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To all our BGV team:


who encourage that kid-like spirit


in each other, love adventure


and always go that extra mile
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The telephone’s chirping ring made Mak look up from the book he was reading on his bed. For whatever bizarre reason, his mother had changed the landline ringtone to mimic the trill of an exotic bird. She thought it was amusing, but it set Mak’s nerves on edge. That, along with the abundance of plants his mother crammed in the house, had convinced him that nature had one place: outside. Not in his comfortable London home.


He was glad when he heard his dad finally answer the phone, and he settled back down on the bed. But as his father’s voice rose with increasing anxiety, Mak sat up in alarm. He went out on to the landing, and crouched at the top of the stairs to listen. His father kept slipping into Hindi, a language he seldom used and one Mak had long forgotten, which made it hard for him to understand what was going on – but something was clearly wrong.


Mak skipped a coin through his knuckles nervously, part of a magic trick he had been perfecting. The coin would flow over each knuckle, falling downward, then, with barely a waggle of the fingers, it would seem to roll back up. It was a distraction, one of the cardinal rules of magic. The viewer watched the coin while the other hand performed the trick unseen. It was something else his father disapproved of; he didn’t understand why Mak wasted his time learning pointless tricks.


He heard the phone call finish and the hushed voices of his parents.
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Then – ‘Makur!’ his father called from downstairs, surprising him and making him drop the coin. It was always a bad sign when Mak’s full name was used. ‘Makur, come down here a moment.’


Dragging his heels, Mak headed downstairs. The look on his parents’ faces when he reached the bottom set off alarm bells. His dad was rubbing his eyes, discreetly wiping away tears. This was particularly unsettling, as he’d never seen his father express any emotion, other than disappointment.


‘What’s happened?’ Mak asked, with a growing sense of dread. ‘Tell me.’
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‘Your Uncle David has died,’ his mother said with a cracking voice.


Mak looked from one parent to the other and nodded. He vaguely recalled his Uncle David, his father’s brother, who lived somewhere in India. He had come over to England a few times on business and they had all been out to dinner, but Mak only had vague memories of the man. He certainly wouldn’t have been able to identify him in a police line-up. But he was his father’s brother and he knew they were close, so he did feel sorry for his father. He wished he could think of something to say.


‘It was a car accident,’ his mum continued when it was clear his dad wasn’t yet capable of speaking. ‘As he was coming out of his office.’ Mak’s uncle had owned a technology company in New Delhi.


Mak tried to picture where in India that was. It took a few seconds to actually peg the country with any accuracy on his mental globe, so he had no chance of locating the actual city.


‘We’ll have to go over for the funeral and to deal with his business affairs,’ his dad finally managed, clearing his throat as he did so. ‘He has no family out there . . .’ He trailed off.


Mak’s mind raced. He knew he should feel sad, but all he could think about was a blessed week, or maybe two, without his parents breathing down his neck. A break from his dad’s lectures about wasting his time on computer games or practising his conjuring tricks. ‘Well, I could stay with Grandma and—’


‘We will all be going,’ his father said firmly.


‘To India?’ Mak blurted. He had never been there and had absolutely no desire to either. Aside from the food, he couldn’t think of a single good reason to want to visit. He was quite happy where he was in London. ‘All of us? Even Anula?’ If his older sister was forced to come too, then perhaps it would be bearable.


His dad wagged a finger. ‘Your sister has university. It’s important she stays to continue her studies undisturbed.’


‘What about my studies?’ Mak exclaimed. ‘I have exams . . .’ As the words tumbled from his mouth he knew it sounded like a desperate plea not to go – he’d never been that bothered about his exams before.


His father’s face darkened. ‘You will come with us! We go to respect your uncle as a family.’ He turned and walked off into the living room without another word.


Mak knew he shouldn’t have said anything, especially as his father had only just heard the bad news. If he had waited, then perhaps he could have come up with better, subtler reasons as to why he should remain at home. He felt his mother’s gaze boring into him.


‘Why do you always think of yourself, Mak?’ she said quietly. ‘Your father is upset. You should be supporting him, not arguing.’


Mak felt ashamed. He hung his head. ‘I’m sorry. I’ll go and put the kettle on.’ He hurried to the kitchen hoping that some chai would help make amends, but knowing that he had a trip ahead of him that he had no interest in undertaking.


To Mak, India was a very big country a very long way from home.
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So it was that three days later Mak found himself standing in the middle of a busy Heathrow Airport terminal. All around him crowds of people dashed past trying to make their departure gates on time, and there was an air of constant tension.


Conversations with his parents were short as he was worried that any unthoughtful comment might hurt his father’s feelings, so he decided to say as little as possible. However, that didn’t stop his father from chastising him at every opportunity.


‘Stop running,’ when Mak dashed along the terminal’s travelator. ‘Don’t touch that, you’ll break it,’ when he dared pick something up in the gift shop. It was always either: ‘stop’, ‘don’t’, or ‘be quiet’, but Mak decided arguing back wouldn’t solve anything.


At least he received a smile from the waitress in the restaurant when he made a sugar cube vanish with a wave of his hand. Unfortunately that just led to his father muttering, ‘Stop messing around, Makur.’


Mak hoped that New Delhi would at least be a little calmer.


It must be the law in India to drive while sounding your horn, Mak thought. There couldn’t be any other explanation for the deafening cacophony rattling the streets of New Delhi.


Walking from the air-conditioned arrivals terminal of Indira Gandhi Airport into the suffocating and polluted humid heat had been unexpected, but the crush of humanity on the kerbside was even more of a shock. Mak had never seen so many people in one place, and each one appeared to be trying to sell them something – a taxi ride, some fruit, a drink, mobile phone or any number of other objects Mak couldn’t yet identify. His father cut through them all with nothing more than a stern look and a stance that kept anybody from pestering him more than once.


Mak wasn’t so lucky and several times the ranks of people closed around him, separating him from his parents. For a moment he felt claustrophobic as he was pressed between bodies.


He was spun around several times until he couldn’t see where the terminal building was. Disoriented he shouted out in alarm, ‘Mum! Mum!’


Then his mother’s hand shot through the throng and gripped his elbow, pulling him towards the private car waiting just metres away. It had only taken seconds, but in that instant Mak developed a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach; a momentary panic. What if he lost his parents? He didn’t know his way around the city, spoke no Hindi and didn’t even know the name of the hotel they were staying at. He fought the uncontrollable fear of being alone – alone in a city of twenty-one million people.
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In the safety of their private car, Mak peered out of the window at the constant wall of traffic and the pavements crammed with more people than he had ever seen in his whole life, all squashed together. He couldn’t help but notice a wistful expression on his father’s face: a hint of sorrow, but something else; perhaps a sliver of joy at being back in India.


The sharp cold of the car’s air conditioning pricked Mak’s skin. Too warm outside, too cold inside.


And then his stomach started rumbling.


Mak was pretty sure his food shouldn’t slither like that. He poked it with a spoon. He’d had rogan josh before in England, but clearly they made it differently here. It didn’t look quite the same, and the taste was unusual. It left him longing for fish and chips or apple crumble: something normal.


Despite his growing list of concerns, Mak kept silent. His parents spoke quietly as they ate, but didn’t engage him in conversation, and he was feeling too jet-lagged to care. It took a few moments of prodding his food before he realized his dad had spoken to him.


‘Sorry Dad?’


‘I said we should probably leave you here in the hotel tomorrow while we go to Uncle David’s office to make a start on sorting through his business affairs.’


Due to the time it had taken to arrange their flights, they had missed Uncle David’s funeral. Hindi funerals took place as quickly as possible, and Uncle David’s had taken place just two days after they’d heard the bad news. Mak was kind of relieved; he had no desire to witness a cremation – but missing it had put his father in a fouler mood than usual.


‘That’s fine,’ said Mak. ‘I’m happy to stay here until you’re back.’


‘You’re not to leave the hotel,’ his father warned.


‘There’s a swimming pool,’ his mother said, ‘and you can eat in the restaurant if you’re hungry. We shouldn’t be too long.’


Mak had zero intention of leaving his room, never mind the hotel. The pool held no attraction. While he was a strong swimmer, he had nothing but bad memories of being teased during school swimming lessons.


‘I’ll be fine,’ said Mak with relief. ‘I have plenty to keep me busy.’ Undisturbed time to hone a few more tricks from his book was top of his list. And maybe then to order some room service and eat it in bed whilst watching a movie. Bliss!


And that is exactly how Makur’s initial experience of India unfolded, from within the safe four walls of his luxurious hotel room. Indian television wasn’t exactly riveting if you didn’t like musicals, cricket or current affairs, so instead he focused on his magic book, and logged on to the hotel’s internet to watch a few YouTube videos on how to palm a coin to make it look as if it had vanished into thin air.


Mak began to grow bored, so he ventured out on to the balcony. The slice of humid air that slapped him in the face and the monotonous drone of traffic made him retreat back inside, quickly closing the door after him.


By late afternoon his parents still weren’t back, so Mak ventured into the hotel lobby and peered through the impressive revolving doors at the manicured lawns, and for a fleeting second he felt the urge to go outside.


He took a step, but then a voice in his head whispered what lay beyond: heat, incessant flies, endless traffic and squadrons of beggars. It was a hostile and unfamiliar land, and not one Mak thought he should be a part of.


He accepted it was down to fear. Fear of the unknown, the cold tickle of the unfamiliar. Some people were cut out to be explorers and adventurers, but not Mak. He’d never really ventured beyond the outskirts of London.


If Mak was honest, the thing he feared most was living his whole life within a few cosy square kilometres and never doing anything worthwhile. But what choice did he have? He just wasn’t cut out for adventure. And as for risk? He wouldn’t know what to do if he was faced with it head on.
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No – magic was simpler – he could control that and hide behind it.


And disappear.
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Later that evening his parents arrived back and the three of them had dinner together. Mak’s father spent most of the meal poring over paper files, all adorned with the GeoTek logo of his uncle’s company, while his mother flicked worried glances at Mak. Eventually she spoke up.


‘Would you like me to stay with you tomorrow?’


‘It’s fine. You do what you need to do. I’m happy here. Really,’ Mak replied, although part of him felt he could do with the company.


‘We could explore New Delhi together. It is rather marvellous,’ his mum insisted. ‘There’s the Gurudwara Bangla Sahib. It’s a temple,’ she added when Mak frowned. ‘Very beautiful. Or Humayun’s Tomb is supposed to be impressive.’


‘Aren’t they just a bunch of old buildings?’ Mak asked.


‘Leave him,’ said his father without looking up. ‘You know how he is. He has no interest in anything – except magic.’


The words stung Mak and he spent the rest of the meal in silence, slowly eating the chips on his plate which, like everything else in the hotel, didn’t taste like they did back home.


So it was a surprise the next day when his father bounded into the room and clapped his hands together in excitement. For the first time since they’d arrived on the subcontinent, he was smiling broadly.


‘Come on, Makur, get an overnight bag together. We’re going on a trip!’


‘Where to?’ Mak’s spirits began to rise – was this an opportunity to start heading home?


‘David’s business has operations in the jungle, so we’re going to see how they run. I need to get a measure of things if I’m going to take over.’


Mak felt his skin prickle with fear. If I’m going to take over. Could his dad be thinking of staying in India? Mak felt sick at the thought. Until he registered what else his dad had said. ‘We’re going to the j-jungle?’


‘Yes!’ His dad’s eyes widened with delight. ‘The wild, untouched jungle! I have always wanted to go.’


That was news to Mak. The most adventurous place he’d ever seen his father go was to the golf course. ‘But there are insects in the jungle. You hate insects.’


‘We have bug spray.’


‘And lions, and zebras and giraffes . . .’ Mak was beginning to struggle with his natural history knowledge.


‘Not unless they’re on holiday from Africa,’ said his father. ‘I think you’ll be quite safe.’


‘But . . . but . . .’ Mak stammered, trying to think of any excuse that would impress, but his father had already filled one of their smaller suitcases with various essentials, including a spare change of clothes for Mak. ‘But I won’t enjoy it!’


His father stopped packing, his hand on the lid as he took a deep breath. He angled his head towards Mak and spoke in a low voice, clearly fighting the desire to snap at his son.


‘I am not asking you to enjoy it. I am asking you to at least try something new.’


‘I don’t want to try anything new—’


‘Your uncle left London and came out here to launch his business because he wanted to try something different. Something exciting! He was curious, and curiosity takes us through new doors and on to new experiences. He came here and created some remarkable things, gave jobs and hope to many people.’


‘Yeah, but look where it got him.’ As soon as the words tumbled out of Mak’s mouth he regretted them, expecting his dad to shout at him. Instead he just looked sad and exhaled a short sigh. Then he yanked the case zip closed.


Mak knew any chance of pleading to stay at the hotel had gone. He was going into the jungle and there was one thing he knew for sure: he wasn’t the jungle type.
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Mak couldn’t take his eyes off the undulating hills below as the Bell 429 helicopter flew over them. The sight was hypnotic. Mak had never been in a helicopter before and was finding it a magical experience, though the relentless throb of the engine had been intimidating at first – even with ear defenders on.


They had taken a plane from the concrete suburbs of New Delhi and, after an unremarkable flight, had landed in the smaller city of Nagpur where they climbed into a private car and transferred to a private section of the airport where they had met the helicopter.


Mak couldn’t help noticing the logo of his uncle’s company emblazoned on its side. He still didn’t know how large the business was or what ‘operations’ he was being dragged into the jungle to see.


Now, after flying north-east for almost two hours, the pilot’s crackling voice came over the headset. ‘We’re entering Madhya Pradesh. The entire state forms the heart of India.’


Below them, the unmistakable signs of the jungle began to appear. Mak felt his pulse quicken. While he had no desire to be down there among the bugs and beasts, the sight of dense jungle as far as he could see touched a primeval nerve and made the hairs on his arm stand on end. He wondered if this was something everybody felt when confronted with raw nature; an inherited memory from the days when people roamed the lands as hunter-gatherers, relying on their wit and skill to stay alive.


He glanced at his parents. His mother looked interested, but his father wore a grin more at home on a child.


Mak looked back down at the jungle. It was majestic and savage . . . but from up here it all looked a little unreal, like giant stems of broccoli.
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After kilometres of endless jungle, the chopper eventually came to rest on a small concrete landing pad built on the banks of a wide brown river.


They had to wait for the rotor-blades to spool down before the pilot eventually climbed out and opened the door for them. Mak was thankful for the opportunity to stand and stretch his legs, but the intense heat struck him hard, and for a minute he felt unable to breathe. The humidity was much more intense than the city and sweat stains formed on his T-shirt under his armpits and on his chest almost instantaneously. How could anything live in this heat?


Mak looked around the landing pad, expecting to see a welcoming party, but there was nobody. The jungle almost surrounded them, a vast wall of trees that sucked up the sunlight and offered only shadows in return. He took a few faltering steps towards the treeline, hearing the blood pound in his ears like ominous drums while the exotic sounds of birds and creatures he could not identify howled and shrieked around him.


Don’t venture forth . . . they seemed to warn. Stay away . . .


The boughs of the trees stretched skyward and each step Mak took forced him to crane his head. A wave of dizziness suddenly swept over him and he faltered – saved by his mother’s steadying hand on his shoulder.


‘You must keep hydrated,’ she said, pushing a water bottle into his hand. ‘You need to keep drinking out here or the heat will find a way to get you.’


Mak gratefully took the bottle, twisted the cap off and drank almost the whole lot in just a few gulps.


‘So where are we staying?’


‘At the outpost,’ his father said.


‘You mean not here?’


His dad hauled their cases from the chopper and nodded towards the river. ‘We still have a way to go yet.’
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From the air the river had looked just like any other. From the ground it was a wide stretch of sluggish brown water. Occasional dark shapes broke the surface, but Mak couldn’t be sure if they were broken tree limbs or crocodiles lurking in wait.


‘The Wainganga River,’ his father continued as they walked towards it. ‘We’re heading upstream to the company’s outpost. That’s where we’ll spend a couple of nights.’ He saw the look on Mak’s face. ‘It’s OK, Makur. It’s an adventure.’


An adventure was the one thing that worried Mak. The thought of it made him shiver – and that wasn’t easy in this heat.


A rickety wooden jetty stretched into the water and a long metal speedboat was moored to the side. An old Indian man dressed in a traditional lungi and sporting a wide grin welcomed Mak’s father. He helped him lift the luggage aboard and gestured that they should hurry.


Mak froze. He’d never been on a boat before, not counting a rowing boat in the park. As he drew nearer, the scuffmarks along the hull didn’t fill him with confidence. He climbed aboard with a few tentative steps and their guide tugged at the rusting motor. It started on the third attempt, and black smoke coughed out as they sped away from the bank.


The sudden rush of air was a welcome relief from the intense humidity. Mak noticed both his parents closing their eyes and tilting their heads to enjoy the cooler air. Occasional flocks of colourful parrots soared low over the river, trilling in alarm as the grumbling boat engine startled them.


Mak began to relax as they navigated the river’s sweeping curves. Trees crowded the banks, spindly branches stretching out into the water as if attempting to pluck the boat from the river. Mak draped his fingers over the edge, trailing them in the cool water. His eyes began to close.


The guide’s harsh shout made him jump. He looked around, expecting danger, but saw nothing. The old man was pointing at Mak’s hand.


‘Keep your fingers out of the water,’ his dad translated. ‘Crocodiles. He says that to them you are just food.’
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