dump, until my new home resembled nothing so much as a disused sauna. Apart from the fact that there was no insulation and no heating. The fibreglass ceiling, which had not been cladded, was black with mould. Two pairs of jeans, four T-shirts, two warm jumpers and some embarrassing pairs of knickers were stuffed into a piece of old fishing net Ben had found on the beach. An asymmetrical plywood offcut, with a washing-up-bowl-sized hole cut into it and a second-hand gas cooker perched on top, was my kitchen. Apart from that there was a cupboard, which doubled as a bed. The policeman told me to open it. He scratched his head. Inside the cupboard, in an old beaten-up case, was my cello. 




  It may be eccentric but it is not actually illegal to drive around in a disused sauna with a cello under the bed. After warning me about my tyres, the policeman let me go. I made it to the ferry just in time for a man in fluorescent overalls to measure the van with a ruler and wave me on-board. Cars and lorries and shiny white campervans lined up behind me and switched off their engines. I sat motionless in the driver's seat, wishing I was a million miles away. Preferably on another planet, where life is like an old tape recorder and you can just record over the bits you don't like. Erase the mistakes, go back to the beginning, say the things you never said, do the things you never did. The massive metal doors, like a monstrous pair of jaws, clanged noisily shut behind me. My body felt heavy. Tears pricked my eyes. Because life is not like an old tape recorder. There is no pause button, no rewind button. No going back. 
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I had met Jack on the beach one winter's day. 




  I was tucked into the dunes watching the waves, which is something I did a lot. I liked watching them crash on the rocks and make patterns in the sand. I liked thinking about how far they must have travelled and where they might have come from. The Caribbean, or Alaska, or somewhere out in the middle of the ocean that had no name. It was raining slightly. I wore an old anorak. Jack didn't. Jack didn't care about things like rain. Jack came looming out of the mist with nothing but a backpack full of climbing ropes and a surfboard under each arm. 




  Broadsands had rooms with bunk beds, which Ben occasionally rented out to travelling surfers. It was in these rooms that Andrew and I lived. In exchange we would do a few hours of work behind the bar when it was busy, which it never was. Broadsands was a mile inland from the beach, just outside the tiny village where Andrew and I grew up. Most people who grew up in that village left as soon as they were old enough to buy a train ticket. Andrew and I had tried to leave, but we both came back. Andrew because he was addicted to surfing and me because I had no idea what I wanted to do, and because the sea is a hard thing to live without once it's in your blood. 




  Ben offered Jack a room, but Jack insisted on clearing out the shed at the bottom of the garden, which was six feet square and infested with mice and spiders. He covered the ancient rotting floor with beach mats, laid his Therm-a-Rest on top of them and made a shelf out of driftwood for his novels by Aldous Huxley and Jack Kerouac, books of Japanese death poems and half a dozen old tapes nobody could listen to because who the hell has a tape player any more? 




  Every morning Jack brewed fresh coffee in a Bialetti espresso maker, which he balanced on an ancient Trangia, an alcohol-burning stove designed for high altitudes that made the whole place stink of petrol. He wore flowered shirts he bought in charity shops and his surfboards were stencilled with Japanese characters that meant things to him he couldn't explain. He called himself a wanderer and was full of stories of all these crazy adventures he'd been having since he was two years old, trailing round the world after his dad, who was something high up in the Marines. 




  My dad was not something high up in the Marines. My dad was funny, charming, lovable, saddened and broken by a life that had been much harder than he'd expected. He built a business from nothing in the eighties and lost it all in the nineties. He drank subtly and relentlessly, and it didn't make him happy. With our house went my parents' marriage and, for a time, my mother's sanity. She had taught us all there was to know about love and we loved her fiercely in return. My sisters and I clung together and tried as hard as we could to pull her back from the cliff edge she teetered on, but there were days when she barely knew our names. Homeward journeys on the school bus were clouded with fear. The spectre of suicide gnawed at us constantly. I grew up quickly and moved out early. My parents couldn't be burdened with my survival when they were fighting for their lives. Moreover, since we lost our house, my bedroom was a tent in the garden of my mother's tiny flat. I saw her often, but Broadsands became my home, and the people I knew there, like Ben and Andrew, became my family. 




  The school bus fear lingered into adulthood. Maybe that was why I fell so hard for Jack. Jack had no fear. He hurled himself at cliffs – like those sticky men you throw at windows when you're a child – and climbed them with no ropes. He paddled out to razor sharp reefs nobody had ever dared to surf and grew hallucinogenic cacti that could kill you. While most men viewed Jack with a certain suspicion, all the girls I knew were in love with him. Which is why I was so utterly and completely stunned when he chose me. Plain old, fuzzy-haired, neurotic little me. I couldn't believe my luck. I was safe at last. 




  Only I wasn't. 




  Because one day, almost exactly a year later, Jack just got up and announced he was going to Patagonia. 




  'I need some time out.' 




  He took everything. His books and shirts and Therm-a-Rest. His Patagonia duckdown jacket. His climbing ropes. His Bialetti espresso maker and Trangia. Both his surfboards, and all the pieces of my shattered heart. The only remnants of our time together were the half dozen old tapes, which he said I might as well have, since he had no use for them, and one of his shirts that I hid because it smelled of him. 




  It killed me to think about it. It killed me to think about Jack's big, capable hands exploring some other girl's body. 




  But it killed me even more to think about Andrew. 




  Andrew with his stupid jokes and crazy dreams, his great big bags of leafy home-grown and his gift for making even the crappiest things seem funny. 




  Andrew was so far away it turned me inside out. But thinking about him was a really bad idea right then, even though this whole thing was his fault. 




  I sat paralysed in the driver's seat. Another man in fluorescent overalls tapped impatiently on the window. I gathered up a spare jumper and climbed several flights of echoing metal stairs until I found myself alone on the open deck. I leaned on the railings and watched as England shrank and vanished into the grey gloom. I stared down at the fizzing grey water and thought about my cello. I wondered how it felt about being stored like a sardine in a rusting yellow tin at the bottom of this huge ferry. 




  It had been mine since my grandfather had died when I was seven. Sometimes I felt like it was actually a part of me, like a leg or an arm. After Jack left I took it out of its case and put it on the floor by the blow-up mattress, so I would see it when I opened my eyes in the morning. Somehow this was comforting, which I suppose dated back to childhood. When things got tough for my family my cello was my best friend and my refuge. I told it everything. I was left alone to practise, and the melancholy music I gradually learned to play was like a lifeboat, pulling me through more storms than I cared to remember. Metaphorically speaking, of course. Until now. 




  It was raining. I went inside and found the room in which I had been allocated a reclining chair. I seemed to be the one and only passenger on the whole boat who had been unable to afford a cabin with a bed. Instead I had 150 reclining chairs and 150 purple nylon blankets, all to myself. I spread some of the blankets out on the floor and lay down under a huge sloping window. I watched angry grey clouds spit bursts of rain on the glass. I stood up. I sat down in one of the reclining chairs and stared at the wall and thought about my cello some more. 




  It was my cello that got me through the months after Jack left. I'd play in secret with my eyes half closed while tears dribbled out of them and made dull patches on the varnish. When I wasn't playing my cello in secret with my eyes half closed and tears dribbling out of them, I was sitting by the phone in Ben's shabby, chaotic office, staring into space, reading and rereading Jack's single text message – I wish I could feel you naked beside me – which only made the whole thing worse. Or lying in the shed on the cheap airbed I had bought that kept going flat, with my head buried in the shirt that already smelled more of damp than of him. Or scouring the second-hand shops in Penzance for a tape player and trying not to think about him with beautiful, confident Argentinian girls sporting perfectly toned and tanned bodies. I used to love Broadsands. It used to feel like a refuge. After Jack left it felt like a prison. 




  Until the day that altered everything forever. 
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Jack had been gone three months. 




  I wandered into the bar. Ben was doing a crossword and smoking a joint. 


  Andrew was rolling another joint, a half-drunk pint of Guinness parked on the table next to him. I slumped on to a stool. Ben passed me the joint. I looked at it. All we ever did was drink and smoke. All over the world people like Jack were laughing and loving and surfing and climbing mountains and sleeping out under the stars and all we ever did was drink and smoke. 




  'Do you need a brandy?' said Ben. 




  'No,' I shook my head. 'I need to get out of this dump.' 




  'Maybe it would help if you spent less time with your head in Jack's shirt.' 




  He leaned over me to pour himself a pint of Doom Bar. 'Don't you think it's time you got over it?' 




  'Yes,' I said, through gritted teeth. Sometimes I hated Ben. 'Like I said. I need to get out of here.' 




  'What's stopping you?' 




  'You don't pay us, that's what's fucking stopping me. I haven't got any money.' 




  'Well I haven't got any fucking customers.' 




  Andrew passed me the other joint. I passed the one I already had back to Ben. 




  'I was watching telly the other night,' said Andrew, breaking the tense silence. 'It was a programme about two guys who busked their way across America. They had an old van and a couple of guitars and they were pretty crap but they did it. All the way from Canada to Mexico.' 




  Ben and I looked at each other. We knew what was coming. 




  'And I thought that's exactly what we should do. Sack this place off and be troubadours.' 




  'What's a troubadour?' said Ben. 




  'A busker, you dickhead. A busker that travels. We could get an old van, like they did, and drive over to France and busk our way around.' 




  I looked at him. 




  'Are you serious?' 




  'Of course he's not serious,' said Ben. 'He doesn't even play anything.' 




  'I play the recorder,' said Andrew, puffing out his chest. 'Anyway, that's why we need Catrina.' 




  He turned to Ben. 'I thought you could be the one who goes round with a hat collecting all the money.' 




  'Don't they normally get small children with missing limbs to do that?' 




  'You could dress up,' said Andrew. 




  'Fuck off,' said Ben, in his northern way. 'I hate buskers. And France.' 




  'You've never even been to France.' 




  'I have.' 




  That's when Andrew had his brainwave. 




  'We could go to Nordkapp!' 




  I stared at him. 'Fuck!' I said. 




  'We could go to Nordkapp and see Jack's flipping midnight sun,' said Andrew. 'And it wouldn't matter that it was too expensive because we'd make all our money on the road.' 




  Jack had a thing about Norway. According to him, it was just like New Zealand, only minus the backpackers, and close enough to drive to from England. He said one day he and I would get a van and fill it up with tins of food and drive it all the way to Nordkapp. I used to lie with my head on his shoulder and imagine myself safely strapped into the passenger seat while he took charge of everything. I'd picture the midnight sun, too, bouncing around in a sky full of stars, with reindeer wandering the cliffs and wondering what to do with themselves in all those hours of sunlight. 




  'Where the fuck is Nordkapp?' said Ben, who hadn't spent a lot of time listening to Jack. 




  'Most northerly point in Europe,' Andrew and I said in unison. 




  'Uh, North Pole?' 




  'Is the North Pole in Europe?' Andrew looked at me. I shrugged my shoulders. 




  'Anyway, it doesn't matter,' said Andrew. 'The point is there's bears and reindeer and everything. It would feel like the North Pole.' 




  'You're mental.' 




  'Hey,' said Andrew, practically jumping up and down with excitement, 'we could go from Nordkapp to Cabo San Vicente.' 




  'What's that?' 


  'It's a lighthouse in Portugal.' 


  'A lighthouse in Portugal,' said Ben, shaking his head. 'Surely the other end would be Italy. The opposite of north is south, you know.' 




  'Crap waves in Italy,' said Andrew. 




  'I like Italy,' I said, even though I'd never been there. 




  'I hate Norway,' said Ben. 




  Andrew wasn't listening. 




  'We'd be free, out of the system, like the guy on that film who walked off on his own in Alaska and lived in an old lorry and ate berries.' 




  'The one who died of starvation,' said Ben. 




  'We're going to die anyway. It's getting shorter every day, you know.' 




  'What is? Your dick?' 




  'This!' He waved his hand vaguely around the bar. 'Life.' 




  Ben snorted. 




  'That why you want to sit in a puddle of your own piss on street corners all over Europe playing 'Imagine' on a recorder, swigging wine out of a carton and kicking dogs.' 




  'Busking is not the same as begging,' said Andrew. 'Busking is a public service. The government ought to pay people to do it. Stop them killing themselves after they've been shopping in Tesco.' 




  'Catrina's cello makes me want to kill myself.' 




  'He's right,' I said, flushing with embarrassment. 'You can't busk with a cello. It's much too big and sad.' 




  'If you can hitch with a fridge you can busk with a cello.' Tony Hawks was one of Andrew's heroes. 




  'Oh my God,' said Ben. 'Shut up about that stupid fridge. It's not funny any more. It never was funny.' 




  'It's jazz. Hitching with a fridge is jazz.' 




  'Why?' 




  'Shut up.' 




  'You shut up.' 




  There was a pause. I passed the joint back to Andrew. 




  'If you won't come with me,' he said, through a mouthful of smoke, 'I'll go on my own. I'm going to busk from Norway to Portugal before I die if it kills me.' 




  I caught Ben's eye. We both tried not to laugh. The list of things Andrew was going to do before he died was longer than the Argos catalogue. Like us, he never actually did anything. 




  But then he did do something. 




  He died. 
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The reclining chairs were still all empty and the angry grey clouds were still spitting bursts of rain on to the sloping window. The door opened and a short, greyish, tough-looking man strode into the room, carrying a suitcase. He put the suitcase down on the floor and held out a hand for me to shake. 




  'Stan. Pub in London. Drive with the Arabs.' 




  Stan needed a drink, and I knew that if I was left alone I would start crying and never stop, so I followed him to the saloon, which was full of noisy fruit machines and excitable teenagers. I slumped on a stool, my chin resting on my hands, while Stan necked tiny cups of instant coffee, chain-smoked cigarettes of a kind I had never seen before and asked me a whole load of questions I didn't want to answer. 




  'What's a girl like you doing sleeping in a van all on her lonely, anyhow, heh heh?' 




  I shook my head and tried not to cry. 




  'Don't know. Good point.' Stan roared with laughter, ordered another coffee and lit a cigarette. Among the smoke and the jukeboxes he had the commanding manner of an animal in its natural habitat. 




  'Got plenty of dosh have you? Not cheap over there.' 




  'None.' 




  'None?' 




  'I've got a cello.' My voice shook slightly. 'I'm going to busk my way to the midnight sun.' 




  Stan bellowed with laughter. I thought about sticking a small plastic fork in his eye. 




  When he'd finished downing coffees Stan moved on to small plastic bottles of warm white wine. I was more enthusiastic about these. He watched approvingly as I knocked them back. He winked and held up a small fat hand for a high five. 




  'Where you headed then? South? East? You're not staying in Norway? Save the easy ones f'when you're old, heh heh.' 




  I thought he was quite old. 




  'Reckon Helsinki first, then Moscow, Beijing, do China f'a couple weeks then Prague, see the Czechs, Athens, heh heh. Joke f'you. Lady asks a waiter how they prepare their chickens. Waiter says nothing special we just flat out tell 'em they're gonna die.' 




  After they closed the bar we stumbled back to the room full of chairs. It was still empty. 




  I lay down on my pile of blankets and tried to read an ancient copy of Europe on a Shoestring, published in 1988, that Ben had kindly given me before I left. Stan was still chatting, presumably to himself. 




  'Get out as quickly as possible, buy a sandwich, heh heh, Stockholm, Helsinki, play with the Russians.' 




  Europe on a Shoestring was full of dire warnings. In the section on Norway it told me that mobile homes were not allowed to overnight in lay-bys ever. I told myself sternly that nobody in their right mind could possibly mistake my lurid yellow rust bucket for a mobile home. I trembled at the thought of it being towed away in the dead of night and crushed, with me sleeping peacefully inside. Or what if I was woken up by tall, blonde Viking policemen wielding clubs? Although maybe that wouldn't be as bad. Jack always said I had chronic anxiety and an overactive imagination. I tried as hard as I could not to think about Jack, about the way he used to zip me up inside his Patagonia duck down jacket while he was wearing it, and how safe I'd feel, but the more I tried the worse it got. I pulled some purple nylon blankets over me and huddled under them. Stan started snoring and snorting and twitching in the corner. 




 


What Jack liked about Norway was the fact that there weren't any people there. 




  'Norway has the lowest population density in the whole of Europe,' he'd say, propping his beautiful head on a muscled arm and staring at me with his clean blue eyes. 




  'It's three times the size of England, but with less than a tenth of England's population. Do you know what that means?' 




  I didn't. 




  'Over here there are nearly four hundred people to every square kilometre. How many do you reckon there are over there?' 




  'I dunno. Two hundred?' 




  'Eleven.' 




 


I picked up the book and turned to the driving section. 


  'Always carry a spare can of fuel because vast sections in the north are sparsely populated and gas stations are hundreds of kilometres apart.' 




  I put the book down. I didn't even have a spare tyre. 
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At midday on 17 June, almost twenty-four hours after it left Newcastle, the ferry docked in Bergen. Bergen is surrounded by a ring of seven mountains. It is also on the coast. If you have ever spent time in Wales you will know what that means. In an average year Bergen sees 294 days of rain. I arrived on one of those days. And it wasn't just any old rain. It was God on high with a pressure hose, desperately trying to purge the world of humans, who all had their heads down and pac-a-macs on as they fought their way through the downpour. 
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